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Immigrants Recognize American 
Greatness
Immigrants and Their Descendants Are Patriotic and Trust America’s 
Governing Institutions

By Alex Nowrasteh and Andrew Forrester

The assimilation and integration of immi-
grants and their children into American 
society is vital to the future success of 
the United States of America. Learning 
English and adopting American social 

values are important components of assimilation and inte-
gration into our society, but patriotism and confidence in 
American institutions are also critical. Despite the impor-
tance of this issue, there is relatively little research on how 

well immigrants and their children patriotically assimilate. 
Based on their responses to the General Social Survey, 
we found that immigrants and their children have levels 
of patriotism that are about the same as those of native-
born Americans or that exceed them. Additionally, immi-
grants and their descendants have more trust in the three 
branches of American government than do native-born 
Americans. Immigrants bolster patriotism and national 
trust in American government institutions.

Alex Nowrasteh is the senior immigration policy analyst at the Cato Institute’s Center for Global Liberty and Prosperity. Andrew Forrester is a 
research associate at the Cato Institute’s Center for Global Liberty and Prosperity.
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BACKGROUND
John Fonte, director of the Center for American Common 

Culture at the Hudson Institute, defines patriotic assimila-
tion as “when a newcomer essentially adopts American civic 
values and the American heritage as his or her own. It oc-
curs, for example, when newcomers and their children be-
gin to think of American history as ‘our’ history not ‘their’ 
history.”1 Fonte and others are worried that current immi-
grants and their children are not patriotically assimilating 
as well as previous generations.2 Unfortunately, there is little 
recent empirical research on this question.3 Many other re-
search papers that focus on American identity do not report 
answers to questions about patriotism or opinions regarding 
the United States and its place in the world.4 

To help fill this gap, Fonte and Althea Nagai of the Hudson 
Institute analyzed the 2007 Harris Interactive online poll re-
sults and found that “native-born citizens are much more pa-
triotically attached to America than immigrant citizens and 
the native-born are much better informed about American 
history and government than naturalized citizens. This anal-
ysis suggests to us that Americanization or patriotic integra-
tion is not working as well as it should today.”5 

There is also scant empirical research in peer-reviewed 
academic journals about immigrant patriotism. Jack 
Citrin, a political science professor from the University of 
California, Berkeley and several coauthors concluded from 
the results of multiple surveys that “blacks and non-citizen 
Hispanics express slightly less patriotism than whites,” and 
that “after adjusting for differences in age and education 
native-born Hispanics actually evidenced higher levels of 
patriotism.”6 Roger Waldinger and Lauren Duquette-Rury 
analyzed the Latino Immigrant National Election Study 
and found that patriotism and trust in the US government 
increase over time for Hispanic immigrants, largely because 
they compare this country to their home countries.7 As one 
interviewee said, “If the Mexican government was good, we 
wouldn’t be here.” 

METHODOLOGY AND DATA
This analysis is based on responses from the nation-

wide biennial General Social Survey (GSS) conducted by 
the National Opinion Research Center at the University 
of Chicago. The GSS data allow us to directly measure the 
opinions of immigrants and native-born Americans.8 We 
compared responses to questions about patriotism, love of 
country, and confidence in American government institu-
tions from native-born Americans to immigrants for the 

years 2006 to 2016.9 Many of the responses are pooled from 
the entire decade, while others are available for only the year 
2014, based on when the GSS asked specific questions. The 
second generation are the US-born children of immigrants, 
the third generation are the native-born grandchildren of im-
migrants, and the fourth generation includes those who are 
the great-grandchildren of immigrants and who have even 
more distant immigrant relatives. The category of “all na-
tives” combined the second, third, and fourth generations 
into one group. This brief displays them in tables below each 
figure. We adjusted weights based on the number of adult re-
spondents for all years. 

Several of the responses to GSS survey questions had 
more answers than are displayed in the following figures and 
tables. To present the findings more clearly, some of the re-
sponses are combined into larger response categories that 
preserve the meaning while sacrificing unnecessary complex-
ity. For example, the responses for Figure 1 and Table 1 were 
strongly agree, agree, neither agree nor disagree, disagree, 
and strongly disagree. This brief combined them into the 
broader categories of agree, neither, and disagree for figures 
and tables 1, 3, 5, and 6. 

Lastly, we used an ordered logit model to estimate the 
probability that immigrant responses to the GSS questions 
are different from the responses of native-born Americans 
to a statistically significant extent. We regressed each sur-
vey question on both an indicator variable equal to one for 
immigrants and an interaction term for whether an immi-
grant is a naturalized citizen. For each question below, we 
indicate whether the immigrant responses are different 
from those of natives to a statistically significant degree. 
The output tables are in the appendix and report average 
marginal effects. 

Figure 1
America is better than most other countries
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PATRIOTIC ASSIMILATION
Patriotism is difficult to measure. A hypothetical survey 

question that asked, “How patriotic are you?” would not be 
reliable because social desirability bias, a common tendency 
whereby respondents answer survey questions in a way that 
will be viewed favorably by others rather than honestly, would 
exaggerate the degree of patriotism among Americans and 
immigrants. Fortunately, the GSS asks respondents about the 
United States’ relative position in the world, pride in American 
history, and opinions about other aspects of American national 
identity. Responses to these questions should be closely corre-
lated with feelings of true patriotism, love of country, and the 
adoption of American civic values and heritage.

Figure 1 shows responses to the question, “How much do 
you agree or disagree with the following statement? Generally 
speaking, America is a better country than most other coun-
tries.” Seventy-one percent of all immigrants agree with this 
statement compared to 73 percent of native-born Americans. 
Immigrants who are American citizens are even more likely 
to agree with the statement that America is better than most 
other countries than are native-born Americans, 79 percent 
to 73 percent. Eleven percent of all immigrants disagree with 
the statement, while only 9 percent each of citizen immigrants 
and natives disagree. Statistically, we find no evidence to sug-
gest that immigrants are more or less likely to respond to the 
questions differently from natives (Table A1). Table 1 shows 
the responses to this question by generation of native-born 
Americans. Seventy-seven percent of the second generation 
agree that America is better than most other countries, a per-
centage greater than the third and fourth generations. 

Figure 2 shows responses to the question, “How proud 
are you of being American?” Unlike other figures in this brief, 
Figure 2 excludes the responses for all immigrants because a 
large percentage of them are not American citizens. Seventy-
five percent of immigrants who are American citizens are 
very proud to be American compared to only 69 percent of 

native-born Americans. The two groups of respondents are just 
as likely to say that they are not very proud of being American. 
The responses of citizen immigrants are not different to a sta-
tistically significant extent relative to native-born Americans 
(Table A1). Table 2 shows that 77 percent of the second genera-
tion are very proud of being American, meaning that they have 
more pride in their nationality than any other generation. 

Figure 3 asks respondents to agree or disagree with this 
statement: “I am often less proud of America than I would 
like to be.” In contrast to figures 1 and 2, those who agree 
with the statement here are less patriotic and those who 
disagree are more patriotic. Thirty-two percent of all immi-
grants and 33 percent of citizen immigrants agree with the 
statement compared to 37 percent of native-born Americans. 
Forty percent of all immigrants disagree with the statement 
that they are “often less proud of America,” slightly below 
the 42 percent of native-born Americans. Fifty-three percent 
of immigrants who are American citizens disagree. The re-
sponses of all immigrants and natives are not different to a 
statistically significant extent. Table 3 shows that the second 
generation are the least likely to be “less proud of America.” 

Figure 2
Proud of being American
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Source: Authors’ analysis of the General Social Survey data, National Opinion 
Research Center at the University of Chicago.

Table 1
America is better than most other countries by generation

Agree 71 79 73 77 71 74

Neither 17 12 18 14 15 18

Disagree 11 9 9 10 13 8
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Note: Year covered by this survey question: 2014.
Source: Authors’ analysis of the General Social Survey data, National Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago.
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As a twist, they are also the most likely to answer “neither” 
and the least likely to disagree. 

Figure 4 shows responses to the question, “How proud 
are you of America in each of the following? Its fair and 
equal treatment of all groups in society.” All immigrants 
are proudest of fair and equal treatment, with 23 percent 
of them saying they are very proud and 48 percent saying 
they are  somewhat proud. Twenty-two percent of citizen 
immigrants say they are very proud and 42 percent say 

they are proud. Native-born Americans are the least proud 
of how America treats groups equally. Immigrant pride in 
how America treats groups equally is higher than that of 
native-born Americans. This is reflected by immigrants 
being significantly more likely to answer “very proud” and 
“somewhat proud” than natives (Table A2). Table 4 shows 
that members of the second generation are more likely to 
be very proud and less likely to be somewhat proud than 
respondents in the third and fourth generations. If the 

Figure 4
Proud that America treats groups equally
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Research Center at the University of Chicago.

Table 2
Proud of being American by generation

Very proud 75 69 77 60 71

Somewhat proud 23 29 22 38 27

Not very proud   2   2   1   2   2
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Note: Years covered by this survey question: 2014.
Source: Authors’ analysis of the General Social Survey data, National Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago.

Table 3
Less proud of America by generation

Agree 32 33 37 31 39 38

Neither 28 14 21 32 15 19

Disagree 40 53 42 38 46 43
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Source: Authors’ analysis of the General Social Survey data, National Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago.
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percentages in Table 4 were grouped into broader response 
categories of proud or not proud, then the second, third, 
and fourth generations would have about the same respons-
es. Immigrant responses here imply that most of them also 
think that their own group is treated fairly and equally.

Figure 5 includes responses to the question, “How much do 
you agree or disagree with the following statements? There are 
some things about America today that make me feel ashamed 
of America.” Those who agree with the statement are less 
likely to be patriotic than those who disagree with it. All im-
migrants and citizen immigrants are less likely to be ashamed 
of the United States than are native-born Americans. To a sta-
tistically significant degree, immigrants are less likely to be 
ashamed of some aspects of America and more likely to nei-
ther agree nor disagree or disagree (Table A1). Table 5 shows 
the results by generation. The second generation are the 

least likely to agree that they are ashamed of some aspects of 
America relative to every native-born generation and the most 
likely to not feel ashamed.

Figure 6 includes responses to the question, “How much 
do you agree or disagree with the following statement? The 
world would be a better place if people from other countries 
were more like the Americans.” This is just a general ques-
tion that is correlated with how much the respondent likes 
Americans relative to foreigners. Thirty-nine percent of all 
immigrants and 40 percent of immigrant citizens agree that 
the world would be better if people from other countries 
were more like Americans. All immigrants are as likely as 
natives to disagree with the statement, while citizen immi-
grants are slightly more likely to disagree. However, there 
are no statistically significant differences between the re-
sponses of native-born Americans and all immigrants to 

Figure 5
Ashamed of some aspects of America
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Research Center at the University of Chicago.

Figure 6
The world would be better if people from other 
countries were more like Americans
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Table 4
Proud that America treats groups equally by generation

Very proud 23 22 17 24 14 17
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this question. Table 6 shows that the second generation is 
more likely to say that “the world would be better if people 
from other countries were more like Americans” than any 
other generation of native-born Americans, as well as less 
likely to say the opposite.

There are at least three possible explanations for why im-
migrants are as patriotic or more patriotic than native-born 
Americans and why their love for this country is passed 
to the second generation. The first is that immigrants are 
more patriotic because they chose to become Americans. 
All things being equal, we should expect those who choose 
to become Americans to like America more than do those 
of us who were born here. Their children also understand 
that choice, which potentially explains their patriotic opin-
ions. The second is that immigrants and their children have 
memories of how bad other countries are, so they are more 
appreciative of the United States and thus more patriotic. 
The third explanation, related to the second, is that disillu-
sionment with the United States takes generations to set in, 
so only those whose ancestors settled here several genera-
tions ago are knowledgeable enough to be less patriotic. Re-
gardless of the possible explanations, immigrants and their 
children are at least as patriotic as native-born Americans 
and frequently more so. 

CONFIDENCE IN AMERICAN INSTITUTIONS
Immigrants have more confidence in the three branches 

of our federal government than do native-born Americans. 
This does not imply that immigrants want a larger, more 
powerful government. The responses in figures 7, 8, and 9 
are to the question: “I am going to name some institutions in 
this country. As far as the people running these institutions 
are concerned, would you say you have a great deal of con-
fidence, only some confidence, or hardly any confidence at 
all in them?” Figure 7 shows that immigrants are more con-
fident in Congress, often by significant margins and regard-
less of citizenship status. Figure 8 shows that immigrants 
are more confident in the presidency than native-born 
Americans, with almost no difference between immigrants 
by citizenship status. Figure 9 shows that immigrants have 
more confidence in the Supreme Court than native-born 
Americans, but by smaller margins than in figures 7 or 8. 

To a statistically significant extent, all immigrants are 
more likely to have a great deal of confidence in Congress, 
the presidency, and the Supreme Court than are native-born 
Americans (Table A3). Immigrants are also more likely to 
have only some confidence in Congress and the presidency, 
to a statistically significant extent, relative to natives. How-
ever, immigrants are less likely, to a statistically significant 

Table 5
Ashamed of some aspects of America by generation
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Table 6
The world would be better if people were more like Americans by generation

Agree 39 40 40 29 37 32 29

Neither 27 31 22 37 33 34 37
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extent, to have confidence in the Supreme Court relative to 
natives—although the difference is the smallest of any coeffi-
cient reported. Immigrants are also less likely to have hardly 
any confidence in all three branches of government, relative 
to natives, to a statistically significant extent. 

Tables 7, 8, and 9 show that second-generation re-
spondents are more likely to have confidence in the three 
branches of American government than any other genera-
tion of native-born Americans. Confidence in the institu-
tions of the American government fades somewhat in the 
second generation relative to their immigrant parents, as is 
only natural considering how these three branches actually 
operate, but their confidence still surpasses that of other 
natives.

There are at least two possible explanations for the 
greater immigrant trust in the three branches of the federal 
government. The optimistic explanation is that immigrants 
appreciate how well the US government functions because 
they remember that their home governments were quite 
bad.10 The cynical explanation is that immigrants and their 
children have not had enough experience to realize how 

poorly these American branches of government function 
and hence it takes several generations of distance from the 
governments that their ancestors lived under to lose that 
perspective. 

Figure 7
Confidence in Congress
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Figure 8
Confidence in the presidency
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Figure 9
Confidence in the US Supreme Court
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Table 7
Confidence in Congress by generation

A great deal 16 13 7 11 4 7

Only some 56 54 45 52 41 46

Hardly any 28 32 47 37 55 46
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CONCLUSION
Many conservatives are worried that immigrants and their 

children are not as patriotic as native-born Americans. They 
should rest assured because the responses from immigrants 
and their children to the above survey questions reveal a de-
gree of patriotism that is nearly identical to that of native-born 

Americans or, in many cases, exceeds it to a statistically signifi-
cant extent. Similarly, immigrant and second-generation con-
fidence in our political institutions exceeds that of native-born 
Americans. Far from being broken, America’s patriotic assimi-
lation system is thriving, and immigrants are boosting overall 
American confidence in our institutions of government. 

APPENDIX

Table 8
Confidence in the presidency by generation

A great deal 22 22 13 16 9 13

Only some 54 52 46 53 41 46

Hardly any 25 26 42 31 50 42
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Source: Authors’ analysis of the General Social Survey data, National Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago.

Table 9 
Confidence in the US Supreme Court by generation

A great deal 39 39 28 32 31 27

Only some 49 52 54 52 50 54

Hardly any 12 9 18 16 19 18
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Table A1
Ordered logit model results for questions about patriotism

Am better Am proud Less proud Ashamed Be like us

Panel A. All immigrants

Agree (Very proud)

−0.0499 −0.00810 −0.271*** 0.0944

(0.0526) (0.0543) (0.0452) (0.0502)

Neither agree nor disagree (Somewhat proud)

0.0278 −0.0000757 0.101*** 0.00537

(0.0294) (0.000499) (0.0194) (0.00529)

Disagree (Not very proud)

0.0221 0.00818 0.170*** −0.0997

(0.0233) (0.0547) (0.0280) (0.0538)

Panel B. Citizen immigrants

Agree (Very proud)

0.0108 0.0147 −0.0101 0.00856 −0.00943

(0.0710) (0.0220) (0.0670) (0.0643) (0.0730)

Neither agree nor disagree (Somewhat proud)

−0.00601 −0.00667 −0.000108 −0.00320 −0.000558

(0.0396) (0.00999) (0.000702) (0.0240) (0.00419)

Disagree (Not very proud)

−0.00476 −0.00804 0.0102 −0.00536 0.00999

(0.0314) (0.0121) (0.0677) (0.0402) (0.0771)

N 1,232 1,245 1,233 1,238 1,212

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
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Am better Am proud Less proud Ashamed Be like us

Panel A. All immigrants

Agree (Very proud)

−0.0499 −0.00810 −0.271*** 0.0944

(0.0526) (0.0543) (0.0452) (0.0502)

Neither agree nor disagree (Somewhat proud)

0.0278 −0.0000757 0.101*** 0.00537

(0.0294) (0.000499) (0.0194) (0.00529)

Disagree (Not very proud)

0.0221 0.00818 0.170*** −0.0997

(0.0233) (0.0547) (0.0280) (0.0538)

Panel B. Citizen immigrants

Agree (Very proud)

0.0108 0.0147 −0.0101 0.00856 −0.00943

(0.0710) (0.0220) (0.0670) (0.0643) (0.0730)

Neither agree nor disagree (Somewhat proud)

−0.00601 −0.00667 −0.000108 −0.00320 −0.000558

(0.0396) (0.00999) (0.000702) (0.0240) (0.00419)

Disagree (Not very proud)

−0.00476 −0.00804 0.0102 −0.00536 0.00999

(0.0314) (0.0121) (0.0677) (0.0402) (0.0771)

N 1,232 1,245 1,233 1,238 1,212

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

*p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001
Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses.

Table A2
Ordered logit model results for question on pride about how America treats groups

Proud groups treated equally

Panel A. All immigrants

Very proud

0.108***

(0.0288)

Somewhat proud

0.0620**

(0.0195)

Not very proud

−0.103***

(0.0281)

Not proud at all

−0.0666***

(0.0197)

Panel B. Citizen immigrants

Very proud

−0.00844

(0.0442)

Somewhat proud

−0.00490

(0.0254)

Not very proud

0.00810

(0.0424)

Not proud at all

0.00524

(0.0273)

N 1,179

(1)

*p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001
Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses.

Am better Am proud Less proud Ashamed Be like us

Panel A. All immigrants

Agree (Very proud)

−0.0499 −0.00810 −0.271*** 0.0944

(0.0526) (0.0543) (0.0452) (0.0502)

Neither agree nor disagree (Somewhat proud)

0.0278 −0.0000757 0.101*** 0.00537

(0.0294) (0.000499) (0.0194) (0.00529)

Disagree (Not very proud)

0.0221 0.00818 0.170*** −0.0997

(0.0233) (0.0547) (0.0280) (0.0538)

Panel B. Citizen immigrants

Agree (Very proud)

0.0108 0.0147 −0.0101 0.00856 −0.00943

(0.0710) (0.0220) (0.0670) (0.0643) (0.0730)

Neither agree nor disagree (Somewhat proud)

−0.00601 −0.00667 −0.000108 −0.00320 −0.000558

(0.0396) (0.00999) (0.000702) (0.0240) (0.00419)

Disagree (Not very proud)

−0.00476 −0.00804 0.0102 −0.00536 0.00999

(0.0314) (0.0121) (0.0677) (0.0402) (0.0771)

N 1,232 1,245 1,233 1,238 1,212

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
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Table A3
Ordered logit model results for questions about confidence in the government

Congress Executive SCOTUS

Panel A. All immigrants

A great deal

0.0743*** 0.0766*** 0.103***

(0.00674) (0.0100) (0.0165)

Only some

0.179*** 0.0842*** −0.0297***

(0.0167) (0.0118) (0.00476)

Hardly any

−0.254*** −0.161*** −0.0736***

(0.0228) (0.0215) (0.0121)

Panel B. Citizen immigrants

A great deal

−0.00548 −0.00123 −0.00190

(0.00841) (0.0125) (0.0219)

Only some

−0.0133 −0.00135 0.000546

(0.0203) (0.0137) (0.00631)

Hardly any

0.0188 0.00258 0.00135

(0.0288) (0.0262) (0.0156)

N 9,487 9,495 9,427

(1) (2) (3)

Confidence in:

*p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001
Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses.
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view Press, 1992).
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Press, 2015), pp. 179–80, 304, 307–09, 424. 
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7. Roger Waldinger and Lauren Duquette-Rury, “Emigrant Poli-
tics, Immigrant Engagement: Homeland Ties and Immigrant Po-
litical Identity in the United States,” Russel Sage Foundation Journal 
of the Social Sciences 2, no. 3, (June 2016): 42–59. 

8. Begun in 1972 by the National Opinion Research Center at 
the University of Chicago, the General Social Survey (GSS) 
records respondents’ political party identification, political 
ideology, and opinions on the spending levels of various gov-
ernment programs, as well as the respondents’ birthplace for 
themselves, their parents, and their grandparents. The GSS 
is conducted in English only, which might bias the results for 
the immigrants because English speakers could have political 
opinions that vary significantly from non-English speakers. 
This possible concern does not affect the second, third, and 
fourth generations because they are either universally fluent in 
English or close to it. 

9. Focusing on these years allows us to analyze the political assimi-
lation of more recent immigrants who are 79 percent nonwhite. 

10. Roger Waldinger and Lauren Duquette-Rury, “Emigrant Poli-
tics, Immigrant Engagement: Homeland Ties and Immigrant Po-
litical Identity in the United States,” Russel Sage Foundation Journal 
of the Social Sciences 2, no. 3 (June 2016): 42–59.
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