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This paper provides an overview of the New Immigrant Survey
Pilot (NIS-P), a panel survey of a nationally representative sample
of new legal immigrants to the United States based on probability
samples of administrative records of the U.S. Immigration and Natu-
ralization Service (INS). The NIS-P links survey information about
immigrants’pre- and post-immigration labor market, schooling, and
migratory experiences with data available from INS administrative
records, including the visa type under which the immigrant was ad-
mitted. Results indicate that the procedures followed for locating,
interviewing, and reinterviewing respondents yielded representative
samples of new legal immigrants and high-quality data. On the basis
of data obtained from the first round of the survey, we present new
information never before available on the schooling and language
skills of new immigrants and their earnings gains from immigration.

I mmigration affects American society in profound ways. Yet
in perhaps no other area of demographic and social science
research has there been such a persistently large gap between
information needs and existing data. Consequently, many
fundamental questions remain unanswered. Among these are
the following: How has the health and skill composition of
entry cohorts of immigrants changed over time? How do the
schooling and initial earnings of new legal immigrants com-
pare with those of the U.S. native-born, foreign-born, and
illegal immigrant populations? How large is the economic
gain from becoming a legal immigrant? How many immi-
grants return to their home country? How do transitions be-
tween legal and illegal statuses occur? What are the contri-
butions of immigrants to the American society and economy?
How complete is their eventual assimilation?

Although useful for many purposes, existing demo-
graphic and economic databases providing information on
the foreign-born population of the United States have impor-
tant deficiencies. Among the more serious are no informa-
tion on the legal status of the U.S. nonnaturalized foreign-
born, no information on the pre-immigration experiences of
immigrants, and the inability to follow a given cohort of im-
migrants over time. The first deficiency makes it impossible
to distinguish the very different experiences, contributions,
and costs of legal immigrants, legal nonimmigrants, and ille-
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gal immigrants who make up the U.S. foreign-born popula-
tion. The lack of pre-immigration and lifecourse information
for immigrant cohorts hinders understanding of the integra-
tion of immigrants, the roles of the selection criteria of U.S.
immigration law, and the selectivity that governs who are im-
migrants and who are not.

The New Immigrant Survey Pilot (NIS-P) is a first at-
tempt to resolve these problems. In this paper we describe the
survey and report findings from its baseline data on adult
immigrants (those age 18 or over at admission to permanent
residence). We summarize our experience in locating and in-
terviewing the immigrants who were sampled, and we assess
the representativeness of the resulting sample of interviewed
adult immigrants. We also report selected findings based on
data obtained from the 1,130 adult-immigrant respondents.

OVERVIEW OF THE NEW IMMIGRANT SURVEY
PILOT

Despite the importance of immigration in this country’s past,
present, and future, there has never been a nationally repre-
sentative sample of new legal immigrants designed to follow
their progress over time. Instead, research on immigration
has been limited to relatively small special surveys of se-
lected immigrant populations or has been based on those im-
migrants who happen to be included in mainstream social
science surveys. Although useful demographic and economic
research has been conducted using these traditional sources,
they are inherently limited as a basis for firm scientific in-
ferences about the immigration experience. In addition, stud-
ies derived from the standard national data sources—the Cur-
rent Population Surveys (CPS), decennial censuses, the Panel
Study of Income Dynamics (PSID), the set of National Lon-
gitudinal Surveys (NLSs)—have serious deficiencies for im-
migration research.

The first of these deficiencies is that two of the major
databases used to study immigration, the census and CPS, are
cross-sectional surveys; thus, key dynamic aspects of immi-
gration for individual migrants cannot be investigated at all.

Second, except in the census, the sample sizes available
to study immigrants are problematic given the substantial
heterogeneity among immigrants in many dimensions. When
the research focus turns to subgroups of immigrants—for
example, immigrants born in Mexico, South America, Viet-
nam, or Russia—the sample sizes available severely limit
analysis.

Third, existing surveys omit much relevant data about
immigrants. In particular, they contain no indication of the
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specific visa category that permitted entry into legal immi-
grant status and are largely silent about the pre-immigration
characteristics and experiences of immigrants—jobs and in-
comes, health status and behaviors, and migratory patterns.
These omissions are understandable in mainstream social sci-
ence surveys, but they seriously limit research on immigra-
tion.

Fourth, the most common research design using main-
stream data sets to study assimilation of immigrants is
flawed. Specifically, cohort tracking using census and CPS
surveys has become the standard technique for evaluating as-
similation (Borjas 1985), but cohort tracking is problematic
given that immigrant cohorts are not closed. Return migra-
tion is not insignificant. For example, on the basis of the
fraction of age-entry cohorts of Mexico-born persons in the
1970 census that appear in the 1980 census, roughly one-
third of the 1970 Mexican immigrants had emigrated by
1980. An even smaller fraction of the original immigrant co-
hort would remain by 1990. Similarly, Jasso and Rosenzweig
(1982) present evidence based on administrative records of
the U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) that
emigration rates among legal immigrants differ substantially
across countries of origin, ranging from 10% to 60% in the
first decade after admission.

A related problem is the current definition of time since
immigration. The census and the CPS ask only about the year
when the respondent came to the United States fo stay, per-
haps assuming that most immigrants are entering for the first
time, or that, if they had made multiple trips, their last entry
was the one in which they came “to stay.”! The NIS-P, how-
ever, suggests that both assumptions are incorrect. Most
“newly admitted” legal immigrants are not entering the
United States for the first time—two-thirds had prior experi-
ence in the United States—and some are not coming “to
stay.” Even among those newly admitted legal immigrants
who are “new arrivals” in the INS sense of coming with an
immigrant visa obtained abroad, more than one-quarter have
prior U.S. experience.

The nature of this problem is best illustrated with two of
the major longitudinal surveys, the NLS and the PSID, given
that only panel surveys can be used to address issues of indi-
vidual change. The baseline immigrant samples in these sur-
veys represent not new legal immigrants, but the then-exist-
ing foreign-born population, heterogeneous in visa status and
in length of time in the United States. The unknown selectiv-
ity due to out-migration is a serious design problem for track-
ing change among immigrants over time.

These data shortcomings, combined with the unique as-
pects of immigration behavior, have implications for the type

1. The instruction for the question on year of entry in the 1990 census
states: “If the person has entered the United States...more than once, fill the
circle for the latest year he/she came to stay.” In the 1980 census, however,
respondents were asked for “the first year they came to stay permanently”
(U.S. Bureau of the Census 1980:K-21). Shifts in the definition, in census
data, of the year when immigrants “came to stay”—for example, from first
year to latest year—seriously compromise the study of assimilation and the
method of cohort tracking.

of new immigration data needed for demographic, social, and
economic research. The design should be a comprehensive,
multicohort longitudinal survey of new legal immigrants to
the United States. To monitor changes across cohorts, new
samples should be drawn periodically. To monitor adaptation
over time, each cohort sample of new immigrants should be
reinterviewed at regular intervals. To assess the immigrants’
legacy, information also should be obtained about and from
their children, both the immigrant children they brought with
them and the U.S. citizen children born to them in the United
States.

The principal barrier to fielding such a longitudinal im-
migrant survey has been the high cost of screening, given
that, in any year, new immigrants are less than half of 1% of
the American population. Conventional area-based samples
would be prohibitively expensive. Fortunately, a low-cost
sampling frame can be obtained from INS administrative
records of immigrant cohorts. For each new legal immigrant,
there is a record containing the visa category and the address
to which the new immigrant has requested that the “green
card” be mailed. These records thus provide the sampling
frame (enabling stratification by demographic characteristics
and entry criteria) and make it possible to locate sampled
immigrants.

Because such a longitudinal design based on INS admin-
istrative records had never been implemented, we conducted
a pilot survey to minimize the risks of the full project and to
maximize its potential. Legitimate questions about the feasi-
bility of fielding a large nationally representative sample of
new legal immigrants can be raised because of the difficul-
ties involved in finding, interviewing, and retaining in sub-
sequent waves respondents who are likely to be highly mo-
bile both within the United States and abroad. There is also
concern that immigrants may be especially suspicious now
when anyone asks them about their current and past lives,
and thus may be quite reluctant to participate in in-depth
household surveys. As documented below, our pilot results
indicate that a full new immigrant survey, although certainly
challenging, is both feasible and valuable.

The NIS Pilot had three aims: (1) to assess the cost-
effectiveness of alternative methods for locating sampled im-
migrants and maximizing initial response rates; (2) to ex-
plore the costs, feasibility, and effectiveness of alternative
methods of tracking sampled immigrants after the initial con-
tacts (a necessary feature for a longitudinal survey of a
highly mobile population); and (3) to obtain useful informa-
tion that would both aid in the design of survey instruments
for a follow-up full survey and immediately provide new in-
formation on recently admitted legal immigrants.

The NIS-P consists of a baseline survey, a three-month
follow-up of half of the original sample (to evaluate whether
periodicity affected attrition), a six-month follow-up of all
original sample members, and a one-year follow-up, also of
all original sample members. The sampling frame for the
NIS-P includes all persons admitted to legal permanent resi-
dence during July and August 1996. The total number of im-
migrants admitted during this period was 148,987. We drew



