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Abstract

Using both an online written survey and an interactive voice response audio survey,
World Education Services (WES), IMPRINT, and the Institute for Immigration Research

at George Mason University gathered detailed data from college-educated immigrants

in the United States. The survey focused on the metropolitan areas of Boston, Detroit,
Miami, Philadelphia, San Jose, and Seattle. The study analyzed factors that have influ-
enced immigrants’ professional success, finding that English skills, social capital, and
U.S. workplace acculturation, as well as where one’s higher education was obtained, were
all strongly correlated with economic and professional achievement.
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Preface

The challenge of skilled immigrant integration is a complex one, with numerous individual,
systemic and policy barriers that must be addressed if we are to unlock the full talents of the more
than 7.2 million college-educated immigrants in the U.S.

In recent years, through the efforts of IMPRINT’s five founding members (World Education Services
(WES), Community College Consortium for Immigrant Education (CCCIE), Upwardly Global,
Welcome Back Initiative, and Welcoming Center for New Pennsylvanians) immigrant professional
integration and the challenges associated with brain waste have slowly emerged as an important
concern for service providers, funders and policymakers.

We are proud and excited to release this groundbreaking report representing the culmination of
months of careful research and analysis of the career paths of college-educated immigrants in order
to determine the key factors that lead to their success.

Thanks to a generous grant from the John S. and James L. Knight Foundation, several Knight cities
and other communities now have reliable, new data enabling them to craft plans for action and
identify ways to integrate their skilled workers into the fabric of the community.

Here at WES, our mission is to advance the global mobility and integration of people into academic
and professional settings by evaluating and advocating for recognition of international educational
qualifications, and enabling individuals to fully utilize their education. In recognition that it takes
many partners to help make this mission a reality, we gratefully acknowledge the following:

The dedicated core team who devoted far more time than any of us envisioned at the outset;
namely Amanda Bergson-Shilcock (guiding spirit and co-author), Jim Witte (researcher and
co-author), and Sylvia Rusin (editor) whose tireless efforts helped to shape the final report.

The Institute for Immigration Research at George Mason University (our lead research partner)
and AudioNow, who share our commitment to telling the story.

The fellow leaders of IMPRINT (Eva Millona, José Ramoén Fernandez-Pena, Nikki Cicerani, Peter
Gonzales and Teresita Wisell) as well as dozens of colleagues at other partner organizations in
the six communities we studied. Without their help, we could not have reached the thousands of
college-educated immigrants who graciously took the time to respond to this important survey.

Paul Feltman Stacey K. Simon

Director, WES Global Talent Bridge Director, IMPRINT
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|. Executive Summary

MPRINT and its home organization World Edu-

cation Services (WES) received funding from

the John S. and James L. Knight Foundation to
conduct a study to better understand how college-
educated immigrant professionals integrate into
the U.S. workforce. Focusing our research in the
four Knight communities of Detroit, Miami, Phila-
delphia, and San Jose — and the additional metro-
politan areas of Boston and Seattle — we collected
information from what is typically a hard-to-reach
population to determine the factors that have influ-
enced their success in the workforce.

The online study surveyed 4,002 respondents,
producing exciting new findings which shed light
— for the first time — on the essential role that
social capital, English skills, workplace accultur-
ation and other factors play in helping immigrant
professionals succeed. These thought-provoking
results provide an opportunity for service providers,
funders, and policymakers to think in new

ways about how to facilitate immigrant profes-
sionals’ abilities to contribute to and participate

in American communities. The findings are
summarized below, and described in more detail in
our full report at
imprintproject.org/stepstosuccess

Key Findings

Our study examined immigrant achievement using
three definitions of success (see text box). Using these
definitions, we analyzed factors that correlated with
the economic success and professional integration of
college-educated immigrants at two income thresh-
olds: $30,000 and $50,000 per year. Our reasons for
selecting these thresholds can be found in the “Find-
ings” section of our full report.

How We
Defined Success

The three definitions can be viewed as incremental
levels of success, each one building upon the last:

Earnings success refers to immigrants who
were currently employed and making at least
$50,000 per year.

Skills success refers to immigrants who were
employed, making at least $50,000 and making
at least “some use” of their higher education in
their current job.

Professional success refers to immigrants who were
employed, making at least $50,000, making at least
“some use” of their higher education on the job, and
employed in managerial or professional occupations.

We also analyzed the three definitions explained
above at a lower income threshold of $30,000

in annual income. Immigrants who fit these
definitions were categorized as having emerging
earnings, skills, or professional success.

Findings across all of our definitions of success were
robust, statistically significant, and mutually rein-
forcing, which strengthened our belief that they shed
important light on the process of immigrant profes-
sional integration. Overall, approximately one-third
of respondents (31%) in our study had achieved earn-
ings success, 28% had achieved skills success, and
22% had attained professional success. It is important
to note that these numbers represent increasingly
stringent analyses of the same pool of respondents—
they are not mutually exclusive categories.
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Executive Summary

More specifically, we learned quite a bit about what
actually increases employment for immigrant
professionals, and how members of this community
are living and working in the U.S. In particular:

 Social Capital is Powerful: There was a remarkably
powerful correlation between the size of an immi-
grant’s self-reported social network and his or
her likelihood of achieving success. Nearly half of
respondents (44%) who reported currently having
“many” friends and family in the U.S. to rely on
had achieved earnings success, compared to 30%
of those with “a few” and just 25% of respondents
with “no” friends and family to rely on in the U.S.

« English Really Matters: Across the board, stronger
English language skills were correlated with vir-
tually every possible measure of immigrant eco-
nomic success. Nearly half of respondents (40%)
who reported speaking English as their primary
language had achieved earnings success.

¢ Immigrants Take An Enterprising Approach:
Immigrants demonstrated an enterprising, multi-
pronged approach to establishing their American
careers. A majority of respondents had applied for
foreign academic credential evaluation. Self-im-
provement strategies — such as enrolling in English
language classes or pursuing additional U.S. higher
education — were also commonly pursued.

+ “Made in America” Boosts Employability: Immi-
grants who had invested in additional U.S. educa-
tion were more likely to be employed and successful
than those who had only received education abroad.

» Time + Acculturation Help Drive Success: The
virtuous cycle of acculturation, social capital and
time combined to foster greater success among
respondents who had lived in the U.S. for at least
six years. In particular, these respondents had
on average significantly higher incomes, lower
rates of unemployment, and better English skills.

They were also more likely to have volunteered in
their communities, and were twice as likely to say
they had “many” friends and family compared to
respondents who arrived in the U.S. more recently.

Newshounds Are Also Volunteers: Intriguingly,
there was a strong, statistically significant rela-
tionship between the number of news sources
that a respondent reported using, and his or her
likelihood of serving as a volunteer. These indica-
tors of civic integration may also help to improve
the understanding of economic integration among
immigrant professionals.

Moving Forward

Our findings provided crucial data to inform recom-
mendations not only for our own work at IMPRINT,
but also for practitioners, funders, and policymakers
in the field. Among these are:

Recommendations for Service Providers: Our
findings provide powerful evidence about the
importance of social capital, English skills,
self-improvement, civic engagement and addi-
tional U.S. education in achieving economic
success. Service providers must ensure that the
college-educated immigrants they serve have a
full understanding of how these qualities can help
them get aleg up in the competitive job arena.

We hope our research will be reviewed carefully
and in concert with other findings to inform new
program development, and that service providers
will actively work to build connections between
so-called “mainstream” career programs and those
designed specifically for immigrant professionals.

Recommendations for Funders: We hope these
findings will spark grants for new education,
training, and employment programs for col-
lege-educated immigrant professionals, and
that additional funding will be used to help
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supplement existing streams of public funding
that are restricted in their ability to support this
work. We also hope that foundations will sup-
port follow-up research to help practitioners
design more effective programs, enabling the
success rate to climb higher.

« Recommendations for Policymakers: After a
decade of budget cuts, we urge the restoration of
funding to existing public workforce and adult
education programs that serve college-educated
immigrant professionals, and that public agen-
cies better utilize data from existing resources
in order to improve services and information.
Finally, we encourage public agencies to look
within government to identify potential oppor-
tunities for immigrant professionals to acquire
valuable American work experience.

Read the full report at:

imprintproject.org/stepstosuccess
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Introduction

II. Introduction

he U.S. is home to approximately 3.7 million

college-educated immigrants who received

their degrees abroad. However, 26% of these
skilled workers, or just under one million people, are
unemployed or under-employed in low-wage jobs,
according to the Migration Policy Institute.

This so-called “brain waste” has significant reper-
cussions for individual workers, their families, and
our wider society. When an engineer is working as
ajanitor, or a nurse is employed as a cashier, their
artificially limited income reduces their ability to
provide for their families while also capping contri-
butions to the tax base. At the same time, employers
who need to access talent in high-demand fields
such as science, information technology (IT), engi-
neering and finance may be unaware of how to
connect with the many qualified, skilled immigrants
already in the country.

This report provides:

A deeper and more detailed understanding of the
college-educated immigrant talent pool in four
Knight communities (Detroit, Miami, Philadelphia
and San Jose) and two other metro areas (Boston
and Seattle);

A first-of-its-kind analysis of the specific factors
that have helped accomplished immigrant profes-
sionals achieve professional success in the United
States; and

A systematic cataloguing of self-reported barriers
and obstacles faced by college-educated immi-
grants who have not yet achieved professional
-level employment.

We anticipate that the findings will be used to
improve existing programs for immigrant profes-

sionals, provide guidance for those who are designing
and funding new programs for this population; and
inform policy and funding conversations not only in
the six target communities, but also nationally.

IMPRINT brings a strong practitioner focus to the
analysis, helping to ensure that this report will be
as relevant as possible to the interests of service
providers, funders and policymakers. In a stroke of
luck, the release of this study coincides with the work
of the White House Task Force on New Americans,
which is lifting up efforts to more effectively inte-
grate immigrants across the nation. We anticipate
that this synergistic timing will boost the ability of
our study to inform the national discussion about
immigrant professional integration.

It is important to note that, to the best of our knowl-
edge, all previous studies conducted on immigrant
professionals in the United States used existing
national datasets. None conducted original data
collection. None compared the trajectories of
successful versus still-struggling immigrant profes-
sionals. None attempted to document the opportu-
nities that helped individual respondents succeed or
the specific barriers that held them back.

This study documents factors that have helped
successful immigrant professionals avoid the trap
of under-employment and overcome the barriers
they face. We collected previously unseen data from
a hard-to-reach population, drew on our extensive
practitioner experience in analyzing the data, and
now offer practical recommendations for action.

From the beginning, IMPRINT’s deep expertise in
immigrant communities informed our survey design.
Guided by an academic research team, we were able
to delve more deeply and accurately into community
members’ stories.
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The project was carried out by IMPRINT and its host
organization, World Education Services (WES). We
worked closely with researchers at the Institute for
Immigration Research at George Mason Univer-

sity on survey design and analysis, and each of
IMPRINT’s five core member organizations called on
their networks in the relevant cities to help dissem-
inate the survey to potential respondents. In addi-
tion to WES Global Talent Bridge, IMPRINT members
include the Community College Consortium for
Immigrant Education (CCCIE), Upwardly Global, the
Welcome Back Initiative and the Welcoming Center
for New Pennsylvanians.

Along with this report, we have simultaneously
released a case study spotlighting the project’s inno-
vative use of AudioNow’s call-to-listen technology to
survey hard-to-reach immigrant populations.

We look forward to engaging multiple stakeholders
in the nonprofit, business, and public arenas to
help spur further discussion and inquiry as well as
targeted action on the ground, and invite all readers
to contact the authors with questions or comments.

A Note about Region of Origin: Before delving into the
details, it is vital to note that many of the differences
across various variables according to the region of the
world may be due to pipeline effects of immigration policy
rather than any factor intrinsic to a world region or group
of individuals. For example, Asian and Middle Eastern
immigrants are disproportionately likely to immigrate to
the U.S. via employment-based visas. This immigration
pathway naturally correlates with higher rates of employ-
ment (because individuals on work visas often need to
leave the U.S. if they lose their jobs). Similarly, African
immigrants may be more likely to arrive through student
visas, thus making it more likely that they have completed
U.S.-based higher education.

These policy-driven pipeline effects should be kept in
mind when reviewing the report’s detailed findings.

Online vs. Audio Survey
Respondents: What's the
Difference?

Our research project included a lengthy online
survey, available in four languages, which gathered
information from a total of 4,002 college-educated
immigrants in the United States. The survey
focused in particular on six metropolitan areas:
Boston, Detroit, Miami, Philadelphia, San Jose, and
Seattle. Respondents from other parts of the U.S.
were included only in the national-level analysis.

Simultaneously, we also engaged over 5,500
respondents in an audio survey of immigrant radio
listeners. This significantly briefer survey was
conducted in five languages, in collaboration with
AudioNow, the leading provider of this “radio-by-
phone” technology.

Unlike the online survey, the audio survey included
both college-educated immigrants and those

with lower levels of education. Again, the survey
focused on the six metro areas. Respondents

from other parts of the U.S. were included in the
national-level analysis.

Learn more about the audio component of our
survey in Surveying Immigrant Radio Listeners: A
Case Study, available at

imprintproject.org/stepstosuccess
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28%

Skills
Success

31«

Earnings
Success

Employed and earning at
least $50,000 per year

Earnings

Earnings

@ Making at least “some use” of

skills higher education on the job Skills

+

Employed and earning at
least $50,000 per year

22%

Professional
Success

Working in a managerial or
Professional professional occupation

+

Making at least “some use” of
higher education on the job

+

Employed and earning at
least $50,000 per year

Earnings

Measures of success reflect increasingly-stringent analysis of the same data pool.

Figure 1. Definitions of Success

his study’s new findings have documented

for the first time the vital role of social cap-

ital, English skills, and workplace accultur-
ation in helping immigrant professionals succeed
in the U.S. workforce. The results emphasize the
need for purposeful integration strategies, ones that
build on immigrants’ technical skills, international
credentials, and professional experience but do not
solely rely on them.

In addition, findings showed meaningful differences
in outcomes depending on where - in the U.S. versus
abroad - individuals received their higher education.
These results suggest that different strategies may be
needed for individuals whose education was entirely
international versus those who received at least some
higher education in the United States.

To answer the study’s central question of what factors
affect the trajectory of college-educated immigrants,
we analyzed our dataset using three increasingly
stringent definitions of success. Findings across

all three were robust, statistically significant, and
mutually reinforcing, which strengthened our belief
that they shed important light on the process of
immigrant professional integration.

How We Defined “Success”

Across all three definitions of success, we used a
common universe of respondents: those who were
in the labor force. Whether or not respondents
had found employment, we viewed the decision

to enter the labor force as the strongest available
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signal that respondents were actively seeking
economic advancement.!

Our first working definition of success, earnings
success, refers to the percentage of respondents
who were currently employed, and making at least
$50,000 per year.

Of course, an income of $50,000 substantially
exceeds the median U.S. individual income

of approximately $28,000. However, we are
comparing our respondents not to the general
public, but to those with higher education. Given that
restriction, U.S. median individual income ranges
from approximately S$40,000 (for individuals with
some college or an associate’s degree) to $62,000
(for those with a bachelor’s degree or higher).>
Selecting $50,000 as our threshold thus seemed a
natural midpoint.3

Our second and third definitions of success focused
not only on income but also on respondents’ ability
to apply their education and training.

Skills success refers to respondents who were
employed, making at least $50,000, and making
at least “some use” of their higher education
(whether obtained in the U.S. or outside the U.S.)
in their current job.

Finally, professional success refers to respondents
who were employed, making at least $50,000 per
year, making “some use” of their higher education
on the job, and employed in a managerial or profes-
sional occupation.

Overall, 31% of IMPRINT respondents had
achieved earnings success, 28% had achieved
skills success, and 22% had attained professional
success. It isimportant to note that these numbers
represent progressively more stringent analyses of
the same pool of respondents—they are not mutu-
ally exclusive categories.

Analyzing the Earlier Rungs
of Success

We also analyzed our data using a lower financial
threshold for success: $30,000. While this income
level might seem modest, it slightly exceeds the United
States median per capita income, as noted above.

Applying this new financial threshold to the three
definitions of success described at the beginning
of this chapter, we found that approximately half
of respondents (47%) had attained the first tier of
success, which we term emerging earnings success.

Slightly fewer (40%) exhibited emerging skills
success, and just under one-third (30%) showed
emerging professional success.

We also analyzed each of the individual

variables associated with success using the
$30,000 “emerging” threshold. Findings were
overwhelmingly consistent with the $50,000
threshold findings described in this chapter,
though of course relatively more respondents had
attained this lower level of financial stability.

Table 1 shows the percentage of respondents who
achieved these three definitions of success, as well as
those who achieved these definitions under a lower
financial threshold of $30,000 and may potentially be
on the pathway to the $50,000 threshold.# See text box
for more details. Below, we detail key factors associ-
ated with respondents’ achievements.

The Power of Social Capital

There was a remarkably powerful correlation between
the size of an immigrant’s self-reported social
network and their likelihood of achieving success
across any of the three measures.
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For example, nearly half of respondents (44%) who Respondents themselves were keenly aware of the
reported currently having “many” friends and family =~ importance of English skills. Significantly, they were
in the U.S. to rely on had achieved earnings success. just as likely to have invested in fee-based English
In comparison, 30% of those with “a few” and just classes as they were to have attended free ones:
25% of respondents with “no” friends and family to exactly 31% of respondents reported having pursued
rely on in the U.S. had achieved earnings success. free classes, and 29% attended fee-based classes.’
Similarly, 41% of respon- i Notably, respondents
dents with “many” friends Across the board inourstudy,  who had taken an English
and family in the U.S. had stronger English language skills language class had lower
achieved skills success, were correlated with virtu- self-reported English skil'ls.
compared to 28% of those Our survey does not permit
with “afew” andjust 20%of ~ ally every possible measure of  usto disentangle the factors
respondents who had “no” immigrant economic success. at work here, though it is
friends and family to rely on. likely that immigrants who
perceive themselves to
Findings on professional success also affirmed the have limited English skills were more likely to have
primacy of social capital. Respondents who reported pursued classes to improve their linguistic capacity.
having “many” friends and family in the U.S. were
more than twice as likely to have achieved profes- Similarly, our survey did not inquire about the
sional success as those with “no” friends and family duration or intensity of the classes taken by respon-
(34% to 15%). Those with “a few” friends or family fell ~ dents, and it is not possible in our data to assess the
in the middle at 22%. efficacy of respondents’ English language instruc-

tion in terms of labor market outcomes. These
issues are discussed further in our Policy Recom-

A Key Role for EHgllSh mendations section.

Numerous findings affirm the central role of English

language skills in facilitating immigrants’ inte- EnghSh SkIHS and Success
gration, especially in improving their prospects

for white-collar employment. Across the board in Among the subset of respondents who were non-
our study, stronger English language skills were native speakers of English, better English skills were
correlated with virtually every possible measure of strongly correlated with achieving earnings success.
immigrant economic success. A full third (34%) of those who speak® English “very

Table 1. Percentage of Respondents Achieving Success

$30,000 INCOME THRESHOLD $50,000 INCOME THRESHOLD

EMERGING EMERGING EMERGING

EARNINGS SKILLS PROFESSIONAL
EARNINGS SKILLS PROFESSIONAL
SUCCESS SUCCESS SUCCESS SUCCESS SUCCESS SUCCESS
47% 40% 30% 31% 28% 22%
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well” had achieved earnings success, compared to
17% of those who speak English “well” and just 10%
of those who speak English “not well.”

There was a similarly strong correlation between
self-reported English skills and achievement of skills
success. Those who speak English “very well” were
far more likely (32%) to have achieved skills success,
compared to those who speak English “well” (13%) or
“not well” (8%).

Finally, among respondents who did not speak
English as a primary language, those with strong
English skills were dramatically more likely to
have achieved professional success. Those who
spoke English “very well” were three times more
likely (27%) to have attained professional success
than those who spoke English “well” (9%). Just 3%
of English “not well” speakers had achieved
professional success.

English as Primary Language
and Success

Unsurprisingly, immigrants who spoke English

as their primary language were more likely to have
achieved earnings success, at 40% compared to 28%
of those with another primary language.

Individuals who spoke English as a primary language
were also more likely to have achieved skills success
(37%) compared to non-native speakers (26%).
Finally, the trend continues for professional success,
where respondents for whom English is a primary
language were more likely to have achieved it (30%)
to those with other primary languages (21%).

ESOL Classes and Success

Respondents who did not speak English as their
primary language and who had taken an English for
Speakers of Other Language (ESOL) class (free or

fee-based) were slightly less likely to have achieved
earnings success, at 25% compared to 35% of those
who had not taken a class.

Those who had taken an ESOL class (free or
fee-based) were also slightly less likely to have
achieved skills success, at 22% compared to 32% of
those who had not taken a class.

Finally, those who had taken an ESOL class were
also slightly less likely to have achieved professional
success, at 17% compared to 26% of those who had
not taken a class.

Again, as noted above, there were myriad factors that
may have affected this finding. We would caution
against making any assumptions about the efficacy
or value of English language instruction based on this
data. Future research on English language instruc-
tion and immigrant economic success is needed for
further analysis.

An Enterprising Approach

Our findings suggest that college-educated immi-
grants take an enterprising, multi-pronged approach
to establishing their American careers.

Many seek to translate their foreign credentials into
U.S. terms, with nearly two-thirds (63%) reporting
that they applied for a formal credential evaluation.

Self-improvement tactics—such as taking English
language classes or pursuing additional U.S. higher
education—were also common. Half (50%) of
respondents who had received higher education
abroad had also pursued higher education in the
United States, and 43% of respondents had taken an
English language class.

In addition, half of overall respondents (49%) said
they were interested in doing more to improve
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their skills, including 24% who plan to be