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Do undocumented immigrants take jobs away from American citizens? Do undocumented 

immigrants undercut the wages of American citizens? 

 

There are two prevailing main arguments within the economic community regarding the 

effect of immigration, both legal and illegal, on the wages of American workers. The two 

prominent economists who conduct research on this topic are David Card of California-Berkeley 

and George Borjas of Harvard. David Card’s research finds that immigration usually helps 

Americans. George Borjas finds that immigration usually has slightly negative effects on 

Americans.  

 

Before reading the information that economists present to support either side of the 

debate, one must acknowledge that there is limited information on the impacts of illegal 

immigration. Illegal immigration is really difficult to collect statistics on because illegal 

immigrants try to hide their immigration status, so decisive information about its impacts is 

tough to find. More reliable research has been done on the impacts of immigration in general.  

 

So, why are there these two sides to the immigration debate? Mostly because both sides 

use similar data, but define their terms differently. This changes how specific economists use the 

data and how that changes their conclusions. This page will explain the three major differences 

between Borjas and Card’s economic research on immigration in the United States of America. 

 

Difference 1: Borjas keeps capital expenditure (spending on equipment, machinery, and technology) 

fixed in his studies, while other economists (including Card) increase capital expenditure as the 

working population increases (as immigrants arrive). 

 

http://davidcard.berkeley.edu/
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/faculty/george-borjas


Capital Expenditure Fixed: Borjas 

 

What does it mean to have capital fixed?  

Imagine a store in your hometown or city that 

sells furniture. They have ten workers on payroll, 

but then decide over the next year to hire ten 

additional workers. If capital were fixed, all of the 

machinery and technology that the store uses to 

support the workers (cash registers, lifts to move 

furniture, chairs in the break room, etc…) would 

stay constant through the hiring of new workers. 

This would make the ratio of labor to capital in 

the store higher (more labor, same amount of 

capital) and thus make each of the twenty workers 

relatively less valuable than each of the ten were 

before. The company will pay workers a wage 

based on how valuable they are, so in this case, 

wages decrease because there are more workers. 

Capital Expenditure Increases: Card 

 

What does it mean to have capital expenditure 

increase?  

Imagine the same store that starts with ten 

workers and then decides to hire an additional ten. 

If capital expenditure increases, that means that as 

the new workers are hired, the store also buys new 

machinery and technology. In these studies, 

researchers keep the ratio of labor to capital the 

same. This makes each of the twenty workers just 

as valuable (relative to capital) as before when 

there were ten. The company will pay workers a 

wage based on how valuable they are, so in this 

case, wages do not decrease just because there are 

more workers. 

 

 

Difference 2: Borjas uses four education groups to sort workers in his studies, while Card and 

others argue that using two education groups produces more accurate results. 

 

Four Education Groups: Borjas 

 

Borjas uses four categories to sort education level 

when conducting his research: high school 

dropouts, workers who have a high school degree, 

people with some college education, and college 

graduates. Borjas does this because it disallows 

workers who are still in high school from being 

included in the same sample as workers who are 

dropouts. It also does the same with people who 

attended college, sorting people who graduated 

from those who did not. This indicates he believes 

that high school graduates are significantly more 

skilled workers than high school dropouts and that 

college graduates are significantly more skilled 

than people who left college prior to graduating. 

Two Education Groups: Card 

 

Card and many other economists only separate 

people into two education categories: high school 

equivalents and college equivalents. Why does 

Card only use two groups? When only sliced in 

two categories, the proportion of immigrants in 

each education group is almost equal to the 

proportion of native born adults in each of the two 

immigration groups. When sliced into four groups 

like Borjas suggests, the percentage of native 

workers in each of the categories is much 

different than immigrant workers. Card and others 

say that this skews the data and misrepresents the 

big picture.  

 

 

 

Difference 3: Borjas considers immigrants and natives with low skills to be perfect substitutes to 

each other. This means that an immigrant would be able to be as productive as a United States 

born person in a job that requires no college education. Card believes that native born workers 

have an advantage over immigrants in jobs with communication aspects because they are more 

familiar with the english language.  



Immigrants as Perfect Substitutes: Borjas 

 

Borjas concludes in much of his research that low 

skilled immigrants and low skilled workers are 

perfect substitutes. Low skilled workers are 

workers who work jobs that require little to no 

education. Common low skilled jobs are janitorial 

work, or being a retail salesperson at a clothing 

store. Borjas claims that when there is an increase 

in low skilled immigrants in a given area, the low 

skilled native workers suffer lower wages as a 

direct result. 

Immigrants as Imperfect Substitutes: Card 

 

Similar to Borjas, Card concludes that low skilled 

immigrant workers displace low skilled native 

workers. But, Card claims that in an area with 

high immigration, low skilled native workers tend 

to switch toward low skilled jobs with 

communication aspects that immigrants cannot 

excel in because natives have better English 

speaking and listening skills than most 

immigrants. Thus, an immigrant will work in the 

less communication heavy janitor job, while the 

native born worker will shift towards the 

communication dependent retail salesperson job. 

Given that idea, Card claims that immigrants 

actually raise the wage of native workers, for the 

influx of similarly skilled workers forces native 

workers to work in more communication heavy 

jobs where wages are often higher. 

 

 

The argument of both of these economists is important for academic research and 

understanding of the effects of immigration, but are not widely used in policy decisions. The 

research of immigration and their effects on wages of American workers is not precise and 

depend on how economists use large data sets. However, understanding both sides of the 

immigration debate help us understand the complexity of the issue and formulate our own 

opinions on the effects of immigration and what policies both the local and national government 

should take in terms of immigration. Over time, the data and the way we measure the effects of 

immigration changes, leading to different conclusions of its effects.  

 

Currently, economists tend to agree more with David Card, that the effects of 

immigration are not as negative on American wages as George Borjas concludes. However, 

ongoing research and data collection will continue to influence and change the perceived effects 

of immigration on wages that economists measure.  

 

The best answer that we can give to sum up the effect of both legal and illegal 

immigrants on native born worker wages, is that it depends on a variety of factors. We often 

cannot tell whether immigration is a net positive or net negative to the economy of an area until 

much later. Generally, immigration strengthens the entire country’s economy because the 

country has a greater capacity to produce. In the short term however, immigrants may displace 

certain workers based on what kinds of skills they bring to the table.  



For a more detailed story behind this ongoing debate within the economics community, 

please visit this article from The Economist. 

https://www.economist.com/blogs/freeexchange/2017/06/immigration-economics

