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The Benefits of Family Sponsorship

U.S. immigration policy has, from its inception, been predicated on a strong defense—and indeed
a celebration—of family values. This family sponsorship system, known as “family
reunification,” has been the cornerstone of U.S. immigration policy for decades, accounting for
nearly two-thirds of all immigrant admissions to the United States.* Now, for the first time in two
decades, this pro-family policy is being questioned, and some lawmakers are pushing to make it
harder—in some cases impossible—for legal immigrants, and even U.S. citizens, to sponsor their
relatives for legal residency.

So why is it in our interest for family reunification to be a goal of our immigration system?

Education: Foreign-Born Children More than Hold Their Own

o A major study by the National Academy of Sciences published in 1998 found that both
the health status and academic achievement of foreign-born children was equal to or
greater than that of children in native-born families—despite the greater exposure of
children in immigrant families to socioeconomic risks, racial/ethnic discrimination, and
other psychological factors that tend to produce negative outcomes for children
generally.?

e Sixty percent of the top science students in the United States and 65 percent of the top
math students are the children of immigrants, many of them foreign-born.

e Foreign-born high-school students regularly win between 25 percent and 50 percent of
the most prestigious awards for young scientists and mathematicians in the United States.
Approximately 25 percent of these award winners—the nation’s rising intellectual
superstars—entered the United States through the family-based immigration system.®

Employment: Family-Based Immigrants Are Productive Workers

e While research confirms that family-based immigrants often lack the initial earning
potential of employment-based immigrants, the incomes of family-based immigrants tend
to grow more rapidly than the incomes of employment-based immigrants. In fact, the
incomes of the two groups tend to equalize over time.*

o Family-based immigrants possess human-capital skills from their countries of origin that
are undetected at admission, but which prove highly useful in helping them to navigate
the U.S. labor market, learn English, etc. Research has also shown that, because of their
unique backgrounds and abilities, family-based immigrants are more likely to adapt to the
evolving demands of the labor market and less likely than employment-based immigrants
to compete with the native-born for jobs.’
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Entrepreneurship: Family-Based Immigrants Are Entrepreneurs

e The Kauffman Foundation’s index of entrepreneurial activity is nearly 40% higher for
immigrants than for natives.®

e Evidence suggests that immigrants, especially family-based immigrants, have played a
key role in reversing the decline in self-employment in the non-farm sector of the U.S.
economy over the past three decades.” According to data from the Small Business
Administration, immigrant women in particular “are one of the fastest-growing segments
of small business owners in the United States.”®

e These businesses range from “mom-and-pop” outfits like grocery stores and restaurants
to larger enterprises such as community banks, clinics, supermarkets, and food-
manufacturing operations.®

e A growing number of studies demonstrate that immigrant-owned family businesses are a
driving force behind inner-city revitalization and job growth in nearly every major
metropolis, from New York and Miami to Chicago and Los Angeles.'® Moreover, these
businesses have the potential to contribute to wage equalization and social cohesion in
otherwise depressed and troubled urban areas.

e Immigrant small businesses employ not only immigrants, but also increasing humbers of
native-born workers. If family-based immigration were to be sharply curtailed, this
important “force multiplier” for the U.S. economy and society would be greatly
diminished.

Critics suggest that because family-based immigration is not formally predicated on skill or
employment criteria, it must inevitably be dysfunctional for the U.S. economy and for the
interests of the native-born. However, nothing could be further from the truth. The best available
evidence indicates that family-based immigrants are making vital contributions to the U.S.
economy as productive workers and, even more so, as entrepreneurs.

The United States derives the greatest economic and social benefits from immigration when the
employment-based and family-based systems are functioning together in a well-balanced fashion.
Bill Ong Hing, Professor of Law and Asian American Studies at the University of California,
Davis, explains that the two systems are “complementary ways of achieving and reflecting our
goals and values as a society” since “we use immigration to help our economy, to promote the
social welfare of the country, and to promote family values.” As a result, portraying immigration
reform flls a choice between employment-based and family-based immigration is, in fact, a false
choice.
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