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INTRODUCTION

Orange County has benefited from the contributions 

of generations of immigrants who have helped shape 

our county from its agricultural beginnings to our 

current standing as an international hub of innovation 

and enterprise. The continued growth and vitality of 

our county depends on an engaged, educated and 

economically stable population which incorporates 

the skills, talents and contributions of our diverse 

communities. As we chart a course for the future,  

we must begin with a basic understanding of Orange 

County’s immigrant communities, and the challenges 

and opportunities facing us.

The Orange County Immigration Profile is a data-rich 

report that offers insight into the demographic,  

economic, and social make-up of Orange County’s 

immigrant populations. We also included the stories 

of immigrant youth, community leaders, and business 

owners, offering their personal stories to illuminate 

the data presented. All of the data and findings  

in this report were obtained using the American  

Community Survey (ACS) 5-Year Estimates  

Public Use Microdata. The data were analyzed by  

Tom K. Wong, Ph.D. All replication files, including  

Stata code, are available upon request.
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TABLE 1.  Foreign-born Percentage of the Total Population

FIGURE 1.  Total Population
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ORANGE COUNTY’S IMMIGRANT  
COMMUNITIES
We are a nation of immigrants. As a country, we continue to be made stronger by the 

contributions that immigrants make to our national, state, and local economies, to our 

ability to innovate, as well as to our communities when newcomers become neighbors 

who we create bonds with, ones that deepen and strengthen over time.

Currently, 14.1% of the total population in the United States is foreign born. In California, 

this percentage is 28.2%, double the national average. In Orange County, 31.5% of the 
total population is foreign born. Indeed, much has been written about the demographic 

changes that our country is experiencing, but Orange County already is what America 

will soon become. 

Orange County is the 6th most populous county in the country and it is also home to 

the 4th largest foreign-born population. Orange County’s foreign-born population of 

980,532 accounts for 2.2% of the total foreign-born population nationally and 9.1% of 

California’s total foreign-born population. Moreover, as Table 1 shows, among large  

counties with populations of at least 1 million people, Orange County ranks 9th when  

it comes to the foreign-born percentage of the total population in the county. 

COUNTY POPULATION FOREIGN BORN % FOREIGN BORN

Queens County, NY 2,301,370 1,129,788 49.1%

Kings County, NY 2,595,627 1,016,888 39.2%

Santa Clara County, CA 1,867,381 725,763 38.9%

Bronx County, NY 1,429,151 511,844 35.8%

Los Angeles County, CA 10,038,714 3,594,237 35.8%

Montgomery County, MD 1,018,034 347,438 34.1%

Broward County, FL 1,843,455 616,430 33.4%

Alameda County, CA 1,585,574 518,640 32.7%

Orange County, CA 3,116,402 980,532 31.5%

New York County, NY 1,629,661 493,337 30.3%
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TABLE 2.  Orange County’s City Foreign-born Percentage of the Total Population
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Orange County’s foreign-born population lives across the entire county. Table 2, which 

includes all cities in Orange County with populations of at least 50,000 people, shows 

each city’s foreign-born percentage of the total population. There are seven cities 
where the foreign-born percentage of the total population is greater than Orange 
County’s county-wide average of 31.5%. Santa Ana has a foreign-born population  

of 46.7%. Westminster has a foreign-born population of 45.9%. Garden Grove has  

a foreign-born population of 44.7%. Irvine has a foreign-born population of 38.5%.  

Anaheim has a foreign-born population of 37.2%. Buena Park has a foreign-born  

population of 36.7%. And Tustin has a foreign-born population of 34.7%. Fullerton  

is just at Orange County’s county-wide average.

CITY % FOREIGN BORN

Santa Ana 46.7%

Westminster 45.9%

Garden Grove 44.7%

Irvine 38.5%

Anaheim 37.2%

Buena Park 36.7%

Tustin 34.7%

Fullerton 31.4%

Fountain Valley 30.8%

La Habra 28.2%

Placentia 26.2%

Orange 24.7%

Costa Mesa 24.6%

Lake Forest 23.8%

Laguna Niguel 20.7%

Mission Viejo 19.9%

Yorba Linda 18.7%

Huntington Beach 16.6%

Newport Beach 14.8%

San Clemente 11.0%



KARINA’S STORY
At only four-years-old Karina was too young to fully  

understand; she was leaving her grandmother’s home in  

Jalisco, Mexico and joining her parents in the U.S., but what  

did that really mean? 

For Karina, life in the U.S. meant overcoming challenges as she  

adapted to her new life in Orange County. First, as an elementary-school student feeling  

confused and overwhelmed by a new language and new customs. Then as a high-school  

graduate realizing she could not apply for a driver’s license or student loans like her peers.  

But Karina persisted. She worked, she went to school, and she graduated. Eventually, Karina 

decided to go to law school, even though she understood that she might not find meaningful 

work, due to her undocumented status. “My family and friends wondered why I would pursue 

law school knowing that I would have yet another degree I would not be making use of,” Karina 

said. “The answer is, because no one could take my education away.”

Now Karina has a clear understanding of life in the US. She loves the beauty of Orange County, 

and the opportunities people have here; but she also understands the fear undocumented in-

dividuals live with every day. “I too am afraid at times,” Karina said. “But I cannot sit down and 

hide because I know how important it is to raise awareness, to advocate and to seek justice.” 

Karina is now a DACA recipient and an attorney who has dedicated her life to advocating for 

more humane and just practices. Ultimately, she wishes to share the message that “Each of 

us has known, respected, loved, or sought services from someone without legal documents. 

There is no visible or relevant segregation between someone with documentation and some-

one without. We are your neighbors, your service providers, your colleagues and your friends.” 
5

Karina, 29 
 Attorney 

Number of years in the US: 25

Country of Origin: Mexico



REGION

44.8% – Latin America

45.2% – Asia

1.8% – Africa

6.1% – Europe

0.4% – Oceania/Other

FIGURE 2.  Foreign-Born Population by Place of Birth
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1.2   FOREIGN-BORN POPULATION BY PLACE OF 
BIRTH

Orange County’s immigrant communities come from every region of the world. Asia  

is the leading sending region. Asia accounts for 45.2% of Orange County’s foreign- 
born population. Latin America accounts for 44.8% of Orange County’s foreign-born 

population. Otherwise put, 9 out of every 10 foreign-born persons who live in Orange 

County are from Asia or Latin America. As Figure 2 shows, after Asia and Latin  

America, Europe accounts for 6.1% of Orange County’s foreign-born population  

and Africa accounts for 1.8%. 

When disaggregating regions of the world, the data show that Orange County’s  
foreign-born population originates from at least 149 different countries and  
territories. Figure 2 provides an illustration. Table 3 lists the top twenty countries  

of origin for Orange County’s foreign-born population, as well as the percentage  

of Orange County’s total foreign-born population that each country constitutes.  

The top five countries of origin are Mexico (36.9% of Orange County’s foreign-born  

population), Vietnam (14.6%), Korea (7.0%), the Philippines (5.7%), and India (3.2%).
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TABLE 3.  Top Twenty Countries of Origin for Orange County’s Foreign-born Population

COUNTRY OF BIRTH POPULATION % FOREIGN BORN

Mexico 361,370 36.9%

Vietnam 142,831 14.6%

Korea 68,917 7.0%

Philippines 55,986 5.7%

India 31,745 3.2%

China, including Hong Kong 31,204 3.2%

Iran 26,559 2.7%

Taiwan 21,390 2.2%

El Salvador 20,260 2.1%

Canada 16,454 1.7%

Guatemala 15,146 1.5%

United Kingdom  13,715 1.4%

Japan 13,579 1.4%

Germany 9,961 1.0%

Peru 8,238 0.8%

Egypt 6,714 0.7%

Cambodia 5,558 0.6%

Colombia 5,479 0.6%

Pakistan 4,265 0.4%

Indonesia 4,036 0.4%

Other 117,125 11.9%
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JENNY’S STORY
In 1983 Jenny and her husband arrived in Orange  

County. Jenny was 23 years old, a survivor of the Khmer  

Rouge genocide in Cambodia, and had spent the last  

three years living in refugee camps. 

They first moved to the Minnie Neighborhood of Santa Ana.  

Jenny was one of many Cambodian refugees to settle in that neighborhood in the early 1980s. 

“I felt as though I was born again once I arrived here,” Jenny said. “I survived the genocidal 

regime and came here as a refugee with nothing but the clothes on my back and I was able  

to make something of myself.”  

Several of Jenny’s Minnie Street neighbors came together to form a nonprofit called The  

Cambodian Family. This nonprofit helped Jenny find services for her family, enroll her children 

in school and even naturalize Jenny as a US citizen.  

Meanwhile, Jenny and her husband worked hard to support their growing family. They sold 

wholesale hair ties in downtown Los Angeles, worked swap meets, retail and at a sewing  

company. They sent all of their children to college and bought a home in Garden Grove. In 

2001, Jenny and her husband opened a donut shop in Santa Ana. Today, the shop is a great 

success.  Jenny employs a number of people from her old neighborhood. Her children have 

graduated college and now serve in the Army and Air Force. She donates baked goods to  

local police officers and nonprofits. She is proud that she can now give back to the country, 

the neighborhood and the nonprofit that gave her so much.

Thirty-four years later, Jenny sat in the corner of her busy shop, reflecting on her journey  

with members of The Cambodian Family. “I am Cambodian and I love this country,” Jenny said, 

pausing every so often as a soft chime signaled another customer. “I love that this country has 

given my family a lot of opportunities. My ‘American Dream’ was to have a house, a good job 

and to have my children grow up in a safe environment with access to education. My dream 

came true.” 

Jenny, 57 
 Donut Shop Owner

Number of years in the US: 34

Country of Origin: Cambodia
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TABLE 4.  Top Twenty Countries of Origin for Orange County’s Foreign-born Population

COUNTRY OF BIRTH RANK

Vietnam 1st

Korea 2nd

Iran 2nd

Taiwan 3rd

Indonesia 3rd

Japan 4th

Egypt 4th

Cambodia 4th

Mexico 4th

Canada 5th

United Kingdom 5th

Guatemala 5th

Philippines 7th

Peru 8th

El Salvador 9th

Germany 9th

India 11th

China (including Hong Kong) 11th

Pakistan 15th

Colombia 23rd

9
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Viewed from a slightly different perspective, Orange County is home to the largest  
number of foreign-born persons from Vietnam by county across all counties in the  
United States. Orange County is also home to the second largest number of foreign- 

born persons from Korea (behind Los Angeles County) and Iran (behind Los Angeles 

County) by county across all counties in the United States. Table 4 lists the top twenty 

countries of origin for Orange County’s foreign-born population, sorted by where  

Orange County ranks when it comes to the size of each national origin group when  

compared to all other counties in the United States. 
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2.1   SEX
Orange County’s foreign-born population is 51.9% female and 48.1% male. This is similar 

to the percentage of females and males among the rest of the foreign-born population 

nationally (51.2% female and 48.8% male), as well as California’s foreign-born population 

outside of Orange County (51.5% female and 48.5% male).

2.2   AGE
In terms of age, whereas Orange County’s foreign-born population is slightly older than  

the rest of the foreign-born population nationally, the age distribution of Orange County’s 

foreign-born population is similar to the age distribution of California’s foreign-born 

population (outside of Orange County). Importantly, Orange County’s working-age 

foreign-born population is poised to play a pivotal role in the region, particularly when 

thinking about the county’s aging population. Whereas those between the ages of 18 and 

45 make up 34.7% of Orange County’s native-born population, the 18 to 45 population 

makes up 44.7% of Orange County’s foreign-born population (which translates into nearly 

440,000 people). 

2.3   RACE/ETHNICITY
Regarding race and ethnicity, the Hispanic/Latino percentage of Orange County’s  

foreign-born population is nearly identical when compared to the Hispanic/Latino  

percentage of the rest of the foreign-born population nationally. However, as previewed  

by the data on region of origin, we see that Orange County’s foreign-born population  

is comprised of significantly more Asians and Pacific Islanders than the rest of the  

foreign-born population nationally. Whereas Asians and Pacific Islanders comprise 40.0% 

of the foreign-born population in Orange County, they comprise 24.7% of the rest of the 

foreign-born population nationally. Moreover, Orange County’s foreign-born population 

is less White, non-Hispanic/Latino than the rest of the foreign-born population nationally 

(-7.1%), as well as less Black (-7.4%). When compared to the foreign-born population in 

California outside of Orange County, Orange County’s foreign-born population is more 

Asian and Pacific Islander (+8.7%) and less Hispanic/Latino (-7.2%).



40.9%

B
u

si
n

e
ss

 O
w

n
e

r

27.0%

G
o

v
e

rn
m

e
n

t 
E

m
p

lo
y
e

e

28.1%

N
o

n
-P

ro
fi

t 
E

m
p

lo
y
e

e

21.3%

E
d

u
c
a
to

r

43.6%

H
e
a
lt

h
 P

ra
c
ti

ti
o

n
e

r  
o

r 
H

e
a
lt

h
c
a
re

 
W

o
rk

e
r

16.8%

F
ir

st
 R

e
sp

o
n

d
e

r

51.6%

C
o

n
st

ru
c
ti

o
n

45.8%

F
o

o
d

75.7%

C
le

a
n

in
g

 a
n

d
  

M
a
in

te
n

a
n

c
e

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

Foreign Born Native Born

FIGURE 3.  Occupations of Orange County’s Foreign-born Population
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ECONOMIC CONTRIBUTIONS

3.1   EMPLOYMENT
Orange County’s immigrant communities are making significant positive economic  

contributions. Among Orange County’s foreign-born population, 93.3% are employed. 
This is 0.8% higher than the employment rate among the foreign-born population  

nationally and is 1.7% higher than the employment rate among California’s foreign-born 

population. 

Orange County’s foreign-born population accounts for 38.4% of the county’s labor 
force, which is higher than the 31.5% of the county that is foreign-born.

3.2   OCCUPATION
Among Orange County’s foreign-born population who are currently employed, 12.9% 

are business owners, 7.2% are public servants who work in federal, state, or local gov-

ernment, and 3.6% work at nonprofit organizations. This translates into just over 75,000 

business owners, just under 42,000 public servants, and just over 21,000 foreign-born 

persons who work at nonprofit organizations. Orange County’s foreign-born population 

is 1.6% more likely to be business owners than the foreign-born population nationally 

(and is right on par with California’s foreign-born population). Orange County’s foreign- 
born business owners account for 40.9% of all business owners in the county.  



Foreign Born

Native Born

$25.9  
BILLION
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BILLION

FIGURE 4.  Orange County’s Annual Dollars for Pre-tax Income or Salary Wages
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ness owners and healthcare practitioners or those who work in healthcare occupations 

than their share of the county’s population would predict. 

It is also important to note that among Orange County’s foreign-born population, just 

over 12,000 have served in the United States military. Moreover, citizenship is not deter-

minative of one’s desire and willingness to serve. Indeed, just over 1,500 of these veteran 

are not yet American citizens. 

3.3   TAX CONTRIBUTIONS
The average pre-tax wages or salary income earned by Orange County’s 580,218  

foreign-born persons who are in the labor force is $44,614.71. This translates into  

$25.9 billion dollars annually in pre-tax income or salary wages. This means that Orange  

County’s foreign-born labor force accounts for 32.3% of the $80.1 billion dollars annually 

that Orange County’s residents earn in pre-tax wages or salary income. 

According to the most recent publicly available IRS data,1 Orange County combined  

to account for $80,110,693,000 in wages and salary income. The IRS data and the  

estimates derived above using the Census microdata are thus in lockstep with each  

other. The IRS data show that the $80.1 billion in wages and salary income in Orange 

County generated $6.9 billion in state and local income taxes and $18.1 billion in total 

income taxes. All other things being equal, to the extent that Orange County’s foreign- 

born population accounts for 32.3% of the county’s pre-tax wages or salary income,  

this means that Orange County’s foreign-born population contributes approximately  
$2.2 billion annually in state and local income taxes and approximately $5.9 billion 
annually in total income taxes. Over ten years, this translates into approximately  

$22.2 billion in state and local income taxes and approximately $58.5 billion in total  

income taxes.    

1See https://www.irs.gov/uac/soi-tax-stats-county-data



FERNANDO’S STORY
“Life was simpler in Peru,” Fernando recalls. He remembers  

getting up every morning to buy fresh bread for breakfast  

at the corner market. It was also a time of great struggle.  

“There were times when there was no water and no food  

available. People were fighting for rice, sugar, and flour. Looking  

back, I can see how my mom tried to protect me and my two brothers  

from this.” The economy was nonexistent, and even for those who went to school and became 

educated, there was no chance for a good life.

When Fernando was 11 years old, he and his family began the treacherous journey from Peru to 

the United States. “At the time, the Communist Party of Peru, the Shining Path, was patrolling 

the border. We had to smuggle ourselves out of Peru just to get to Ecuador.” They traveled by 

bus and small boats through dangerous countryside to get to Mexico, where they walked all 

night and through the next day to cross the border into the United States. 

Once in the U.S., they settled in Anaheim. Fernando attended Anaheim High School, and it was 

there that he discovered his love of Engineering. He was a smart and quiet student. A teacher 

recognized his potential and introduced Fernando to a computer with AutoCAD. “My English 

wasn’t very good at the time, but Mr. Baxter encouraged me to give it a try. I was immediately 

drawn to this technology.”

Fernando pursued his passion for Engineering, graduating from UC Berkeley with a B.S. in 

Chemical Engineering and a M.S. in Engineering from California State University, Long Beach. 

Now Fernando is a Chemical Engineer and a Legal Permanent Resident. “I work with other  

Engineers to develop technology that reduces emissions, increases energy efficiency, and  

ensures cleaner air for everyone.” 

As Fernando reflects upon the life he has built for himself, he thinks about all the sacrifices  

his mother made along the way. “I don’t think I ever fully understood The American Dream 

until the first time I held my newborn child. Knowing that my children have the freedom and 

opportunity to find out what they’re good at, to follow their passions, to make a home and a 

good life – that’s what The American Dream means to me.”
13

Fernando, 49 
 Chemical Engineer

Number of years in the US: 38

Country of Origin: Peru
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4.1  FAMILY
14.7% of Orange County’s foreign-born population who are married are married to  

native-born citizens. This is 6.5% less than the 21.2% of the rest of the foreign-born 

population nationally who are married and are married to native-born citizens. This is 

also 1.5% less than the 16.2% of California’s foreign-born population outside of Orange 

County who are married and are married to native-born citizens. Focusing specifically 

on noncitizens, 10.9% of Orange County’s foreign-born noncitizen population who are 

married are married to native-born citizens. This is 4.5% less than the 15.3% of the rest 

of the foreign-born noncitizen population nationally who are married and are married 

to native-born citizens. This is also 1.7% less than the 12.6% of California’s foreign-born 

noncitizen population outside of Orange County who are married and are married to 

native-born citizens. 

An estimated 41.2% of Orange County’s foreign-born population who have children has 

an American citizen child. Moreover, 22.2% of Orange County’s foreign-born population 

who have children have at least one child who is 5 years or younger. Focusing specifically 

on noncitizens, 39.9% of Orange County’s foreign-born noncitizen population who 
have children has an American citizen child. 28.7% who have children have at least one  

child who is 5 years or younger.

4.2   LENGTH OF TIME IN THE UNITED STATES
Orange County’s foreign-born population has deep roots in the county. Orange County’s 

foreign-born population has lived, on average, twenty-two years in the United States. 

This is just over a year and a half longer than the average length of time in the United 

States among the foreign-born population nationally, and is nearly identical to the  

average length of time in the United States among California’s foreign-born population. 

Moreover, 80.7% of Orange County’s foreign-born population have lived in the  
United States for a decade or longer. This is higher than the 74.4% of the foreign-born  

population nationally who have lived in the United States for a decade or longer, and is 

nearly identical to the 80.2% of California’s foreign-born population who have lived in the  

United States for a decade or longer. As Figure 5 further shows, a full 11.0% of Orange 

County’s immigrant population have lived in the United States for 40 years or longer. 

Length of time in the United States is an important indicator of immigrant integration.  

As length of time in the United States increases, the ties that immigrants have to the 

country, as well as the attachments that they feel, also increases.

Many national origin groups have dug deeper roots in Orange County than elsewhere 

in the country. Figure 6 (page 16) shows differences in the average length of time in 

the United States among Orange County’s twenty largest national origin groups when 

compared to commensurate averages nationally. For example, as the figure shows, the 

average length of time in the United States for foreign-born persons from Pakistan who 

live in Orange County is nearly six years longer than it is for foreign-born persons from 

Pakistan who live elsewhere in the country. In Orange County, foreign-born persons  
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FIGURE 5.  Orange County’s Immigrant Population Length of Time in the U.S.
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from Pakistan have lived in the United States an average of 21.5 years. For the rest of  

the country, foreign-born persons from Pakistan have lived in the United States an av-

erage of 15.9 years. On the other end of the spectrum, the average length of time in the 

United States for foreign-born persons from Egypt who live in Orange County is nearly 

two years less than it is for foreign-born persons from Egypt who live elsewhere in the 

country. In Orange County, foreign-born persons from Egypt have lived in the United 

States an average of 15.9 years. For the rest of the country, foreign-born persons from 

Egypt have lived in the United States an average of 17.8 years.

Comparing Orange County to the rest of California yields generally similar insights. One 

notable difference is Egypt. In California (and outside of Orange County), foreign-born 

persons from Egypt have lived in the United States an average of 20.3 years. This is over  

4 years longer than the commensurate average for foreign-born persons from Egypt 

who live in Orange County. Also, when comparing Orange County to the rest of  

California, differences in the average length of time in the United States among Latin 

American countries are less pronounced, as California and Orange County have longer 

histories of immigration from Latin America than do other parts of the country.
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FIGURE 6.  Difference AVG Years in the U.S. for Orange County’s Largest National Origin Groups
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KHADIJA’S STORY
Thirty years ago, Khadija was a newlywed in Kenitra, a  

small city on the northern coast of Morocco. Not long after  

her wedding, her husband moved to the United States on an  

employment visa. Khadija missed her husband terribly, and  

she dreamed about the possibilities she might find in the US  

if she joined him. So, Khadija was overjoyed when she too had the  

opportunity to immigrate on his visa. At 25, she had to face leaving her family and friends, but 

the excitement of being reunited with her husband and starting a new life together propelled 

Khadija across the ocean to Southern California. 

Forever the optimist, Khadija remembers being “pleasantly surprised” by her new home.  

She loved city life: the tall buildings, the energy, the people of all different cultures and back-

grounds. Most of all, Khadija loved how many opportunities there were for her.  

Khadija and her husband began building a life for themselves. They worked hard, raised children 

and made the decision to adjust their immigration statuses to Legal Permanent Residents. The 

life Khadija dreamed about seemed right at her fingertips.  

Tragically, Khadija’s husband passed away before they could complete the process. Khadija’s 

life was turned upside down. It was not easy to be a widow, a mother of four young children 

and an undocumented immigrant, but Khadija was not alone. She received help from nonprofits 

like Access California Services and she began to rebuild her life. Khadija worked, she took 

classes to become fluent in English, and she sent her children to college and nursing school.  

Finally, she was able to become a Legal Permanent Resident when her son sponsored her. 

Throughout it all, Khadija never lost sight of the dream she had back in Kenitra.  

“The American Dream to me is to see my children successful and happy,” Khadija said. “I do 

not need a fancy house or fancy things. I feel like I am in the perfect dream, watching my kids 

grow up here and succeed in life. Knowing they have been able to lead healthy lives, get  

educations and get jobs. I am so thankful.”

Khadija, 55 
 Nanny

Number of years in the US: 30

Country of Origin: Morocco
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FIGURE 7.  Length of Time in the U.S. and Naturalization for Orange County’s Foreign-born Population
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2This excludes the small number of individuals born outside of the United States to American citizen parents.
3Of course, not all noncitizens can naturalize because of documentation status.

4.3   CITIZENSHIP
There are nearly 500,000 naturalized citizens in Orange County. Indeed, 50.9% of  

Orange County’s foreign-born population are American citizens.2 

There is a strong relationship between length of time in the United States and natural-

ization. As Figure 7 shows, among Orange County’s foreign-born population, 15.2% who 

have lived in the United States for less than ten years are naturalized citizens. This per-

centage climbs to 37.5% for those who have lived in the United States between 10 to 19 

years, 58.1% for those who have lived in the United States between 20 to 29 years, 78.7% 

for those who have lived in the United States between 30 to 39 years, 80.6% for those 

who have lived in the United States between 40 to 49 years, and 87.2% for those who 

have lived in the United States for 50 years or more.  

Naturalization rates in Orange County are similar to the rest of the country and are 

slightly higher than the rest of California. Still, there is much work to be done. There are 

466,911 foreign-born noncitizens in Orange County. Of this total, 159,170, or 34.1%, have 

lived in the United States for twenty years or more.3

There are significant differences in naturalization rates by country of origin. Figure 8 

shows the percentage naturalized for each of Orange County’s twenty largest national 

origin groups. On the left side of the figure, we see that nearly 9 out of every 10 foreign- 

born persons from Cambodia (87.6%) are naturalized and just over 8 out of every 10  
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FIGURE 9.  Education Level of Orange County’s Foreign-born Population
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foreign-born persons from Vietnam (83.3%) are naturalized. On the other hand,  

approximately 1 out of every 4 foreign-born persons from Mexico (25.9%) who live in 

Orange County are naturalized. Just over 3 out of every 10 persons born in Guatemala 

(31.2%) are naturalized. And just over 1 out of every 3 persons born in Japan (35.8%)  

and El Salvador (35.8%) are naturalized. 

Differences in naturalization rates by country of origin notwithstanding, Orange  
County is “punching above its weight” when comparing naturalization rates among  

Orange County’s immigrant communities to commensurate averages nationally. In  

Orange County, foreign-born persons from Indonesia are 16.8% more likely to be  

naturalized citizens than foreign-born persons from Indonesia who live elsewhere in  

the country (60.9% compared to 44.1%). Foreign-born persons from Cambodia who  

live in Orange County are 15.7% more likely to be naturalized citizens than foreign-born 

persons from Cambodia who live elsewhere in the country (87.6% compared to 71.9%).  

In fact, all of Orange County’s twenty largest national origin groups are more likely to  

be naturalized citizens when compared to those who live elsewhere in the country,  

except for foreign-born persons from the Philippines (-0.5%) and Korea (-3.6%). These 

differences are not entirely attributable to a “California effect.” Among Orange County’s 

foreign-born population, those from India (+13.0%), Pakistan (+13.0%), Cambodia (+12.3%), 

Indonesia (+11.2%), the United Kingdom (+10.5%), Canada (+6.0%), Germany (+5.2%),  

Taiwan (+2.4%), Vietnam (+1.8%), Iran (+1.2%), Peru (+0.8%), and Guatemala (+0.3%)  

are more likely to be naturalized citizens than those born in these countries who live  

elsewhere in California. 

4.4   EDUCATION
Orange County’s foreign-born population adds significantly to the county’s college- 

educated and college-trained workforce. 31.3% of Orange County’s foreign-born  
population 25 years and older has a bachelor’s degree or higher. This is 2.4% higher  

than the 28.9% of the rest of the foreign-born population nationally who are 25 years  

and older and have a bachelor’s degree or higher. This is also 5.1% higher than the 26.2%  

of California’s foreign-born population outside of Orange County who are 25 years and 

older and have a bachelor’s degree or higher.  
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YULIANA’S STORY
Yuliana was beyond excited. Her school was offering a  

scholarship contest for an exchange program – 6 to 8 weeks 

in Egypt, living with a foster family and experiencing a brand  

new culture. Out of all the students in her 8th grade class,  

Yuliana was the winner.  Yuliana shared the news with her parents,  

but there was a problem. “I found out I could not go because I was  

not a U.S. citizen,” Yuliana remembered. “My mom told me, ‘If you leave, you will not be able  

to come back to the United States.’”  

Yuliana had not known her immigration status before that. She had only been a year old when 

her mother took her and her brothers to the U.S. “In my case, life in the United States is all I 

had experienced. I felt American. I valued the freedom, the opportunities, everything this  

country stands for. I remember a time in school when we sang the national anthem and listening 

to the beautiful message made me so emotional I wanted to cry.”

Life was different after Yuliana learned her status. “I remember an incident in which a high 

school teacher who knew about my situation encouraged me to quit school, she said ‘Land a 

job and stick to it.’ Those words had a huge impact on my life, my grades quickly declined and 

I felt discouraged from pursuing higher education.” But Yuliana’s mother knew her daughter 

was capable of more. She pushed her daughter to stay in school.  

Yuliana could not receive federal aid for school, and she had to turn down multiple scholarships 

when it came time to provide a social security number. Through it all, Yuliana kept going. “I 

was only able to move forward because I was reminded of how much I had already overcome. 

I was, after all, in the United States, land of dreams, where people break the barriers.” With the 

help of organizations like World Relief, Yuliana was able to finance her education.  

Today, Yuliana is a youth pastor and a DACA recipient. Her church was hand-built by members 

of the congregation, by immigrants and citizens come together in worship. When asked what 

she wants people to know about her desire to live the American dream, Yuliana takes a second 

to think about it, then quotes, “I can do all things through Him who gives me strength.”  

Yuliana, 26 
Youth Pastor

Number of years in the US: 25

Country of Origin: Mexico
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About Tom K. Wong, Ph.D.
Tom K. Wong is an associate professor of political science and Director  

of the International Migration Studies Program Minor at the University of  

California, San Diego. He recently served as an advisor to the White House 

Initiative on Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders (WHIAAPI) under the 

Obama administration. Tom’s research focuses on the politics of immi-

gration, citizenship, and migrant “illegality.” Additionally, he serves on 

the leadership committee of the California Immigrant Policy Center, the 

board of the New American Leaders Project, and recently served on the advisory council 

of Unbound Philanthropy. Learn more about his work at tomwongphd.com. 

About OC Opportunity Initiative
The OC Opportunity Initiative is a regional collaborative of grantmakers dedicated  

to improving the lives of immigrants in Orange County. Learn more about the OC  

Opportunity Initiative at oc-cf.org/ocopportunityinitiative.

Orange County’s young foreign-born population is also poised to add to the county’s 

college-educated and college-trained workforce. 47.7% of Orange County’s foreign- 
born population in the 18 to 24 age group are currently attending college or graduate 
school. This is 5.5% higher than the 42.2% of the rest of the foreign-born population  

nationally in the 18 to 24 age group who are currently attending college or graduate 

school. This is also 5.8% higher than the 41.9% of California’s foreign-born population 

outside of Orange County in the 18 to 24 age group who are currently attending college 

or graduate school.

4.5   LANGUAGE
Nearly half (46.2%) of Orange County’s foreign-born population 5 years and older speak 

only English or are bilingual and speak English very well. The top ten languages spoken 

among those who are bilingual and speak English very well are Spanish, Vietnamese,  

Tagalog, Hindi, Chinese, Korean, Farsi, Arabic, Dravidian, and German (with French  

right behind). 

There is also a strong relationship between length of time in the United States and  

English language proficiency. 39.9% of Orange County’s foreign-born population who 

have lived in the United States for less than 10 years speak only English or are bilingual 

and speak English very well. This percentage climbs to 41.9% for those who have lived  

in the United States between 10 to 19 years, 43.0% for those who have lived in the  

United States between 20 to 29 years, 49.4% for those who have lived in the United 

States between 30 to 39 years, 59.9% for those who have lived in the United States  

between 40 to 49 years, and 78.9% for those who have lived in the United States for  

50 years or more.  

For questions, please contact the Orange County Community Foundation at 949.553.4202. 
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OC Opportunity Initiative Statement of Shared Values

The United States stands at a historical crossroads. Founded as a refuge from religious persecution 

and built by generations of immigrants, our country has been the standard bearer internationally 

for the assertion and protection of inalienable rights and freedoms, a beacon of hope for refugees 

facing oppression and persecution, and a land of opportunity for immigrants seeking a better life 

for themselves and their families. 

As philanthropic institutions, we have built our missions on this proud and rich tradition. We have  

invested in creating healthy communities, promoting diversity and inclusion, building a vibrant  

democracy, and advancing equity and equality for all people.

Our foundations support diverse issues, strategies, and communities across the country, and  

we are united in the belief that immigrants and refugees are integral to every aspect of our  
society. Without the contributions of immigrants and refugees now and throughout our history,  

our collective wellbeing and economic vitality would be greatly diminished. 

The OC Opportunity Initiative came together to ensure that Orange County seizes immediate  

opportunities to uplift every sector of our community. The members of the OC Opportunity  
Initiative believe that philanthropy can and should play a defining role in shaping a successful  
immigrant integration strategy in Orange County. As a funder collaborative, we respect and  

promote diverse opinions and an atmosphere of inclusiveness. We embrace and celebrate  

colleagues and grantee partners from diverse backgrounds, because greater diversity leads  

to better ideas, better cultural awareness, and greater empathy. 

We join public officials, the faith community, business leaders, and the American public in supporting 

policies that protect our national security, strengthen our economy, and protect core American  

values. We stand with our grantees – advocates, organizers, researchers, and service providers –  

in calling for policies that reflect our nation’s founding principles, promote cohesion and inclusion, 

instill hope, and show compassion. With history and morality as our guide, we reject discriminatory 

policies that target individuals based on gender, race, ethnicity, religion, national origin, immigration 

status, disability, sexual orientation, gender expression, and other grounds. We stand committed  
to the inherent value and dignity of every person at home and abroad. 

We stand together for the American Dream.




