Immigration Reform is Central to Women’s Equality: A Fact Sheet
It is a little-known fact that three-quarters of all immigrants to the United States are women and children. Immigrant women
make vital contributions to the rich social, cultural, intellectual, and economic fabric of their new home country, starting
businesses, taking care of families (their own and others) and knitting together their families and communities. And
immigrant women will only a play a greater role in America’s economy and culture going forward as industries dominated by
women—such as home care and domestic work—continue to grow and expand.i This fact sheet lays out the key statistics
on women and immigration, why immigration reform is central to women’s equality, and why any immigration reform bill
must be inclusive of women’s priorities.

Women and Immigration


Women make up more than half (51%) of immigrants in America today,ii and women and children together make up
three quarters of all immigrants.iii



There are an estimated 5 million undocumented womeniv and 1.5 million undocumented children living in the United
States. Together, they make up about 47% of the undocumented population in the U.S. today. v



Nearly 60% of undocumented women work in the informal economy including as domestic workers or caregivers. vi
In less than 20 years, 75 million Americans will have reached retirement age and the overall demand for direct-care
workers, who are predominantly women, is projected to increase by 48% over the next decade.vii



A pathway to citizenship that requires proof of employment would exclude millions of hard-working women. In a
survey of over 4000 low-wage workers in three largest cities in the US – New York, Chicago and Los Angeles—
workers in occupations with high percentages of women did not receive pay stubs with their pay. 98% of surveyed
undocumented nannies, 92% of maids and housecleaners, and 77% of garment workers did not receive any pay
stubs.viii Any pathway to citizenship should be based on presence, not proof of employment or include alternative
ways to prove employment and other contributions to our country.



Nearly 70% of all women immigrants who have legal status obtain that status through the family immigration
system, sponsored by a close relative.ix That system is burdened with 4.3 million people who are stuck in the visa
backlogs waiting years, and even decades, to be reunited with their families. x The burden of backlogs falls
disproportionately on women and families.xi



The average wait for a U.S. permanent resident to sponsor an unmarried son or daughter from Mexico is 11 years. xii
The average wait for a U.S. citizen to sponsor a child over 18 or a sibling from The Philippines is up to 20 years.xiii



One of every four children in the U.S. is a child of immigrants. 24% of children of immigrants have at least one
undocumented parent. 82% of children with undocumented immigrant parents are U.S. citizens, with the share
rising to 91% for children under 6 years old.xiv



Immigrant women contribute to the economy as workers and entrepreneurs. Women immigrants are significantly
more likely than their native-born sisters to start a business.xv



Even though women are a majority of immigrants, only 27% of work visas granted to women are as the principal
visa holders.xvi The majority of women who enter on a work visa are dependents of the principal visa holder and do
not receive authorization to work while in the U.S., making them economically dependent and vulnerable to abuse.



The large disparity between men and women principle visa holders persists despite native-born and foreign born
women having similar levels of education attainment (21.4% and 20.3% respectively have a bachelor’s degree). xvii

Women Immigrants and Children


Between 2010 and 2012, nearly 205,000 parents of U.S. citizen children were deported. xviii These deportations left an
estimated 152,426 U.S. citizen children to live without one or both of their parents in FY2012 alone.xix



At least 5,100 children are currently separated from loving parents and in the foster care system because their parent(s)
have been detained or deported.xx



Thirty percent of undocumented parents reported that their children were afraid either all or most of the time and nearly
three-fourths of undocumented parents reported a child showing symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder because of
their children’s fear that their parent may be suddenly detained or deported.xxi



When primary earners are deported, they leave an estimated 83,000 partners (mostly women) behind to deal with lost
wages, increased risk of poverty and hunger, and a lower life-expectancy.xxii



An estimated 43,000 U.S.-citizen children will experience a decline in their health status after the change in household
income associated with the absence of a primary earner because of detention or deportation.xxiii



U.S.-born children of undocumented parents are twice as likely to lack health insurance as children born to citizen
parents.xxiv

Women Immigrants, Violence and Trafficking


Immigrant women are three to six times more likely to experience domestic violence than US-born women, regardless of
their partner’s immigration status. Abusers often use their partners’ immigration status, isolation or economic
dependence because of visa restrictions as tools of control in order to force a woman to remain in a relationship.xxv



Estimates are that 70% of women crossing the border without family members are sexually assaulted en route to the
U.S.xxvi Sexual assault is so common that women are urged to take birth control prior to traveling to the U.S. to prepare
for assault.xxvii



More than twice as many women who are survivors of domestic violence qualified for U-visas than the cap allowed in the
last year, leaving many survivors in legal limbo. Many immigrant women are unable to access support such as
emergency shelters or food or help from police because of language barriers, fear and discrimination around immigration
status.xxviii



Many domestic workers, a profession dominated by women immigrants, work in appalling conditions. One study found
that one third of domestic workers in New York City had experienced some form of physical or verbal abuse, often
because of their race or immigration status.xxix
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