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mmigration and the state of the 
American workforce historically go 
hand in hand.  Today, that is as true 
as ever.   America is in a workforce 

crisis.  While the Trump administration 
is leading efforts to revitalize the Ameri-
can workforce, many job openings re-
main unfilled—6 million, according to 
Labor Secretary Alexander Acosta, an as-
sertion that would be confirmed anecdo-
tally by the vast majority of large compa-
nies.  The economic, educational, and so-
cial forces that cause such vacancies are 
immense and, in the short term, intracta-
ble.  Many companies are in the mean-
time employing foreign-born workers to 
help fill these workforce gaps—while in-
vesting over thirty-five times as much to-
ward revitalizing the American work-
force as the federal government.  

In recent years, however, work visas 
such as the H-1B, L-1, and H-2B have 
come under severe scrutiny by policy-
makers on both sides of the aisle, despite 
generally strong legal and regulatory pro-
tections against displacing American 
jobs and robust evidence that these visa 
programs benefit workers and the Amer-
ican economy.  Several cases involving 
certain unscrupulous employers have 
made headlines, obscuring the truth 
about how the great majority of employ-
ers use these visa programs and how they 

benefit American employers, workers, 
and America’s global competitiveness.  
These cases are unfortunate not only for 
the workers involved and the companies 
who acted indecently toward them, but 
potentially for the future of the American 
economy, as their examples now color 
the national conversation regarding for-
eign-born workers and work visas such 
as the H-1B.   

In other areas, such as Congressional 
efforts to reauthorize the Deferred Action 
for Childhood Arrivals (DACA), delibera-
tions too often overlook the economic im-
plications of the various proposals offered.   

Representing the voices of the top hu-
man resource executives of America’s 
largest employers, the goal of this report 
is to provide insight into how foreign-
born workers and work visa programs 
typically figure in the business strategies 
of large employers.  It does not seek to re-
move or mitigate important worker pro-
tections or policies that genuinely protect 
or help maintain the conditions to create 
American jobs.  Rather, it is our hope that 
the perspectives and policy recommen-
dations that follow will enrich the na-
tional conversation on immigration and 
help light the way to policies that are in 
the interests of both American workers 
and the American economy. 

  

I 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2017/06/12/press-briefing-press-secretary-sean-spicer-and-secretary-labor-alex
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Workforce Shortages: Skills, Seasons, Geography,  
and Machines   

In 1987, the Hudson Institute, a think 
tank based in Washington, D.C., pub-
lished Workforce 2000, which became an 
unexpected bestseller and sparked hun-
dreds of think pieces about the future of 
work.  The study showed 
in simple terms what was, 
at the time, unconven-
tional wisdom: that the 
workforce would “no 
longer consist primarily 
of white males in manu-
facturing jobs.”  At the 
same time, the book ar-
gued, a serious skills gap 
would develop “between what a well-edu-
cated labor force needed in a global econ-
omy and what a failing primary- and sec-
ondary-education system in the United 
States would equip workers to do.”1 

In the 30 years since, the 
skills gap has become a se-
rious problem for Ameri-
can employers.  Speaking 
on the “mismatch between 
available jobs and prospec-
tive employees’ job skills,” 
Department of Labor Sec-
retary Alex Acosta said in a 
June 2017 press confer-
ence, “A Business 
Roundtable survey… found 
that 95 percent of execu-
tives reported problems 
finding qualified workers.”   

                                                                   
1 Judy, Richard W., et al. Workforce 2020: Work and 
Workers in the 21st Century. Hudson Institute, 1999. 
p. 12. 

Workforce shortages, however, can 
stem from more than a lack of education 
or skillsets among the workforce.  Other 
factors that can contribute to work short-
ages include:  

• Geography Amer-
ican workers are less 
willing and likely to 
move than in previous 
years.  In some cases, 
too few American 
workers are willing to 
relocate to meet de-
mand, leaving certain 

areas without sufficient domestic la-
bor available.  This means that the 
company can either relocate the work 
site, which in many cases would be 
cost-prohibitive and would hurt the 
local economy, or find foreign talent.   

 

CHRO QUOTE: WHEN 
WE’RE ASKING TO GET THE 
H1-B VISA IT’S BECAUSE 
WE CAN’T GET THE TALENT 
WITHIN THE U.S. 

 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2017/06/12/press-briefing-press-secretary-sean-spicer-and-secretary-labor-alex
https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2017/06/12/press-briefing-press-secretary-sean-spicer-and-secretary-labor-alex
http://www.nbcnews.com/business/consumer/there-s-no-place-home-fewer-americans-are-moving-work-n756741
http://www.nbcnews.com/business/consumer/there-s-no-place-home-fewer-americans-are-moving-work-n756741
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• Seasonal Work In other cases, labor 
is needed for certain times, such as hol-
idays or tourism seasons, and employ-
ers cannot attract enough seasonal lo-
cal labor to meet demand.  This espe-
cially applies to industries such as res-
taurants, retailers, hoteliers, and land-
scaping.  Recently, 
Congress limited the 
numbers of H-2B vi-
sas available for sea-
sonal work, creating 
a serious labor short-
age and nearly shut-
tering a number of 
businesses before the 
visas were granted 
again by the Secre-
tary of Homeland Se-
curity on the author-
ity of Congress.   

Where there is no re-
course for employers to fill workforce de-
mand domestically, often they must 
choose between terminating the opera-
tion or finding new ways to meet de-
mand. These options can have long-term 
implications for the American job mar-
ket, underlining the importance of avail-
able labor. They include:  

• Technological Advances The im-
mense disruptive impact of artificial 
intelligence, robotics, driverless vehi-
cles, 3D printing, and other recent 
technological advances in the work-
place has yet to be fully recognized or 
calculated.  Yet the fact that such dis-
ruption is happening is indisputable.  

The economic math behind this trend 
is simple: as the cost of labor in-
creases, the relative cost of investing 
in capital diminishes.  Similarly, as 
the value created by capital increases, 
the relative value produced by labor 
decreases.  In some industries, such 

as agriculture, this has 
already been seen on a 
wide scale.  In others, 
such as transportation 
and retail, automation 
seems to be right 
around the corner.  Be-
cause it is unrealistic to 
stave off technological 
development indefi-
nitely, the policy goal 
should be to limit the 
negative effects of dis-
ruption by not artifi-
cially and prematurely 

increasing the relative cost or labor, 
thus ensuring a more gradual intro-
duction of automating technologies 
and a workforce better prepared to 
take on tomorrow’s challenges.  

• Loss of Jobs Overseas In extreme 
cases where skills are not available, 
companies have established them 
overseas rather than continue to in-
vest in areas where the labor supply 
cannot meet demand.  This does not 
represent a loss of jobs globally—but 
it does represent a loss of American 
jobs, which is the primary concern of 
American policymakers.   

  

 

CHRO QUOTE: AUTOMA-
TION ACROSS THE  
INDUSTRY IS BEING 
FORCED.  AND ULTIMATELY 
THAT WILL LEAD TO  
AMERICAN WORKERS WHO 
ARE IN THESE JOBS – SOME 
HAVE WORKED FOR US FOR 
30 YEARS – THEIR JOBS 
COULD BE LOST. 



HR Policy Association White Paper Page 5 

Foreign-Born Workers and the U.S. Economy, American  
Businesses, American Communities, and American Workers  

Foreign-born workers of all skill levels 
benefit their companies, American work-
ers, American communities, and the 
American economy.  These benefits are 
shared widely.  In areas where foreign-
born workers meet a workforce need, 
wages increase and new jobs are created.  
According to a recent study on the H-1B 
program, “a 1 percentage point increase 
in the foreign STEM share of a city’s total 
employment increased the wage growth 
of native college-educated labor by about 
7–8 percentage points and the wage 
growth of non-college-educated natives 
by 3–4 percentage points,” while having 
“insignificant effects on the employment 
of those two groups.”  On the national 
scale, foreign-born workers increase U.S. 
GDP; conversely, curtailing immigration 
would make GDP growth more difficult. 

Foreign-born 
workers further 
play a key role in 
American innova-
tion, benefitting 
consumers, com-
munities and com-
panies, along with 
their employees.  A 
survey by the Infor-
mation Technology 
& Innovation Foun-
dation of those re-
sponsible for some 
of the most im-
portant innovations 
in the United States 
found that over a 

third are foreign-born while 17 percent 
are not U.S. citizens.  Our own compa-
nies’ experience has shown that foreign-
born workers on work visas typically 
overperform in terms of innovation, cre-
ating new ways to increase productivity 
and developing new products such as in-
valuable medicines.  Such contributions 
add to the American success story with-
out detracting from it.  One study that fo-
cused on the H-1B program found signif-
icant increases in patents with “weak 
crowding-in effects or no effects at all for 
native patenting,” concluding that “total 
invention increases with higher admis-
sions levels primarily through the direct 
contribution of immigrant inventors.”   

These benefits are not lost on America’s 
neighbors.  Canada is undertaking “a co-
ordinated push for talent by Canadian 

 

https://www.nap.edu/read/23550/chapter/4#24
file://hrlaw.local/lpadev/Committees/Workforce%20Development%20Committee/Workplace%202020/Separate%20Reports/Immigration/giovanniperi.ucdavis.edu/uploads/5/6/8/2/56826033/stem-workers.pdf
https://itif.org/publications/2016/02/24/demographics-innovation-united-states
https://itif.org/publications/2016/02/24/demographics-innovation-united-states
http://www.hbs.edu/faculty/Publication%20Files/09-005.pdf
https://www.wsj.com/articles/canada-aims-for-tech-talent-emboldened-by-immigration-worries-in-u-s-1501341804
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executives, government officials and ven-
ture capitalists to pounce on what they 
see as a rare opportunity for the nation’s 
maturing tech sector.”  The opportunity 
comes in the form of the United States’ 
increasingly complicated and unpredict-
able stance on foreign-born workers.  In-
deed, where the United States is consid-
ering adding red tape to the work visa 
process, Canada is launching a program 
to cut their process from taking one year 
to two weeks.  

If America were to lose more foreign 
talent to international competitors, new 
laws, or more stringent regulations, the 
result would be decreased productivity 

and an intensified workforce crisis.  Al-
ready, we have seen a workforce shortage 
due to a policy that effectively lowered 
the availability of the H2-B work visa, 
prompting Homeland Security Secretary 
John Kelly to increase the number of 
available visas after Congressional ap-
proval to as much as double it.  During 
the crisis, employers who rely on the visa 
for seasonal workers expressed its im-
portance despite the attendant adminis-
trative challenges and costs, with one 
saying, "I'm always going to hire Ameri-
can first.  I'm always going to hire some-
one locally first.  We're not using this pro-
gram because it's easy.  It's not.  It's very 
difficult and expensive, but we're using it 
because we have no other options." 

  

https://www.usnews.com/news/best-states/maine/articles/2017-05-02/with-visas-tight-us-resorts-struggle-to-find-seasonal-help
https://www.usnews.com/news/best-states/maine/articles/2017-05-02/with-visas-tight-us-resorts-struggle-to-find-seasonal-help
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Reciprocity, Career Development, and the Future of the  
U.S. Workforce  

According to the International Trade 
Commission, more than 70 percent of the 
world’s purchasing power is overseas.  
Yet an overlooked aspect of the immigra-
tion debate centers around the practice of 
many employers send-
ing American talent 
overseas for a limited 
period of time to pre-
pare them for company 
leadership.  By working 
overseas, future busi-
ness leaders have the 
opportunity to gain 
firsthand experience 
with their companies 
and industries in which 
they operate in a holis-
tic, global context, es-
tablishing a globally-
competitive talent 
pipeline into the Amer-
ican workforce.  In fact, 
President Trump has often extolled the 
virtues of working in different environ-
ments and with foreign business leaders.  
As the economy becomes more global, 

the importance of such programs will 
only increase.  

These programs are therefore vital to the 
talent development strategies of certain 
companies, and to the future global com-

petitiveness of U.S. com-
panies and, by extension, 
the U.S. economy.   

Companies are con-
cerned that if the U.S. 
makes restrictive poli-
cies with regard to tem-
porary work visas, other 
countries may recipro-
cate, resulting in a “visa 
war” that could have the 
same kind of negative 
impact as a trade war.  
This would interfere 
with companies’ ability 
to send America’s fu-
ture leaders overseas to 

gain experience, thus potentially depriv-
ing the American economy of the benefits 
of such programs.  

  

 

CHRO QUOTE: WE HAVE 
FOLKS GOING ALL OVER 
THE WORLD TO DO WORK 
AND SO WE RELY ON 
OTHER VISAS. IT’S KIND OF 
LIKE THE TRADE ISSUE—
NOT ONLY ARE WE LOOK-
ING AT U.S. IMMIGRATION, 
OTHER COUNTRIES 
AROUND THE WORLD ARE 
WATCHING U.S. WE WANT 
TO KEEP THAT EXCHANGE 
OPEN. 

 

http://www.trade.gov/cs/factsheet.asp
http://www.trade.gov/cs/factsheet.asp
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Proposal: Immigration Policy Should Have the Flexibility to Allow 
the Optimal Number of Skilled and Unskilled Workers Travelling to 
and from the United States.   

An optimal system would allow both 
workers and employers options to create 
the greatest value for their companies 
and their families while protecting Amer-
ican jobs and encouraging conditions 
that would create American jobs.  This 
could be achieved in a number of ways, 
including, among others:  

• Enactment of a statutory authoriza-
tion of the Deferred Action for Child-
hood Arrivals program. 

• Adjusting the number of available 
work visas such as the H-1B, H-2B 
and L1 based on demand that cannot 
be met by the American labor market.  

• Providing foreign students who ac-
quire advanced degrees in STEM dis-
ciplines at American higher education 
institutions a path to U.S. citizenship 
if they wish to use their talents in 
America rather than return to their 
country of origin.  It is unfortunate, to 
say the least, that we often send stu-
dents trained at American universi-
ties to other countries to compete 
against us.  Authorizing permanent 
residency to such students and ex-
empting them from numerical limita-
tions on H-1B visas would be a first 
step toward fixing this problem.  

• Allowing professionals to transition 
from temporary to permanent status 
after a period of contributing to the 
American economy, which would har-
ness, rather than hinder, labor mar-
ket forces to the broad benefit of the 
United States.  Although business is 
now conducted internationally, cur-
rent immigration policy frustrates 
American companies’ ability to com-
pete.  There is a fundamental, struc-
tural mismatch between the size of 
existing temporary programs—in-
cluding H-1B, H-2B, TN, O, and L-1—
and the number of permanent visas 
available for employment-based im-
migrants with college degrees.   

• Establishing green card reform and 
the implementation of temporary 
worker programs for high-skilled and 
low-skilled workers.  Such a system 
would be more demand driven, re-
flecting the actual workforce needs 
that employers are facing, while 
maintaining appropriate protections 
for U.S. workers.  The current system 
of arbitrary, inflexible caps only im-
pedes the market from filling work-
force needs, to the detriment of the 
economy.

 

 


