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Introduction
Research has long documented the positive effect immigrants have on the U.S. economy.i
Through immigration, businesses are able to fill critical skill gaps, reduce hiring shortages,
and produce more goods and services. This allows businesses to grow and create more jobs
for U.S.-born workers, increasing overall employment levels.ii
Researchers have found that immigrants augment the existing workforce, debunking the
myth that immigrants compete with native workers for jobs.iii Moreover, immigration has
been found to increase the real wages of U.S.-born workers. One study on the effects of
immigration found that immigrants in California spurred wage gains of up to 6.7% for the
state’s native workers who had at least a high school degree.iv
In addition, immigrants bolster economic growth through their tax contributions, spending
on goods and services, and participation in the housing market.v In 2019, Colorado
immigrants paid $5.8 billion in local, state and federal taxes.vi After paying taxes, immigrant
households in Colorado retained over $15.6 billion in income in 2019, equating to significant
spending power. Further, nearly 130,000 immigrants in Colorado are homeowners,
contributing to over $56 billion in housing wealth.vii
The Business Roundtable summarizes these effects of immigration, writing: “Numerous
analyses have shown that the immigrant workforce boosts GDP; increases employment,
wages and income; reduces government deficits; supports the housing market; and
promotes entrepreneurship and innovation that keep our economy dynamic.”viii

Immigration in Colorado
Statewide Economic Impact
In 2019, Colorado was home to 537,334 immigrants, who comprised 9.3% of the state's
population.ix Immigrants make up a disproportionately larger share of the workforce
because they are more likely to be of working age. About 83 percent of non-native born
workers are between ages 16 and 64, compared to 64 percent of the US-born population in
Colorado.x These immigrants positively impact the state’s economy through their tax
contributions and spending. Figure 1 displays data on income, taxes and spending power for
immigrants in Colorado.
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Figure 1: Immigrant Taxes and Spending in Colorado, 2019

Source: New American Economy, 2019, Available at:
https://www.newamericaneconomy.org/locations/colorado/

Entrepreneurship
America is built on the entrepreneurial spirit of immigrants. To this day, immigrants
continue to spur new innovations and technologies and take industries into new directions.
Immigrant-led innovations increase capital productivity and benefit U.S.-born workers
through growth in jobs and wages.xi Immigrants start new businesses at twice the rate of
U.S.-born individuals.xii According to data compiled by the New American Economy, “in
2016, 40.2 percent of Fortune 500 firms had at least one founder who either immigrated to
the United States or was the child of immigrants.”xiii These immigrant-founded companies
employ millions of Americans and contribute billions of dollars to the U.S. GDP.
Figure 2: Snapshot of Immigrant Entrepreneurs
Colorado

United States

2019
# of Immigrant Total Business Income of
Entrepreneurs Immigrant Entrepreneurs

# of Immigrant
Entrepreneurs

43,684
$1.2B
3.2M
Source: New American Economy, 2019. Available at:
https://www.newamericaneconomy.org/locations/colorado/ and
https://www.newamericaneconomy.org/locations/national/
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Total Business Income of
Immigrant Entrepreneurs
$88.5B

COVID-19 & Immigrants
Essential Workers
In addition to comprising a high share of the country’s entrepreneurs, immigrants also make
up a disproportionately high share of many essential jobs.
According to data compiled by the New American Economy, although
immigrants comprise 13.6 percent of the U.S. population, they make
up 38 percent of home health aides, 29 percent of physicians, 25.5
percent of personal care aides, and 22 percent of nursing assistants.xiv
In Colorado, while immigrants make up 9.3 percent of the state’s population, they comprise
15.8 percent of health aids.xv These key health care positions have become more critical
during the COVID-19 pandemic, and immigrants are serving alongside native-born health
care workers putting themselves at high risk of exposure in caring for others. Immigrants
are also disproportionately more likely to be filling other essential jobs such as janitors and
cleaners, childcare workers, food preparation workers, cooks, and taxi and truck drivers.xvi
Unemployment
While immigrants serve an outsized role in many essential fields right now, they have not
been immune to the layoffs that have affected wide swaths of the population. Immigrants
saw a particularly large spike in unemployment rates as the pandemic closed businesses in
spring 2020 (see Figure 3). The unemployment rate for non-native born workers increased
from 4.2 percent in March 2020 to 21.7 percent in April 2020. The unemployment rate for
native workers also increased in April 2020, going up to 9.8 percent from 4.2 percent in
March. The large spike in unemployment for immigrants receded fairly quickly and
unemployment rates hovered around 6 percent to 7.7 percent in late summer to fall.
Across the board, unemployment rates remained higher in November
2020 than the start of the year (January 2020). For immigrants, their
November unemployment rate was four times higher than the start
of the calendar year.
Supporting all working adults, including immigrants, in returning to the labor force will be a
critical part of overall economic recovery.
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Figure 3: Colorado Labor Force Participation Rate by Birthplace in 2020
Source: IPUMS – Consumer Population Survey

Economic Impact on Counties
The 13 counties listed in Figure 4 each have more than 5,000 immigrant residents, and
combined they are home to 91 percent of all immigrants in the state. Nearly 30,000 of the
immigrants living in these 13 counties are entrepreneurs.
In 2019, while Denver had both the largest total number (109,012) and share of immigrants
(15.7 percent) in the state, Arapahoe County had the largest number of immigrant
entrepreneurs (6,759). Relative to total county population, Adams County also stands out
as having a high share of immigrant entrepreneurs, just behind Arapahoe County and ahead
of Denver and Boulder.
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Figure 4: Impact of Immigration in Colorado by County
13 Colorado counties have at least 5,000 immigrants
County

Number of
Immigrants

Immigrant
Share of
Population
(%)

Immigrant
Taxes Paid

Immigrant
Spending
Power

Number of
Immigrant
Entrepreneurs

Arapahoe

94,527

15.0%

$825.4M

$2.3B

6,759

Adams

73,077

14.8%

$426.1M

$1.4B

5,028

Boulder

31,817

9.6%

$363.6M

$919.0M

2,564

Broomfield

5,893

9.2%

$75.4M

$193.2M

N/A

Denver

109,012

15.7%

$781.4M

$2.4B

5,879

Douglas

21,897

6.7%

$345.3M

$824.8M

1,215

Eagle

7,041

12.9%

$39.7M

$126.3M

N/A

El Paso

47,002

6.9%

$380.7M

$1.1B

3,169

Jefferson

41,657

7.3%

$413.1M

$1.1B

2,570

Larimer

18,475

5.5%

$152.3M

$423.3M

N/A

Mesa

7,163

4.8%

$39.3M

$130.3M

N/A

Pueblo

5,786

3.5%

$29.6M

$104.3M

N/A

Weld

29,733

10.2%

$187.1M

$605.6M

1,765

Source: Data compiled from New American Economy and available at:
https://data.newamericaneconomy.org/map-the-impact/
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Visas
U.S. employers rely on visas to bring in foreign workers to fill key workforce shortages. Visa
programs require applicants to demonstrate that they cannot fill the position with a U.S.
worker. Thus, the high number of requests for visas by U.S. companies reflects a real need
for foreign labor. Further, research has found benefits from visa programs on the U.S.
economy as a whole. One study, for example, found that “as high-skilled H-1B immigrant
admissions increase, so does the rate of American inventions.”xvii Other data shows that
visas create more jobs for US-born workers.
According to the New American Economy, by 2020, 22,441 jobs would
have been created for U.S.-born workers in Colorado “if all the fiscal year
2014 LCAs for H-1Bs had turned into actual visas.”xviii
Additionally, given the importance of immigrant entrepreneurship, many business leaders
suggest there should be a specific visa for immigrants who want to obtain permanent
residence in the U.S. to both start and grow a new business.xix
Colorado Visa Data
In 2020, Colorado was ranked third in the nation for receiving certified positions through the
H-2B visa program, following Texas and Florida.xx Under the H-2B visa program, U.S.
employers can hire foreign workers to perform nonagricultural labor or services on a
temporary basis. In 2020, 46.1 percent of H-2B visas nationwide were issued for
groundskeeping and landscaping positions.xxi
Other visa programs include the H-1B visa for high-skilled, specialty occupations, H-2A visas
for temporary agricultural positions, and permanent visas for employers to hire foreign
workers on a long-term basis. In 2016, Colorado employers received certification from the
U.S. Department of Labor for 22,215 positions across a wide variety of occupations and
geographies. This included:
● 13,103 positions for workers on H-1B visas,
● 2,058 positions for H-2A workers,
● 6,179 positions for H-2B visas, and
● 875 positions for workers with a permanent visa.xxii
Top cities and occupations for the different visa programs in Colorado are displayed in
Figures 5 and 6.
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Figure 5: Top Cities in Colorado by Visa Category, 2016
Number of positions certified in parenthesis

Source: U.S. Department of Labor, Office of Foreign Labor Certification, Annual Report
2016, p. 57. Available at:
https://www.dol.gov/sites/dolgov/files/ETA/oflc/pdfs/OFLC_Annual_Report_FY2016.pdf
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Figure 6: Top Five Occupations/Agricultural Commodities in Colorado by Visa
Category, 2016

Occupation

Permanent Labor
Positions
Average Wage
Certified
Offer
8,772
$124,129

Software
Developers,
Applications
Software
Developers,
Systems
Software
Electronics
Engineers,
Except
Computer
Computer
System
Analysts
Computer and
Information
Systems
Managers
Occupation

Occupation
Computer
System,
Analysts
Software
Developers,
Applications

H-1B
Positions
Certified
3,198

Average
Wage Offer
$78,645

1,959

$87,855

4,620

$126,829

2,010

$115,187

Computer
Occupations,
All Other

1,267

$78,720

1,938

$109,566

Computer
Programmers

1,167

$95,263

704

$158,182

Software
Developers,
Systems
Software

1,161

$72,120

H-2B
Positions
Certified

Average Wage
Offer

Occupation

H-2A
Positions
Certified

Adverse
Effect Wage
Rate*
$11.74

Landscaping
4,130
$13.69
Fruits and
439
and
Vegetables
Groundskeeping
Workers
Maids and
863
$11.74
Livestock
404
$11.74
Housekeeping
Cleaners
Rock Splitters,
144
$16.65
Peaches
347
$11.74
Quarry
Cement Masons
107
$17.28
Nursery and
127
$11.74
and Concrete
Greenhouse
Finishers
Workers
Construction
102
$15.74
Lettuce
109
$11.74
Laborers
*Adverse Effect Wage Rate is effectively the federal minimum wage for certain agricultural
workers.
Source: U.S. Department of Labor, Office of Foreign Labor Certification, Annual Report
2016, p. 57. Available at:
https://www.dol.gov/sites/dolgov/files/ETA/oflc/pdfs/OFLC_Annual_Report_FY2016.pdf
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Conclusion
Research shows that immigrants strengthen the U.S. economy through their
entrepreneurship, tax contributions, spending power and by filling critical workforce
gaps. U.S.-born workers see more job opportunities and higher wages as a result of
immigration. Currently, there is a complex array of laws, visa categories and
regulations that often overlap and create inefficiencies. Establishing a coherent and
fair immigration system for foreign workers who wish to legally contribute to the US
economy is a priority of business leaders and many policymakers. Already the
policy landscape is beginning to shift under a new presidential administration. As
regulatory changes around immigration and foreign workers continue to occur, the
following organizations serve as resources for finding up-to-date information:
● Colorado Business Roundtable: https://www.cobrt.com/
● US Business Roundtable: https://www.businessroundtable.org/
● New American Economy: https://www.newamericaneconomy.org/
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