





entrepreneurial activities. Immigrant
founders were also asked questions
regarding their reasons for entering
the U.S. (Wadhwa et al. 2007b;
Wadhwa et al. 2008)

4.We interviewed 652 U.S.-born chief
executive officers and heads of
product development of 502
companies. (This paper is

Of the 2054 companies we interviewed, 25.3
percent reported that at least one of their key
founders was an immigrant. Extrapolating
from this sample, we estimate that all
companies founded by immigrants from
1995 to 2005 produced $52 billion dollars in
sales and employed 450,000 workers in
2005.

forthcoming). Top Immigrant Groups. Immigrant founders
of U.S. engineering and technology
Our Findings companies come from all over the world.

Economic Contribution. We found that the
trend Saxenian documented for Silicon
Valley, a pattern of skilled immigrants
leading innovation and creating jobs and
wealth, has become a nationwide
phenomenon.

Our data identified immigrant founders from
more than 60 different countries with
immigrants from India founding more than
the next four groups combined. The top ten
are listed in Table 1.

Table 1: Birthplace of engineering and technology immigrant founders
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State-wise analysis and industry. We
analyzed the responses based on the location
of each company’s headquarters as listed in
the D&B database. We were only able to
report results from 19 states where we had a
high enough sampling density to be
confident of our findings. Table 2 indicates
the percentage of companies founded by
immigrants in each of these states.

It is not surprising to see California leading
this group, with 38.8 percent of its
companies having been established by
immigrant key founders. High percentages
for New Jersey (37.6 percent) and Michigan
(32.8 percent) were interesting findings, as
was the relatively low performance of
Washington state (11.3 percent) and North
Carolina (13.9 percent).

Table 2: U.S. states where immigrants are founding engineering and technology companies
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Immigrants tend to contribute to certain
industries more than others. For example,
they are highly represented in semi-
conductors, communications and software

State

and contribute the least to the
defense/aerospace and environmental
industries. See Table 3 for details.
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Table 3: Industry breakdown of immigrant-founded companies
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Tech Center Analysis. We believed that
tech centers had greater concentrations of
immigrants than the rest of the nation and
verified this by conducting surveys of
technology and engineering companies in
the following technology centers: Austin
TX, Boston MA, Chicago IL, Denver CO,
New York NY, Portland OR, Research
Triangle Park NC, San Diego CA, Seattle
WA, Silicon Valley CA, Washington DC.

Table 4 shows that startups in and around
major tech centers do indeed tend to have a
higher concentration of immigrant-founded
startups than their state average. These data
underscore the importance of the localized
clusters of technology and engineering
activity in both attracting and supporting
immigrant startup activity. The notable
exceptions are Denver and San Diego. In
both centers, a significant proportion of the
technology and engineering activity is
related to military activities, from which
immigrants are often excluded.

Table 4: Immigrant-founded startups as percent of total startups in tech centers
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Reason for Coming to the U.S. Very few
immigrant key founders say they entered the
U.S. with the express intention of starting a
new company. We found that 52.3 percent
primarily came to study, 39.8 percent
because of a job opportunity, and only 1.6
percent entered the U.S, for the sole purpose
of entrepreneurship. Those founders who
were willing to disclose their entry-visa
information cited the F1 student academic
visa and the H1 temporary worker visa.

Comparisons of U.S.-born founders with
foreign-born founders. On average, U.S.-
born founders established a company 16
years after completing their highest degree.
Immigrant founders created their startups in
an average of 13 years after arriving in the
country (this generally includes the time
they took to complete their degrees).
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Immigrants are much less likely than U.S.-
born to remain in the same state in which
they received their highest degree. We found
23.9 percent of immigrants founded a
startup in the same state in which they
completed their highest degree, compared
with 45.2 percent for U.S-born individuals.
There were notable differences in their
education levels and fields of education,
however. The next section details these.

Highest degree completed. A larger
percentage of foreign-born founders held
advanced degrees compared with U.S.-born
founders. The vast majority (96 percent) of
foreign-born founders held bachelor’s
degrees or higher and 73.9 percent had
graduate degrees (see Table 5). In
comparison, 94 percent of U.S.-born startup
founders held the minimum of a bachelor’s
degree, 50 percent held graduate degrees.
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Table 5: Highest completed degree by foreign-born founders vs. U.S.-born

Foreign-Born Founders U.S.-Born Founders
Associates i‘ﬂgzé High School
Degree, = D Diploma or
Two Year High School Certification, ! Lower, 5.9%

Some College,
2.3%

Diploma, 0.7% Diploma, 2.8%

The distinction in graduate degree the largest immigrant founding group, came
attainment can perhaps be explained by the to the U.S. for masters or Ph.D.’s.
background of these immigrant

entrepreneurs. The American Society of Fields of Education. Immigrant founders
Engineering Education reports that in 2006, also tend to have much stronger

39.8 percent of engineering masters and 61.3 backgrounds in STEM related fields than
percent of engineering doctoral degrees in U.S.-born, 75 percent vs. 46.5 percent.

the U.S. were awarded to foreign nationals Twice as many U.S.-born founders held
(Gibbons 2007). Our research shows that business, accounting and finance degrees as
52.3 percent of the immigrant founders had immigrants, 33.4 percent vs. 16.7 percent. A
come to the U.S. as students and the breakdown of these data can be found in
majority of the India-born, who constitute Tables 6 and 7.
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Table 6: Fields of highest degrees completed by foreign-born founders
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Table 7: Fields of highest degrees completed by U.S.-born founders
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Summary of results and conclusions

Our research has documented the substantial
entrepreneurial contributions of highly
skilled immigrants to U.S. engineering and
technology-related industries nationwide.
One-quarter of all companies founded in
these sectors from 1995-2005 had at least
one immigrant key founder; and these firms
contribute substantially both to job and
wealth creation in the U.S. This underscores
the importance of a more nuanced view of
immigration policy: our beliefs about the
appropriate policy for poor, low skilled
immigrants should not shape our
deliberations regarding these skilled
immigrants who, on average, are more
highly-educated than their native-born
counterparts, and who are making important
positive contributions to national economic
development. This has obvious implications
for immigration policy.

Economic development professionals at
state and local levels should also recognize
the potential entreprencurial contributions of
highly skilled immigrants as well. The U.S.
is currently experiencing the largest wave of
immigration in its history; more immigrants
arrived in the U.S. during the 1990s than in
any other decade on record. Moreover,
today’s immigrants are increasingly settling
outside of well-established immigrant
gateways, such as New York, Chicago,
Miami, and Los Angeles, and instead
moving to a diverse group of newer cities
and suburbs around the country (Gibbons
2008).

Places with virtually no history of
immigration are now home to sizable
foreign-born populations. This is creating
unanticipated new opportunities for the
suburbs, small towns and rural areas as well
as cities that are attracting immigrants for
the first time. This research shows that
smaller cities like Austin, San Diego, and
Seattle are now home to large numbers of
immigrant-founded engineering and
technology businesses. One important way
to tap the expertise and skills of skilled
immigrants, while also easing their

integration into the community, is to draw
them into local discussions with
policymakers and planners about the
appropriate institutional and economic
incentives for stimulating entrepreneurship.
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