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Executive Summary and Key Findings      

This report highlights the role foreign-born workers play in green jobs  ̶  those jobs that either benefit 
the environment directly or make their establishment’s production more environmentally friendly. 
Environmental concerns, such as climate change and resource scarcity, call for a workforce that can 
create the resources and infrastructure necessary to implement effective approaches for prevention, 
mitigation, and resource conservation (European Environment Agency, 2019).  

Americans are thinking about job growth, and some are connecting it to the green economy. 
Members of Congress reintroduced the “Green New Deal Resolution” (H. Res. 109, 2021) calling on 
the federal government to acknowledge the impact of climate change and take steps to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions; invest in infrastructure; and ensure that future generations have clean air 
and water, healthy food, access to nature, and a sustainable environment. In March 2021, the Biden 
Administration released The American Jobs Plan, which envisions billions of dollars being spent to 
rebuild the country’s infrastructure while creating millions of good jobs. The plan includes 
investments in the green economy such as developing and building electric vehicles, generating clean 
energy, retrofitting homes to be more energy efficient, and establishing the United States as a leader 
in climate science, innovation, and research and development (White House 2021).  Both of these 
plans emphasize the creation of good, well-remunerated jobs that promote economic security for all 
workers. While there is much disagreement about the need to combat climate change as well as the 
details of these plans, as of July 2021, the White House and Congress are negotiating a deal on an 
infrastructure bill that would upgrade critical elements of the U.S.’s infrastructure and create jobs, 
many of which are likely to be “green.”   

The number of green jobs in the United States has been expanding. Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic 
and associated economic downturn, the two occupations projected to grow the most in the United 
States in the next ten years were not only green, but also had an overrepresentation of foreign-born 
workers. According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), solar and photovoltaic installers had a 
projected growth of 63.3 percent, and wind turbine service technicians were projected to grow 56.9 
percent. Nationwide, more than 15 percent of the workers in those occupations were foreign born. 
When examining the entire green sector, immigrant workers play an even larger role; 23 percent of all 
green job workers are foreign born. 

Previous studies of jobs in the green energy economy examined workers at the industry or business 
level and did not examine the role of the foreign-born in these industries. However, we used 
occupation-level data to assess characteristics of individuals employed in four different sectors of the 
economy made up of related occupations: Cleaning, Installation, Business, and Science. By examining 
the role that immigrants play in green jobs and how they compare to native-born workers, we can 
better understand how and why immigrants are contributing to the green economy and determine 
how they may supplement the U.S. labor force to fill future green jobs. 

The U.S. economy has begun to recover; as of May 2021, the unemployment rate is 5.8 percent, down 

from 13.3 percent in May 2020 (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2021). But it is clear that the labor force 

has changed over the past year. Some businesses are reporting a “labor shortage” while others claim 

that it is a shortage of well-paying jobs, or a mismatch of skills and opportunities. There are currently  
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unresolved questions regarding the role of extended unemployment benefits and stimulus checks, a 

lack of child care, a preference for remote work, and changed personal priorities, and other factors on 

the U.S. labor force (Irwin, 2021; Long, 2021).  

It may take a while for the United States to emerge from the miasma following the COVID-19 crisis. 

However, it appears to be clear that foreign-born workers will continue to be needed to supplement 

the U.S. workforce. This was true in the green economy prior to the pandemic, and will likely be true 

in the future. Foreign-born workers are not substitutes for American workers; rather, they 

complement U.S. workers (Ottaviano and Peri 2006; Peri and Sparber, 2008). Because immigrant and 

U.S. workers have different demographic profiles, they fill different niches in the workforce.  

The data in this report comes from the 2013-17 Integrated Public Use Microdata Sample (IPUMS-USA) 

file based on the U.S. Census Bureau’s American Community Survey. This data reflects the 

composition of the green workforce prior to the COVID-19 pandemic. We expect that the green sector 

will continue to grow, and that immigrants will continue to be important to rebuilding the economy 

and expanding the green sector.  

Key Findings of the report 

We organized green occupations into four sectors:  

1. Building and grounds cleaning and maintenance occupations (Cleaning) 

2. Installation, maintenance, transportation, and laborers (Installation) 

3. Supervision and business operations (Business) 

4. Environmental protection engineers and scientists (Science) 

• Immigrants were overrepresented in green jobs. While immigrants comprise approximately 13 
percent of the U.S. population and 16 percent of the labor force, they made up 23 percent of all 
green job workers. Of the estimated 15.4 million green job workers in the United States, 
approximately 3.6 million were immigrants. Immigrant green job workers made up larger shares in 
the Cleaning and Installation sectors.  

• Slightly more than one in three immigrant green job workers was a naturalized U.S. citizen. 
Approximately 35 percent of all foreign-born green job workers were naturalized citizens. 
Immigrant green job workers in the Business and Science sectors (47 percent and 55 percent) 
were more likely to be naturalized citizens compared to immigrant green job workers in the 
Cleaning and Installation sectors (30 percent and 43 percent). In other words, the sectors with the 
highest concentrations of foreign-born workers also have the highest shares of noncitizens. 

• Immigrant green job workers in the Science sector came from different countries compared to 
all other green job workers. The top countries of origin among immigrant green job workers in 
the aggregate of the Cleaning, Installation, and Business sectors were Mexico (45 percent), El 
Salvador (6.8 percent), Guatemala (4.9 percent), the Dominican Republic (3.3 percent), and 
Honduras (2.8 percent). On the other hand, the top five countries of origin among immigrants in 
the Science sector were India (9 percent), China (8 percent), Canada (6 percent), Mexico (3 
percent), and Iran (3 percent).  



  Institute for Immigration Research          Foreign-Born Green Job Workers in the U.S. 

August 2021  

• Native- and foreign-born green job workers differed by demographic characteristics including 
gender, English proficiency, and education. Immigrant green job workers were nearly twice as 
likely to be female compared to their native-born colleagues. Immigrant females made up notably 
larger proportions of the workforce among green job workers in the Cleaning and Science sectors. 
Immigrant green job workers in the Cleaning and Installation sectors were less likely to be 
proficient in English compared to the national average, while immigrant green job workers in the 
Business and Science sectors were more likely to be proficient in English. Foreign-born green job 
workers, in general, had lower rates of educational attainment relative to their native-born 
colleagues, but immigrant green job workers in the Science sector held higher levels of 
educational attainment at a greater rate, and were nearly twice as likely to have a master’s degree 
or higher.  

• Foreign-born green job workers were twice as likely to be self-employed. Immigrant workers 
were more likely to be self-employed than native-born workers in three out of the four sectors, 
including Business (22.3 percent versus 20.1 percent), Cleaning (21.6 percent versus 15.0 percent), 
and Installation (9.3 percent versus 6.4 
percent). However, many of these 
immigrants were not incorporated, 
suggesting there were limited options 
for employment in established firms 
and self-employment was a necessity.  

• The two occupations that were 
projected to grow at the fastest rate 
in the U.S. between 2018 and 2028 
are both green occupations. These 
two occupations are Solar and 
photovoltaic installers and Wind 
turbine service technicians, and they 
were projected to grow 63.3 percent 
and 56.9 percent respectively 
according to the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics (BLS). Immigrant workers 
were overrepresented in both of these 
occupations.  

• Policymakers working on growing the 
green economy should consider 
immigrants and immigration policy as 
part of the solution. As the economy 
recovers from the disruption of COVID-
19 and the green economy expands, 
foreign-born workers can supplement 
the U.S. labor force in areas where it is 
needed.  
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