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H-1B Visas: No Impact on Wages
By A. Nicole Kreisberg, Senior Research Analyst 

H
ow, or even whether, H-1B 

visa holders have an impact 

on American wages is a hotly 

debated topic. Many argue that 

H-1B workers, the foreign-born, 

temporary, highly skilled workers 

that companies can hire for 

three to six years, drive down 

American wages. Others argue 

that H-1B workers actually earn 

more than Americans. At the 

heart of this debate is whether 

companies purposefully hire 

H-1B workers over U.S. citizens 

or permanent residents.

 A vast number of studies 

supports arguments on either 

side of the divisive H-1B wage 

debate. This brief first analyzes 

those arguments. Then it uses 

averaged and aggregated 2010-

2012 Census data to explore the 

relationship between visa status 

and average wages for occupations 

for which employers most 

frequently request H-1B visas.

Since the late 1990s, the bulk 

of H-1B visas have been distributed 

to computer technology and 

other STEM (science, technology, 

engineering, and math) firms. 

This has resulted in the conviction 

by some that U.S. companies are 

choosing not to hire U.S. workers 

in favor of cheaper H-1B workers. 

To understand this debate, it is 

useful to analyze both the supply-

side and demand-side arguments. 

On the supply side, various 

groups have expressed concern 

that the technology industry does 

not actually need H-1B visas, 

citing studies that find there are 

many U.S. computer technology 

graduates without jobs. 

A 2013 analysis by Salzman, 

Kuehn, and Lowell, for example, 

shows that over the past decade, 

STEM students have improved on 

test scores (http://www.epi.org/

publication/bp359-guestworkers-

high-skill-labor-market-analysis), 

and the number of STEM 

graduates has been increasing. 

The analysis uses these data to 

argue that there is a sufficient 

flow of computer technology 

students in the pipeline to meet 

demand. Moreover, with one 

out of every two IT (information 

technology) graduates unable to 

find employment, analysts argue 

that there is no need for foreign 

workers to fill these positions. 

Groups use studies like 

this one to argue that firms 

purposefully ignore a supply of 

suitable U.S. workers because 

When it comes to the 

debate over wages in 

the tech and finance 

industries, factors such 

as gender, marital 

status, and ethnicity 

play a larger role 

than citizenship or 

immigration status. 

In this brief, 

AIER determines 

whether H-1B 

visas have any 

effect on average 

wages at all. 

http://www.epi.org/publication/bp359-guestworkers-high-skill-labor-market-analysis
http://www.epi.org/publication/bp359-guestworkers-high-skill-labor-market-analysis
http://www.epi.org/publication/bp359-guestworkers-high-skill-labor-market-analysis
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they can pay H-1B workers 

less than their U.S. citizen or 

permanent resident counterparts.

Meanwhile, on the demand side, 

business proponents argue that 

there is a real worker shortage in 

the computer technology industry. 

Supporting these arguments is 

a 2013 study by Rothwell and 

Ruiz; they find that H-1B workers 

actually earn more than Americans 

(http://www.brookings.edu/

research/papers/2013/05/10-

h1b-visas-stem-rothwell-ruiz), 

and the jobs they take have been 

hard to fill, suggesting that H-1B 

workers are filling a skills gap 

in the American workforce. 

In their analysis, Rothwell 

and Ruiz use 2011 job postings 

data from the Conference Board. 

They find that job postings that 

required STEM knowledge took 

much longer to fill than other jobs, 

even after accounting for education, 

experience, wage rates, and 

geographic location. They then turn 

to 2010 H-1B petitions data and 

find that H-1B workers earn more 

than Americans when controlling 

for age, education, and occupation. 

Businesses use studies like 

this one to argue that H-1B 

workers provide skills that 

Americans do not have. Therefore, 

they do need H-1B workers, 

and they need them now.

In reality, both sides could 

be right. The number of STEM 

graduates in general and computer 

technology graduates in particular 

may very well be increasing, 

as the first argument asserts. 

But this increase in the flow of 

labor does not necessarily lead 

to an immediate jump in the 

supply of computer technology 

job occupants. There is a lag 

in the time it takes for steadily 

increasing labor flows to meet 

ongoing demand. This may be 

the case for STEM fields. 

The demand-side claims could 

also be true: There is a shortage 

of computer technology workers 

now. The long-term supply could 

be slowly increasing while an 

immediate demand for labor in 

specific industry niches remains.

It is important to understand 

INDUSTRY OCCUPATION AVERAGE ANNUAL 
WAGE ($)

H-1B VISAS 
REQUESTED IN 2013

TOTAL EMPLOYED 
IN 2013

H-1B VISA REQUESTS 
AS A SHARE OF TOTAL 

EMPLOYMENT

Computer 

Technology

Computer and Information Systems 

Managers

$91,789 48,483 319,080 15%

Software Developers, Systems and 

Applications

$82,734 70,960 1,017,340 7%

Computer Systems Analysts $67,748 235,028 507,100 46%

Computer Programmers $63,093 146,710 312,340 47%

Network and Computer Systems 

Administrators

$60,705 18,455 362,310 5%

Computer Occupations, 

All Other

$56,864 105,147 196,280 54%

Total $65,421 624,783 2,714,450 23%

Finance

Financial Analysts $118,488 19,399 250,670 8%

Management Analysts $63,204 21,632 567,840 4%

Accountants and Auditors $57,939 21,908 1,168,330 2%

Total $63,204 62,939 1,986, 840 3%

TABLE 1. TOP OCCUPATIONS REQUESTING H-1B VISAS IN 2013 AND AVERAGE WAGES IN 2012

Source: Author analysis of 2010-2012 American Community Survey Data from the U.S. Census Bureau and pulled from Steven Ruggles, J. Trent Alexander, Katie Genadek, Ronald Goeken, Matthew B. 

Schroeder, and Matthew Sobek. Integrated Public Use Microdata Series: Version 5.0 [Machine-readable database]. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 2010.   

http://www.brookings.edu/research/papers/2013/05/10-h1b-visas-stem-rothwell-ruiz
http://www.brookings.edu/research/papers/2013/05/10-h1b-visas-stem-rothwell-ruiz
http://www.brookings.edu/research/papers/2013/05/10-h1b-visas-stem-rothwell-ruiz
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VARIABLE EMPLOYED PEOPLE IN JOBS WITH 
HIGH H-1B DEMAND

TOTAL NATIONAL EMPLOYMENT  
AGED 16 AND OVER

Gender

Male     184,452 55% 74,535,480 53%

Female 149,173 45% 67,402,824 47%

Education

Less than HS 13,462 4% 12,115,231 9%

HS Degree 60,784 18% 47,115,967 33%

Some College 75,814 23% 37,302,315 26%

College Degree or Higher 183,565 55% 45,404,791 32%

Visa Status

H-1B 99,724 30% 12,545,861 10%

U.S. Citizen/Permanent Resident 233,901 70% 117,201,666 90%

Race/Ethnicity

White 223,551 67% 108,818,659 68%

Black 28,411 9% 15,383,335 11%

Asian 65,898 20% 7,640,514 8%

Other Race 15,765 5% 10,095,796 7%

Hispanic 15,562 5% 16,084,329 11%

Age

16 to 24 24,537 7% 18,277,669 13%

25 to 34        85,191 26% 30,669,475 22%

35 to 44 82,240 25% 31,072,887 22%

45 to 54 65,370 20% 33,135,240 23%

55 to 64 47,132 14% 22,469,723 16%

65 and Older 29,155 9% 6,313,310 4%

Region

Northeast 69,395 21% 26,258,678 19%

Midwest 59,941 18% 31,333,367 22%

South 117,693 35% 50,995,115 36%

West 86,596 26% 32,332,700 23%

Marital Status

Married 157,524 47% 73,503,730 52%

Not Married 176,101 53% 68,434,574 48%

Children

At Least One Child 116,141 35% 59,360,776 42%

No Children 217,484 65% 82,577,528 58%

Total 333,625 141,938,304

TABLE 2. THOSE EMPLOYED IN TOP H-1B OCCUPATIONS COMPARED WITH GENERAL EMPLOYED POPULATION, 2010-2012

Source: Author analysis of 2010-2012 American Community Survey Data from the U.S. Census Bureau and pulled from Steven Ruggles, J. Trent Alexander, Katie Genadek, Ronald Goeken, Matthew B. 

Schroeder, and Matthew Sobek. Integrated Public Use Microdata Series: Version 5.0 [Machine-readable database]. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 2010.   
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the distinction between an 

argument that focuses on the 

long-term flow of labor and 

an argument that focuses on 

immediate demand because both 

arguments have been deeply 

politicized and oversimplified. 

In this brief, AIER focuses on 

the wages of two industries with 

high H-1B demand now. It will not 

answer the question of whether 

or not there is an adequate U.S. 

supply of labor in the pipeline to 

meet anticipated demand. Nor 

will it determine if companies are 

purposefully hiring lower-wage 

foreign-born workers. It will, 

however, determine whether in 

the current period, the number 

of H-1B visas in an industry is 

associated with higher or lower 

average wages in that industry, 

or whether H-1B visas have any 

effect on average wages at all.

WAGES FOR HIGH DEMAND JOBS 
AIER uses Census data from the 

2010 to 2012 American Community 

Survey to determine whether or 

not the number of H-1B visas 

affects average wages in industries 

with the highest H-1B demand. 

Tables 1 and 2 on pages 2 and 

3 show the top occupations for 

which industries demand H-1B 

visas, their average wages, and the 

demographic characteristics of all 

workers in these occupations. (For 

more information, see AIER’s April 

2014 Issue Brief, H-1B Jobs: Filling 

the Skill Gap, https://www.aier.org/

research/h1b-jobs-filling-skill-gap.) 

For each occupation, Table 1 

shows 2013 data for average wages, 

the number of visas requested, 

total employment, and the share 

of H-1B visas requested out of 

total employment. Of the top 

ten occupations for which H-1B 

visas were requested, employers 

requested the most visas for 

computer technology occupations. 

The number of visas requested 

(624,783) in computer technology 

is the equivalent of 23% of the 

highly skilled computer technology 

workforce. In absolute numbers, 

the most employer requests 

came for systems analysts and 

computer programmers and 

the catchall category of “all 

other” computer occupations. 

Meanwhile, 62,939 visas 

requested in the financial services 

industry equals only 3% of that 

highly skilled workforce. In 

absolute numbers, the demand was 

around 20,000 for each occupation; 

these requests accounted for a 

relatively small share of jobs, 

ranging from 2% for accountants 

and auditors to 8% for financial 

analysts. At the same time, the 

wages in jobs with a high H-1B 

demand are quite diverse, from 

about $57,000 to $118,000 a year, 

and they do not correspond with 

the comparative level of demand. 

Many demographic 

characteristics, such as education, 

age, race, and citizenship status, 

affect wages. As Table 2 shows, 

there is a slightly larger share of 

male workers (55 percent) in jobs 

with high H-1B visa demand than 

in the general employed population 

(53 percent). Workers in these jobs 

are highly educated as well: 55 

percent hold more than a college 

degree compared to 32 percent in 

the general working population. 

Racially, workers in jobs with high 

H-1B demand are predominately 

white (67 percent), comparable 

to the population at large. 

Across racial and ethnic 

groups, blacks and Hispanics are 

underrepresented in jobs with a 

high H-1B demand compared to 

the overall working population, 

while Asians are overrepresented. 

Twenty percent of workers in jobs 

with a high H-1B demand is Asian, 

as compared to 8 percent in the 

general working population. 

Most workers in jobs with a 

high H-1B demand are between 

the ages of 25 and 44, a slightly 

larger share than is found in the 

general working population. There 

is also a slightly larger share of 

these workers in the Northeast (21 

percent) and West (26 percent). 

This most likely is the result of 

the plethora of technology jobs in 

the Silicon Valley and the Boston 

region. Finally, compared to the 

general working population, a 

slightly larger share of workers 

in these occupations is not 

married (53 percent compared 

to 48 percent), and a larger share 

has no children (65 percent 

compared to 58 percent).

If H-1B visa-holders were hired 

In both industries, 

gender, race, and 

ethnicity are significant 

in accounting for 

differences in earnings.

https://www.aier.org/research/h1b-jobs-filling-skill-gap
https://www.aier.org/research/h1b-jobs-filling-skill-gap
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because of their lower wages, we 

would expect this to result in lower 

wages for H-1B workers. To test 

the extent to which H-1B status 

accounts for differences in wages 

between H-1B visa holders and 

their U.S. counterparts, AIER uses 

statistical techniques (ordinary 

least squares regression) to 

assess the effects of each of these 

demographic and employment 

characteristics separately from 

H-1B visa status. The results of 

the analysis are discussed below.

FINDINGS 
Contrary to both arguments 

presented at the beginning of 

this brief, having H-1B visa 

status does not account for 

differences in average wages 

in six highly skilled computer 

technology occupations or in three 

highly skilled financial services 

occupations. These represent the 

largest demand for H-1B visas. 

The statistical results for both 

industries are presented in the 

Appendix. In both industries, 

after taking into account age, race, 

ethnicity, region, and occupation, 

we cannot attribute any wage 

differences in these occupations 

to holding an H-1B visa. 

If H-1B visas do not account for 

wage differences, what factors do?

GENDER 
In both industries, gender is a 

significant factor in accounting 

for differences in earnings. If 

we separate out gender from the 

On average, in the Computer Technology Industry*…

• Women earn $6,358 less than men.

• Women with at least one child earn $11,247 less than women without  

 children and all men.

• Hispanic workers earn $16,353 less than non-Hispanic workers.

• Asian workers earn $8,146 less than white workers.

On average, in the Financial Services Industry*…

• Women earn $14,067 less than men.

• Married women earn $16,491 less than unmarried women and all men. 

• Hispanic workers earn $9,328 less than non-Hispanic workers.

• Black workers earn $20,691 less than white workers.

other demographic characteristics, 

we find that in the computer 

technology industry, women in 

our six occupations earn $6,358 

less than their male counterparts. 

In the finance industry, the 

wage differential between men 

and women is far greater. After 

taking all other characteristics 

into account, women on average 

earn $14,067 less than men. 

This analysis also seeks to 

determine if marriage and having 

children account for differences 

in earnings for women. 

In computer technology 

occupations, the results indicate 

that, on average, women with 

children earn far less than 

other workers, but married 

women are not penalized for 

*After controlling for education, age, region, occupation, citizenship status, and country of origin.  

There is a “marriage 

penalty” for women in 

the finance industry 

and a “child penalty” for 

women in the computer 

technology industry.



6 ISSUE BRIEF SEPTEMBER 2014

being married. Women with 

at least one child earn $11,247 

less than everyone else (women 

without children and all men). 

In financial services 

occupations, the opposite 

prevails. While married women 

earn far less than men, they 

are not penalized for having a 

child. Married women’s average 

earnings are $16,491 less than 

unmarried women and all men. 

While our analysis can tell us 

that there is a “marriage penalty” 

for women in the finance industry 

and a “child penalty” for women in 

the computer technology industry, 

it does not tell us why this is so.

RACE AND ETHNICITY 

Race and ethnicity account for wage 

differentials in both industries. In 

the computer technology industry, 

on average, a Hispanic worker 

in this group of six occupations 

earns $16,353 less than a non-

Hispanic worker. This is a larger 

differential in earnings than racial 

groups of color, such as blacks 

(whose earnings are expected 

to be $3,656 less than white 

workers), Asians (whose earnings 

are expected to be $8,146 less 

than white workers), and workers 

who identified “other” as their 

race ($6,907 less than whites). 

In the financial services 

industry, on the other hand, black 

workers’ average earnings are 

$20,691 less per year compared 

to white workers’. This means 

that after taking into account 

differences in education, age, and 

geography, a black, highly skilled, 

finance worker earns far less 

than a white worker. Meanwhile, 

those who marked “other” as 

their race earn, on average, $9,109 

less than white workers. There 

is no statistically significant 

difference between the wages of 

whites and Asians in finance, 

but on average, Hispanics earn 

$9,328 less than non-Hispanics. 

These results show that 

race and ethnicity matter when 

interpreting wage differences in 

occupations with a high H-1B 

demand. Despite the perception 

that H-1B status affects wages, 

once we take into account gender, 

race, and ethnicity, there is no 

observable wage differential 

between U.S. and H-1B workers 

that we can independently 

attribute to visa status. 

AGE 
Workers 45-to-54 are, on average, 

at their peak earning years in 

both industries. We find that, 

on average, the earnings of 

older workers are $15,083 less 

than the earnings of workers 

in the 45-to-54 age cohort. 

REGION 
In both industries, a worker’s 

geographic region also accounts for 

significant differences in wages. In 

the computer technology industry, 

average earnings of workers in the 

Midwest are lower than in other 

parts of the country. A highly 

skilled computer technology 

worker in the West, for instance, 

is expected to earn, on average, 

almost $9,484 more than a 

comparable worker in the Midwest. 

In the financial services 

industry, we find that there are 

larger wage differentials across 

regions of the United States. On 

average, a highly skilled financial 

services worker earns $27,408 more 

in the Northeast than a Midwestern 

counterpart. A worker in the 

South earns, on average, $12,800 

more, and a worker in the West 

earns, on average, $11,274 more. 

IMPLICATIONS 
This analysis shows that there 

are five factors that yield large 

differences in annual expected 

earnings in highly demanded 

H-1B jobs: gender, race, ethnicity, 

age, and region. We cannot 

attribute any differences in average 

earnings to H-1B visa status. 

Where, then, should this 

conclusion take us? Do we need 

to expand the supply of STEM 

workers? Employers and business 

interests will say yes. In response 

to those who fear that expanding 

the pool of highly skilled H-1B 

workers will push down wages 

in the computer technology and 

financial services industries, our 

analysis finds no such impact 

After taking into 

account differences in 

education, age, and 

geography, a black, 

highly skilled, finance 

worker earns far less 

than a white worker.
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APPENDIX 1. REGRESSION RESULTS OF MEAN WAGES IN COMPUTER TECHNOLOGY AND FINANCIAL SERVICES INDUSTRIES, 2010-2012

 COMPUTER TECHNOLOGY MODEL FINANCIAL SERVICES MODEL

VARIABLE  Beta  Standard Error Beta  Standard Error

  

 Female  -$6,358*** 1611.59 -$14,067*** 3324.84

 College Degree or Higher $20,740*** 1172.45 $29,764*** 2449.83

 H-1B  $884 1440.04 $1,269 2867.76

 Age 16 to 24  -$54,377*** 2388.77 -$47,678*** 5375.39

 25 to 34  -$25,854*** 1676.71 -$20,252*** 3582.85

 35 to 44  -$10,255*** 1648.11 -$1,502 3621.00

 55 to 64  -$5,120*** 1952.34 -$4,403 4134.06

 65 and Older  -$15,083*** 2536.46 -$18,988*** 4352.77

 Hispanic  -$16,353*** 2915.18 -$9,328* 5304.51

 Black  -$3,656* 2060.99 -$20,691*** 4301.73

 Asian  -$8,146*** 1659.97 -$4,222 3579.54

 Other Race  -$6,907** 2826.18 -$9,109* 5262.63

 Northeast  $7,420*** 1764.72 $27,409*** 3848.97

 West  $9,484*** 1689.57 $11,274*** 3705.86

 South  $3,715** 1574.68 $12,800*** 3517.99

 Married  $1,967 1732.95 $15,578*** 3814.25

 Has Child  $11,001*** 1872.60 -$1,581 4265.33

 Married Female  -$1,811 2492.93 -$16,491*** 5097.77

 Female with Child  -$11,247*** 2584.83 $1,739 5436.95

 Other Computer Occupations $1,055 2008.07       

 Computer Programmer $6,572*** 1993.27       

 Computer Systems Analyst $11,892*** 1986.53       

 Computer Information Systems $23,756*** 2012.26       

 Software Developer $18,325*** 1968.00       

 Financial Analyst    $35,733*** 3404.19      

 Management Analyst   $9,836*** 2578.36      

 Constant  $64,011  2447.64 $49,131  4854.66

 Adjusted R-Square  0.22  0.18      

 Number of Observations 6,091  3,256 

*, **, *** Indicate statistically significant results at the .10, .05, and .01 levels    
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for the time period we studied. 

U.S. workers and their 

advocates, however, may say 

that just because H-1B visas 

have not pushed down wages in 

one time period does not mean 

this has not occurred at other 

times or that it will not occur 

in the future. This is quite true; 

a definitive answer requires a 

longer time frame for analysis.

The answer to the question 

of whether or not to expand the 

H-1B visa program is a complicated 

one. Historically, we have turned 

to Washington to resolve such 

complicated issues. However, our 

statistical analysis leads us to 

believe that a path to pragmatic 

problem solving is within reach. 

If employers in the computer 

technology and financial services 

industries need additional 

workers, this quantitative analysis 

suggests that there is untapped 

human capital potential. Women 

and people of color currently 

are paid less in both industries 

and are underrepresented 

in computer technology.

Based on this limited snapshot, 

we do not find any evidence 

to confirm the argument that 

employers are using H-1B visa 

holders to push down wages in 

these particular occupations. We 

do, however, find that there are 

systematic wage differences in these 

computer technology and financial 

services occupations by race, 

ethnicity, gender, marital status, 

and children in the household. n
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Our statistical analysis 

leads us to believe that 

a path to pragmatic 

problem solving 

is within reach. 


