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Immigration Policy: Migration Patterns

�e US has long been a nation of immigrants– 
frequently referred to as a “melting pot” or more 
recently a “salad bowl.” Legislation over the last 100 
years has in�uenced the number and composition 
of immigrants.  

In the early 1900s immigration legislation was 
enacted piece by piece. �is changed in the 1920s 
with the passage of the National Origins Act, which 
restricted the number of immigrants who could 
enter the US and established a quota system based 
on country of origin. �e Western Hemisphere had 
no quotas and quotas for northern and western 
Europe were relatively generous. Immigration from 
eastern and southern Europe was severely limited; 

immigration from Asia was excluded. 
In 1965, immigration laws changed dramatically 

with the passage of the Hart-Cellar Act, which 
replaced the national quota system with hemispheric 
caps and preference groups. �ose given preference 
included individuals with relatives in the US or those 
with jobs seen as critical by the Department of Labor.

 �e Immigration Reform and Control Act of 
1986 created sanctions for employers who knowingly 
hired illegal immigrants, increased enforcement at 
US borders, and legalized certain agricultural workers 
and undocumented aliens who had lived in the US 
continuously since 1982.  �is led to large numbers 
of recorded immigrants in 1989, 1990, and 1991. �„
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All data was provided by the 
Department of Homeland 
Security. Regions represent 
location of birth and follow 
the 2010 DHS de�nitions.

View immigrant statistics in each state:

 www.nwpublichealth.org
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