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ABSTRACT 

This paper tries to gather available evidences pertaining to the potential effects of 
changes in immigration policies of United States of America (USA), the top global 
emigrant destination. USA government seems to go ahead with restrictions on 
emigration to USA. In this context, this paper attempts to examine the efficacy of 
such curbs using available historical and empirical evidence. It is important to 
gather evidence pertaining to potential impact of such curbs as they are likely to 
depress global emigrant flows considerably. This is likely to induce negative 
shocks on nations who send large number of emigrants (for ex: India). The paper is 
expected to provide some information regarding the historical/empirical evidence 
pertinent to actual association between immigration policies and immigration so 
that stakeholder community of emigration systems of these nations can be more 
realistic in their approach towards immigration curbs in USA and other major 
destinations.   
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Introduction  

According to World Bank (2016) United States of America (USA) is the top 
emigrant destination in the world. Needless to say, any restriction on emigration to 
USA is likely to have significant bearing on global emigration flows. The trump 
administration tried to impose several curbs on immigration. The stand of present 
government is different from him. In this context, this paper attempts to examine 
the efficacy of US immigration policies using available historical and empirical 
evidence. The paper is expected to provide some information regarding the 
historical/empirical evidence pertinent to actual association between immigration 
policies and immigration  
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Association between policies and immigration to USA 

Data Sources – The DEMIG data base 

International Migration Institute, University of Oxford had prepared a data base on 
DEterminants of MIGration (DEMIG). DEMIG data base consist of three data 
sources 1) DEMIG policy data which contain information about  
migration policy changes enacted by 45 nations. 2) DEMIG total data on 
immigration, emigration and net migration flows for more than 150 nations 3) 
DEMIG C2C (country-to-country) database contains bilateral migration flow data 
for 34 reporting nations (Demig 2015a). 

The author has tried to understand the history of migration – policy nexus in USA 
using information from DEMIG policy data and DEMIG total data. Decadal 
changes in migration inflows to USA during 1875-2015 were computed first from 
DEMIG total data. The general nature of immigration policies during each of these 
decades were understood from DEMIG policy data. These two information were 
combined to have an idea about the history of migration (immigration) – policy 
nexus in USA.  

Before going into findings, it is important to be aware about the limitations of the 
study. As said in review of literature, policy is only one among the many factors 
that affect immigration. Filtering of migration impact from a myriad of 
immigration determinants is possible only by a regression analysis. But author do 
not have the knowledge/expertise regarding all the determinants of migration to 
USA and therefore do not wish to do such an analysis. Also DEMIG data is 
available only up to 2015. Apart from these limitations, this study also suffers from 
some of methodological and conceptual difficulties discussed in review of 
literature. The nature of analysis is macro (aggregative) in character and micro 
dynamics of the policy – migration nexus are not analyzed. Still the author think 
that an analysis of DEMIG policy data and DEMIG total data offer some useful 
insights on the history of migration – policy nexus in USA that are relevant in the 
changing migration policy scenario in USA.  

The history of migration – policy nexus in USA is represented in Table 1 which 
shows the decadal increase in immigration to USA and the general nature of 
immigration policies during each of these decades. Decadal changes in 
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immigration were computed as the percentage increase in total immigration in a 
particular decade in comparison with the total immigration in previous decade. 
General nature of immigration policies in each decade were approximated by 
finding the percentage of immigration policies that were restrictive during each 
decade. (DEMIG data have information regarding the restrictiveness of 
immigration policies during the period of study).   

Table 1: Migration – Policy Nexus in USA  

Decade 

% Increase 
in 

Immigration 

Restrictive 
Immigration 
Polices (%) 

1875-1885 -9.22 100 
1885-1895 16.40 75 
1895-1905 2.14 100 
1905-1915 118.67 50 
1915-1925 -61.00 56 
1925-1935 -50.65 100 
1935-1945 -75.56 0 
1945-1955 268.07 50 
1955-1965 60.91 50 
1965-1975 31.80 0 
1975-1985 36.51 37.50 
1985-1995 88.16 40 
1995-2005 -12.48 60 
2005-2015 28.72 62.50 

Source: Computed by author from DEMIG database 

 

From Table 1 we can see that during 1875-1885 all immigration policies (hereafter 
will be referred simply ‘policies’) were restrictive and during this period, 
immigration to United States of America (hereafter will be referred simply 
‘immigration’) declined by 9.22 %. During 1885-1895, 75% of policies were 
restrictive but immigration increased by 16.4%.  All policies in the next decade 
were restrictive but immigration increased by 2.14%. The period from 1905-1915 
had half the policies restrictive and remaining non restrictive but immigration 
increased by 118.67%. The policy scenario in succeeding decade (1915-25) was 
similar – 56% being restrictive but immigration declined by 61%. In the next 
decade (1925-35) all policies were restrictive and immigration declined by 
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50.65%. But in the succeeding decade (1935-45), none of the policies were 
restrictive yet immigration declined by 75.56%. In the next two decades, half of 
the policies were restrictive but immigration increased by 268% during first (1945-
55) decade and 60.91% during the second (1955-65). During 1965-75, there were 
no restrictive policies yet immigration increased by 31.8%. In the next two 
decades, majority of the policies were not restrictive and immigration increased by 
36.51% during 1975-85 and 88.16% during 1985-95. During 1995-2005, 60% of 
policies were restrictive and immigration declined by 12.48%. But in the next 
decade (2005-15), 62.5% of policies were restrictive but immigration increased by 
28.72%.  

Author tried to depict 14 decades ofUSA’s immigration – policy nexus in Table 1. 

The following patterns can be identified from Table 1/previous paragraph.  

1. Out of these 14 decades, all policies/ majority of policies were restrictive in 

7 decades. During these 7 decades, immigration declined in 4 decades and 

increased in 3 decades.  

2. In 14 decades under our consideration, all policies/ majority of policies were 

non restrictive in 4 decades. During these 4 decades, immigration increased 

in 3 decades and declined in 1 decade.   

3. In the remaining 3 decades, half of the policies were restrictive and 

remaining non restrictive. In all these 3 decades, immigration increased.  

From these patterns, some generalizations can be made on the history of migration 

– policy nexus in USA. The historical pattern of association between immigration 

and polices suggests the following; 

1. There is lack of empirical evidence to conclude that restrictive immigration 

policies will always lead to a decline in immigration to USA. In 7 decades of 

restrictive policies, immigration declined only for 4 decades. In the 

remaining 3 decades, immigration increased. If we follow the majority rule, 
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then we may conclude that restrictive policies in USA reduce immigration to 

USA, as that was the case in majority (4 out of 7) of decades. But at the 

same time, one cannot ignore the increase in immigration in 3 out of 7 

decades of restrictive policies. Thus immigration to USA increased in an 

equally significant period were restrictive immigration policies prevailed. 

Thus there is lack of historical evidence that support the existence of a clear 

association between restrictive immigration policies and decline in 

immigration in USA.  

 

2. On the other hand, there exists empirical evidence that suggests that non 

restrictive immigration policies are generally associated with increase in 

immigration to USA. Immigration increased in 3 out of 4 decades of non 

restrictive immigration policies. Thus there is a more clear association 

between non restrictive immigration policies and increase in immigration to 

USA.  

Conclusion 

This study was an attempt to examine the efficacy of recent changes in policies 

pertaining to immigration to United States of America using available empirical 

evidence. Immigration to USA increased even the era of restrictive immigration 

policies. So history seems to offer some hope to prospective emigrants to USA 

even if policies remain restrictive.  
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