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Increased Immigration:
An Assetfor Virginia
....................... . ..

By Donna J. Tolson

The author is a demographer with the Weldon
Cooper Center fOr Public Service. Together with
Julia Martin) she produces population estimates
fOr Virginia's cities and counties.

Lmigration has been at the forefront of the
news this decade. Almost weekly the media
examine issues raised by America's growing foreign-born population, such as the pressure to
proclaim English the official language for business or schooling, the impact of rising proportions
of foreign-born residents in our cities, and the
need for legislation to protect America's jobs and
social services from illegal immigrants.
Immigration to the United States increased
dramatically after the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965. Although the number of
immigrants to the U.S. has decreased in recent
years, immigration has remained strong for the
past three decades. Both legal and illegal aliens
have dramatically changed the demographics of
major immigrant receiver states like California,
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Texas, and Florida. But what has happened here
in Virginia?
In 1995, the latest available year for immigration statistics, just over 720,000 immigrants
were admitted to the United States. About 16,300
of them came to Virginia, ranking it eighth in
the nation as an immigrant destination state. 1
Although the Commonwealth is more affected
than most states by an annual influx of foreignborn, just over two percent of the nation's total
immigrants actually settle here. Consequently,
national immigration trends may not closely
reflect what is happening in this state. By understanding the demographic impact of the
foreign-born in Virginia, we can place the social
and economic challenges faced by the nation and
other states into better perspective, and respond
appropriately to our own situation.
1 u.s. Department of]ustice, U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Serv)ce, Immigration to the United States in Fiscal Year 1995)
Table No.3 (URL: http://www.usdoj.gov/ins/public/statsl
112.html). Data obtained on 2/14/97).
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FIGURE 1
Foreign-Born Residents as a Percent of Total Population, 1990
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THE FOREIGN-BORN?

According to the 1990 Census, foreign-born residents are concentrated in just a few areas ofVirginia.
Although not a border state in the traditional sense,
Virginia does border Washington, D.C., one of the
top ten "ports of entry" for foreigners coming to the
U.S. 2 Not surprisingly, Northern Virginia has by far
the largest population of foreign-born in the Commonwealth. In 1990, Fairfax County alone was home
to over 127,000 non-natives, and over 21 percent of
Arlington County's population was born outside the
U.S. Yet foreign-born residents are still rare in most
other parts of the state. For the majority of Virginia

localities, the foreign-born represent less than two percent
of the total population. Twenty rural localities had
fewer than 50 foreign-born residents in 1990; Highland County had only four.
Metropolitan Areas. Immigrants have traditionally settled in large cities that offer economic
opportunities and already have communities ofpeople
from their homelands. Recent research has documented
the importance of kinship ties and informal networks
for new immigrants who often need assistance in finding
employment and housing, and in "learning the ropes"
in a new country.3 Virginia's foreign-born residents
are no exception-the overwhelming majority live in
the state's three largest metropolitan areas. In 1990,
over 91 percent ofVirginia's foreign-born population
lived in the metropolitan statistical areas (MSAs) of
Washington, D.C.; Norfolk-Virginia Beach-Newport
News; and Richmond-Petersburg.
Over 212,000 of these foreign-born lived in
the Virginia portion of the Washington, D. C. MSA
in three discernible rings of concentration. Arlington, Fairfax, Alexandria, Falls Church, and Fairfax
City make up a tight geographic cluster where foreign-born residents represent at least a tenth of the
population, the highest proportions in Virginia. In
the suburban localities bordering Fairfax County,
foreign-born residents account for between five and
ten percent of the population. The third ring wrap
the outskirts of Northern Virginia and contains
localities with at least a two percent foreign-born
population. Post-1990 statistics indicate that
~mmigration to these localities, especially those in
the first and second rings, has remained strong. 4

2 William H. Frey, Immigrant and Native Migrant Magnets. Am rican Demographics, Novemb r 1996, vol. 18, no. II, pg. 37.

4 U.S. D partment of Justice.

When people talk about immigrants, they can mean
different things. For many, the term conjures up a
vision ofyoung Mexicans crossing the border in search
of work.The term may include Asian war refugees,
or young Arabs who have come to the U.S. to study
engineering or medicine. This study confines itself
to the foreign-born population: people currently living
in the U.S. who were born in another country,
regardless of their citizenship or legal immigration
status. The foreign-born population includes all the
people mentioned above and some people not commonly included in a contemporary discussion of
immigrants, such as European-born citizens who
came to the U.S. during WWII. It does not include
second-generation residents who, though born in
the U.S., may still retain many of the characteristics of their immigrant parents.
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3 Frey, pg. 37.
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Large numbers offoreign-born also live in the
Norfolk-Virginia Beach-Newport News and Richmond-Petersburg MSAs. However, foreign-born
residence patterns in these areas are quite different
from those in Northern Virginia. With over 20,000
foreign-born residents, Virginia Beach had the highest
concentration in the Hampton Roads area in 1990.
Rather than expanding outwardly from Virginia
Beach in an even pattern, as they did in Northern
Virginia, foreign-born residents have settled more
to the north, preferring Norfolk and the Peninsula
to the Tidewater localities ofChesapeake, Portsmouth,
and Suffolk. In the Richmond-Petersburg MSA, still
a third pattern of concentration emerges. Here the
greatest numbers of foreign-born live outside the
central cities. In 1990, foreign-born people comprised between three and four percent of the total
population in Henrico, Chesterfield, Prince George,
and Colonial Heights. In contrast, they accounted
for less than two percent of the population in Richmond and Petersburg.
University Towns. Apart from large metropolitan areas, foreign-born residents have settled
primarily in parts of the state that are characterized
by one salient characteristic: the presence ofa graduate
or professional school. Most of the remaining
localities with a significant concentration offoreignborn residen ts con tain a maj or universi ty:
Charlottesville and Albemarle County (University
ofVirginia) , Montgomery County (Virginia Tech),
Radford (Radford University), Lexington (Washington & Lee University), and Harrisonburg Games
Madison University). Localities with colleges
but no graduate schools, such as Prince Edward
County, do not have a large concentration of
foreign-born people.
These two residence patterns-large metropolitan areas and places with graduate-level
universities-explain most of the distribution of
Virginia's foreign-born population. The two characteristics probably work together to draw foreigners
to certain areas of the state. Besides its urban character and proximity to Washington, D.C., Fairfax
is home to many foreign residents because of George
Mason University. The presence of several universities in Norfolk, Hampton, and Williamsburg may
partly explain why the foreign-born in Tidewater
are more likely to live there rather than in Portsmouth or Chesapeake. But metropolitan areas and
graduate schools do not explain everything about
where foreign-born people live in Virginia: despite
their rural locations and lack of a university,
Waynesboro and Winchester also contain sizable
proportions of foreign-born residents.
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THEY CAME FROM

In the past twenty-five years, the foreign-born population in Virginia has changed significantly. In 1970,
over half of Virginians born outside the U.S. were
European and fewer than one-fifth were Asian. North
and Central Americans accounted for 15 percent of •
the foreign-born, and the remaining 14 percent came
from South America, U.S.S.R., and other countries.
By 1990, the European and Asian concentrations
had reversed: 44 percent offoreign-born were Asian
and only 20 percent were European. Immigrants
from Mexico and Central America had doubled, and
though still small, the numbers from South America,
Mrica, and other countries had risen significantly
as well.

TABLE 1
Top 10 Countries of Origin for Foreign-Born
in Virginia, 1990
Number
All foreign born
Korea
Phillipines
EI Salvador
Vietnam
Germany
United Kingdom
India
Canada
Iran
Mexico

311,809
23,612
22,885
20,195
19,744
17,179
16,594
11,723
9,329
7,957
7,633

Percent
100%
8
7
6
6
6
5
4
3
3
2

THE ORIENT EXPRESS:
SEOUL TO FAIRFAX?
In 1990, Asian-born residents numbered well over
130,000 and accounted for almost half ofVirginia's
foreign-born population. Such a high concentration
is unusual: Asians account for only a fourth of foreign-born in the U.S. In fact, while several populous
states have more Asian-born residents than Virginia,
in 1990 Asians represented a higher proportion of •
the foreign-born population here than in any other
state except Alaska and Hawaii.
Asian-born residents in Virginia come from
many different countries, stretching from the Middle
East all the way to Japan. However, certain nationalities are more numerous than others. Half of the
Asian population in Virginia comes from just three
countries: Korea, the Philippines, and Vietnam.
For the most part, these immigrants from the
Far East have settled in just a few areas of the state,
increasing their impact on certain localities. More
than half of Virginia's Korean-born residents live
in Fairfax County or Fairfax City. In 1990, large •
Korean communities were located in Annandale,
Vienna, and McLean. A significant number ofFilipinos also live in Northern Virginia, but they are •
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most prevalent in Tidewater. More Filipinos live in
Norfolk, Chesapeake, Portsmouth, and Virginia
Beach than do people from any other country. Vietnamese have settled all over Virginia and are the
least concentrated of the Asian nationalities; however, large Vietnamese communities thrive in
Arlington, Fairfax, and Henrico counties. While most
Asian residents live in metropolitan areas, small but
significant Asian communities dot the rural parts
of the state, where their influence may be even more
noticeable because these areas have so few foreignborn residents.

EUROPEANS: AN AGING AND
SHRINKING GROUP
Twenty years ago Europeans accounted for almost
halfofVirginia's foreign-born residents. Yet by 1990,
Europeans represented only one-fifth of the foreignborn population, and they will account for even less
by the turn of the century. Similar trends have
occurred throughout the nation. Europeans, who
comprised the bulk of the immigration waves early
in this century, no longer arrive here in large numbers. Many of the European foreign-born are now
middle-aged or older: in 1990, a third of Europeanborn Virginians were senior citizens.
Then and now, German- and British-born residents numerically overshadow immigrants from other
European nations. Germans are particularly numerous
in the Shenandoah Valley and the Peninsula, and
many British reside in Central Virginia, but people
from these two countries live all over the state.
Despite the shrinking proportion of Europeans
among Virginia's foreign-born, in 1990 half the
localities in Virginia still had more German- or Britishborn residents than people born in any other nation.
Perhaps because many Europeans have lived most
of their lives in the U.S., or because they have
escaped some of the racial discrimination facing
other immigrant groups, they seem to have assimilated into our society more readily than foreign-born
people from other parts of the world. Most European-born residents speak English fluently, many
have married native-born Americans, and few choose
to live in tight-knit communities with others from
their country of origin.

small share of foreign-born residents in the
Commonwealth. In 1990, only 16 percent of
Virginia's foreign-born residents came from Mexico,
the Caribbean, or Central America. Including
South Americans raises the proportion to 24 percent,
which is still only half the size of the Asian-born
population.
However, this trend may be changing. In 1990,
the fastest growing nationality in Virginia was Hispanic: specifically, immigrants from El Salvador. At
the end of the last decade, thousands of Salvadorans
fled to the U.S. to escape their civil war. Numbering
only 1,500 in 1980, over 20,000 Salvadorans lived in
Virginia by 1990, a twelve-fold increase in just ten
years. Highly concentrated in the most urban localities in Northern Virginia, 90 percent of Salvadorans
lived in Arlington, Alexandria, or Fairfax in 1990.
Salvadorans are demographically quite different
from the other large nationality groups living in Virginia. In 1990, they were younger than other
foreign-born residents, and over 60 percent were male.
Although the swell ofSalvadoran immigrants has abated,
the young men in that first wave have probably been
joined by spouses, children, and other family members who have continued to increase their ranks.
No other Hispanic foreign-born group in Virginia had more than 8,000 people in 1990, but because
Hispanic immigrants tend to form tight-knit communities, their influence can still be substantial in
particular areas. Since 1980, immigrants from Peru,
Columbia, and Bolivia have formed growing communities in the state's largest metropolitan areas, where
a majority work in retail trade or services. However,
immigrants from Mexico and a few other Central
American nations, such as Guatemala and Honduras,
are exceptions. They have settled in the more rural
parts ofthe state where unskilled labor is needed. Itinerant Hispanic workers are also common in rural
communities where orchard or truck farm crops
require seasonal laborers.

FIGURE 2
Age, 1990

HISPANICS IN VIRGINIA:
NEXT DECADE'S STORY?
Much of the press coverage about immigration, and
certainly about illegal immigration, focuses on
Hispanic immigrants. People from Mexico, the Caribbean, and Central and South America comprised
almost 40 percent ofthe nation's foreign-born population in 1990. Yet historically, immigrants from
south of the border have accounted for a relatively
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How

THE FOREIGN-BORN
CO.MPARE TO VIRGINIA'S NATIVE
POPULATION
Age and Gender (Figure 2). The foreign-born
population is older than Virginia's native population, primarily because most people immigrate as
adults. In 1990, two-thirds of the foreign-born were
in the prime earning years between 22 and 54, compared to only half of all Virginians. Because a smaller
proportion of foreign-born are under 18 or over
65, they are not as likely as native Virginians to
qualify for social services such as Aid to Dependent
Children (ADC) or Medicare.

FIGURE 3
Family Size, 1990
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Among the foreign-born, age and gender distributions differ by nationality. On average, German
and British immigrants are older and more likely to
be female, while Hispanic immigrants tend to be
younger and are more likely to be male. Among Asians,
the Vietnamese population is youngest, though not
as young as Virginia's native population.

Families and Households (Figure 3). The vast
majority ofboth foreign-born and native households
are families headed by married couples. The greatest difference between the two is size: foreign-born
households are larger on average than native households. The greater size is not typically due to more
children, who account for only 15 percent of persons in foreign-born households, compared to 30
percent in native households. The increase comes
instead from the addition of adult family members,
and sometimes non-relatives, to many foreign-born
households. Hispanic foreign-born households tend
to be particularly large.
Education (Figure 4). As one might expect
from the preponderance of foreign-born residents
in university towns, Virginia's foreign-born population is decidedly better educated than its native
population. While the difference is slight at lower
educational levels-about 75 percent of native Virginians had a high school diploma in 1990, compared
to 78 percent of its foreign-born population-a substantially higher proportion offoreign-born residents
had college degrees. Almost 15 percent ofVirginia's
foreign-born residents held graduate or professional
degrees, compared to less than 10 percent of the
native population. In this respect, Virginia's foreignborn do not follow the national norm. In 1990,
only 60 percent ofD.S. foreign-born residents were
high school graduates, and only 9 percent held graduate degrees.
Looking at education levels by nationality
exposes some interesting variations. European,
African, and Asian immigrants tend to be highly
educated. Over a third of Indians and Iranians have
graduate degrees. South Americans are not quite as
well educated as their counterparts from other continents, but they still compare favorably with
Virginia's native population. Immigrants from
Mexico and Central America tend to fare worse

FIGURE 4
Educational Attainment, 1990
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educationally. Fewer than halfhave graduated from
high school, and only about 10 percent have college degrees. El Salvador's immigrants have some
of the lowest educational levels of all foreign-born:
fewer than a fourth had a high school diploma
in 1990.
Labor Force and Employment (Figure 5).
In 1990, there were few substantial differences
between Virginia's foreign-born and native-born labor

FIGURE 5
Labor Force Participation, 1990

Not in Labor Force

Unemployed

Employed

0%

10 20

30

40

50

60

70

II Foreign Born Virginians
All Virginians

• force. Foreign-born residents age 16 and older were
• a little more likely to be in the labor force (employed
• or looking for work) than native-born residents, most
• likely because more foreign-born residents are ofworking age. Central and South Americans, who tend to

be younger, have labor force participation rates of
80 percent and higher. Europeans, who tend to be
older, have slightly lower rates than the general population, especially for women. For most foreign-born
Virginians, unemployment rates are comparable to
those in the native population, with the exception
of Central Americans, who had higher unemployment rates in 1990.
In contrast, the u.S. foreign-born population
was less likely than the native-born population
to be in the labor force. Participation rates were especially low for older and poorly educated immigrants.
As in Virginia, Central and South Americans had
high rates of labor force participation. Nationally,
unemployment rates were highest for Russians,
Cambodians, Laotians, Mexicans, and Central
Americans.
Industry and Occupation (Figure 6). Foreignborn residents are twice as likely as native Virginians
to work in service occupations. Almost a quarter of
foreign-born residents work in retail trade, and 8
percent work in private households. Equal proportions of the native and foreign-born population work
in managerial and professional occupations. Employment proportions offoreign-born and native workers
also closely match in all industries except manufacturing, where foreign-born people are much less likely
to work.
Yet once again, differences among nationalities emerge. Europeans are much more likely to work
in managerial or professional jobs than those born
in Central America. Asian-born residents are

FIGURE 6
Occupations, 1990
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prominent in technical, sales, and administrative
support fields; Filipinos in health services; and the
Vietnamese are unique among foreign-born residents
for their employment in manufacturing. Less welleducated immigrants from Central America find jobs
as laborers and production workers in construction
and food processing, as well as in retail trade and
personal services. In 1990, 15 percent of Mexican
males in Virginia worked in farming occupations
and accounted for a large proportion of all migrant
workers in the state's rural areas.
Income & Public Assistance (Figure 7). Foreign-born household income in Virginia compares
favorably to that of native-born residents. In 1990,
foreign-born households were less likely to have
incomes under $10,000 and more likely to have incomes of at least $50,000 than native Virginia
households. Nationalities with especially high
incomes included British and Vietnamese households. Mexican and other Central American
households were decidedly less well-off, although
the proportion of Hispanic foreign-born households
earning at least $15,000 was higher than for native
households. Virginia's foreign-born households
received a slightly smaller share of public assistance
than native Virginia households. Despite their relatively high income levels, Asian households were more
likely than households of other nationalities to
receive some form of public assistance.
As with education and employment, Virginia's
foreign-born residents have higher income levels than
their counterparts nationally. For the U.S., incomes
were especially low for Cambodians, Laotians, Mexicans, and those born in Central America. U.S.
foreign-born households were also twice as likely as
Virginia foreign-born households to receive some
form of public assistance in 1990.

FIGURE 7
Annual Household Income, 1989
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T n E FUTURE OF VIRGINIA'S
.MELTING POT
Virginia's foreign-born population has grown steadily
throughout this century. Although Europeans predominated as recently as 20 years ago, Virginia's
foreign-born population now includes people from
all corners of the globe, with especially high
concentrations from the Far East and, more recently,
Central America. How native Virginians notice their
foreign-born neighbors largely depends on where
they live: Tidewater residents see more Filipinos in
their churches and hospitals, Northern Virginians
see Koreans and Salvadorans working in stores and
restaurants, college students see Asian and Arab students on campus, and rural residents see Hispanics
at work in factories or playing soccer after work.
By all demographic indicators, the majority
ofVirginia's foreign-born are assets to the state. Most
are employed adults who do not receive public
assistance. They live in family households and provide for and take care ofeach other. Many are highly
educated and have substantial incomes, much of
which is put directly back into the Commonwealth's
economy. Many of those who are not highly educated perform low-wage work that is unattractive
to native residents.
Yet nationally, serious concerns have emerged.
Immigrants have taken many of the unskilled jobs
that might provide employment for current welfare recipients or the chronic unemployed. As
immigration laws have become more lenient toward
reuniting families, more foreign-born have brought
over wives, children, and aged parents who may
burden public medical, social, and educational services without contributing directly to the economy.
What the future holds for Virginia is uncertain, but some changes can already be seen today.
First, the Far Eastern influence in parts of Virginia
will continue to flourish. Immigrants from the Philippines, Vietnam, and Korea continue to arrive in
substantial numbers. Strong ethnic communities have
taken root in Virginia's largest metropolitan areas
that will enhance Virginia as a destination site for
new immigrants. Even if the flow of foreign-born
Asians slows down, their influence will be sustained
by their children, many of whom have been raised
in tightly-knit communities where Asian traditions
are prized and practiced. The extent to which Virginia accepts and incorporates these communities
into its larger society will ultimately determine how
well it benefits from them.
Second, the rapid growth ofHispanic foreignborn will continue. Although the number of U.S.
immigrants from Mexico and many Central and
South American nations has recently decreased, population growth in these nations will continue to push
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people north, sometimes illegally. Potential immigrants who know someone in Virginia will try their
luck here, and other family members will join relatives already settled. In addition, as communities in
border states become saturated, foreign-born Hispanics from Florida, Texas, and California
will eventually move elsewhere to look for other opportunities. Virginia's healthy economy, large
metropolitan centers, and existing ethnic communities will all contribute to its attractiveness for
immigrants who have hit hard times in other states.
Because Hispanic immigrants have some ofthe lowest

educational levels among the foreign-born, the Commonwealth would be well advised to prepare its
schools and colleges to accommodate Hispanic students. Better-educated immigrants not only earn
better salaries, they assimilate more readily into the
general community.
So far, Virginia has benefited greatly
from its foreign-born residents. For this positive
trend to continue, all people of the Commonwealth will need to move into the next century
with tolerance, flexibility, and an eye toward
demographic change.•

The majority of information presented in this study comes from a summary file based on data colle'cted in
the 1990 Census of Population and Housing, which is produced by the U.S. Bureau of the Census. From
the 1990 census, information is available on the number and place of birth of the foreign-born residents in
the U.S., states, counties and independent cities, and smaller geographic levels tabulated by the census.
Detailed demographic information about the foreign-born population is availab~e for the U.S. and states,
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but not for sub-state areas.
More recent data sources on the foreign-born are more limited. The U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service produces an annual Statistical Yearbook documenting immigration by country of birth,
class of admission, and other demographic characteristics by state or metropolitan statistical area of
intended residence. The Center for Immigration Studies releases periodic data on the effects of immigration for the nation, and occasionally for states and substate areas.
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