
The Importance of International Education  
and International Students to America 

 
 
International Students Spend Money in the U.S. Economy, Supporting Local Jobs, Economic 
Activity and Tax Base 
 
 National Impact 
 
International students contribute billions of dollars to the U.S. economy and the local 
economies of university communities across America.  
 
According to NAFSA data, the 1.1 million international students currently studying in the U.S. 
contribute $43.8 billion to the U.S. economy and support 378,175 jobs in higher education, 
accommodation, dining, retail, transportation, telecommunications and health insurance 
sectors.  
 
The International Trade Administration of the U.S. Department of Commerce ranks international 
education as the 7th largest service export in the U.S. economy. 
 
 State Impact 
 
The Institute of International Education (IIE) Open Doors reports provide individual state data 
sheets that enable one to research the number of international students, the estimated 
spending provided by those students, as well as leading institutions and countries of origin for 
these students. This data is updated in the late fall each year. 
 
 
International Students Contribute Valuable Tuition Dollars, Lowering Tuition for Domestic 
Students and Keeping America’s Higher Education System Afloat 
 
International students provide valuable and much-needed tuition dollars to U.S. colleges and 
universities. International students typically pay the highest tuition rate and U.S. colleges and 
universities have turned to increasing their numbers in the midst of lower birth rates and 
declining enrollment numbers from domestic students, as well as decreasing public support 
from state budgets. One study found that international students pay tuition rates as high as 
three times as their U.S. counterparts and accounted for 28 percent of the tuition dollars at the 
nation’s public universities, while comprising only 12 percent of the actual enrollment.  
 
A more recent study from a graduate student at Princeton suggests that “international students’ 
tuition revenue accounts for 12 percent of the total tuition revenue (net of institutional aid) 
across public universities in 2016 [and] exceed[ed] 30 percent for some institutions.” 
 

https://www.nafsa.org/sites/default/files/media/document/EconValue2024.pdf
https://www.trade.gov/education-service-exports
https://opendoorsdata.org/fact_sheets/state-fact-sheets/
https://opendoorsdata.org/fact_sheets/state-fact-sheets/
https://www.businessinsider.com/foreign-students-pay-up-to-three-times-as-much-for-tuition-at-us-public-colleges-2016-9
https://edworkingpapers.com/sites/default/files/Chen_EdExports_EdWorkingPaper%20v3.pdf


The enhanced tuition dollars provided by international students create more opportunities for 
domestic students by helping to cover instructional costs that enable more enrollment. The 
Princeton study specifically found that: 

 
[T]he increase in international students at US public universities does not crowd out local 
students. Instead, schools create additional seats for in-state students and graduate more 
domestic students. On average, for every one additional international undergraduate 
enrolled, the in-state freshman enrollment increases by two, and the number of domestic 
students who graduate in six years increases by 1.4. [The research shows] that schools 
provide more access to in-state students by decreasing the listed tuition and fees. 
Meanwhile, the increase in international students leads universities to raise total 
expenditures on students but keep per-student spending constant. The increase in total 
expenditures is mainly attributed to instructional costs. 

 
U.S. colleges and universities face a looming demographic cliff. Due to the post-2007 decline in 
birth rates, the number of U.S.-born traditional college-age young adults is expected to start 
dropping in 2025. Projections indicate that the U.S.-born college-going population could fall by 
15 percent between 2025 and 2029 alone.  
 
International Students Provide Much-Needed Talent to the U.S. Economy 
 
 Optional Practical Training 
 
International students provide a critical source of talent to the U.S. economy, filling crucial labor 
shortages, especially in critical STEM professions, making American companies more 
competitive and contributing to American innovation and economic prosperity. One primary 
way that U.S. employers utilize international students is the Optional Practical Training (OPT) 
program which enables international students to work for one full year in their field of study to 
gain practical training. For those international students studying in a STEM field, the OPT can be 
extended two additional years provided their employer uses the federal E-Verify system and a 
professional development plan is created and followed. The OPT STEM extension is a program 
first created under President George Bush and expanded by President Obama. 
 
As America’s STEM talent gap has expanded the OPT program has become even more critical to 
the U.S. economy. In 2024, according to a report from the Congressional Research Service, there 
were 418,781 international students working in the U.S. economy on the OPT portion of their 
student visas. More than 150,000 of these OPT workers were utilizing the STEM extension with 
nearly half of those STEM workers majoring in computer science or engineering (31 percent in 
computer science and 18 percent in engineering). 
 
These statistics suggest that there are more international students working in the U.S. economy 
under the OPT program than H-1B workers in 2024. The number of international students in the 
U.S. economy has nearly doubled over the last decade after the Obama Administration 
extended the STEM extension from 17 to 24 months.  

https://www.congress.gov/crs_external_products/IF/PDF/IF12631/IF12631.5.pdf


 
 Supply of Future Talent 
 
International students often study in fields most critical to the U.S. economy and America’s 
economic future. According to the Institute of International Education (IIE) Open Doors report 
56 percent of international students studying in the U.S. in 2023-24 academic year studied in 
STEM fields. Math and computer science continued to grow as the leading field of study, 
accounting for 25 percent of the majors, while 19 percent of international students majored in 
engineering disciplines. Other popular fields included business and management, as well as 
physical and life sciences. These STEM students are critical to America’s economic future. 
 
The importance of international students in STEM disciplines grows even more intensely at the 
graduate degree levels. According to research from the National Foundation for American Policy 
using National Science Foundation data, international students account for 74 percent of all the 
graduate students in America in electrical engineering, 72 percent of those in computer science, 
71 percent of those in industrial and manufacturing engineering, 70 percent of those in 
statistics, 67 percent of those in economics, 61 percent in civil engineering, 58 percent in 
mechanical engineering and agricultural economics, and 56 percent of those in mathematics 
and applied math. 
 

 
 

 

https://opendoorsdata.org/annual-release/international-students/#:~:text=A%20majority%20of%20international%20students,vary%20by%20place%20of%20origin.
https://nfap.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/International-Students-in-Science-and-Engineering.NFAP-Policy-Brief.August-2021.pdf


International Students and Scholars Are Critical to America’s Innovation Economy 
 
The contributions that international students make to U.S. economy are evident in America’s 
innovation economy. According to 2022 research from the National Foundation for American 
Policy, 55 percent of U.S. “unicorns,” startups backed by venture capital that have a market 
valuation of $1 billion or more, were launched by immigrants. Of the 582 such companies, 319 
had immigrant founders. The majority of these companies (58 percent) had no U.S.-born 
founders and were started solely by immigrant founders.  
 
The research specifically notes that 25 percent (143 or the 582) have founders who first came to 
the U.S. as an international student. These companies include Space X, Stripe, Calendly and 
companies pioneering innovation in artificial intelligence, health care, fintech, construction 
technology, sensors and many more innovations to the U.S. economy and products. These 
companies have created tens of thousands of American jobs. 
 
International Students and Scholars Are Critical to America’s Leadership in Science 
 
International students play a critical role in U.S. innovation and research while studying in the 
U.S. Research by the New American Economy found that in a typical year 76 percent of the 
patents awarded to the nation’s top ten patent-producing research universities had at least one 
foreign inventor and that 54 percent of all patents in the U.S. went to inventions with at least 
one international student, postdoctoral fellow or international faulty or staff. This totaled almost 
1,500 patents in a single year. 
 
A more recent 2022 research paper published in the National Bureau of Economic Research 
conducted by researchers at Stanford, Harvard and University of California Berkeley found that 
immigrants account for 23 percent of all U.S. patents awarded between 1990 and 2016, 
including roughly 25 percent of all patents awarded in computers and communications, Ddugs 
and medical, electronics, and chemical technologies.  
 
Immigrants have been awarded 40 percent, or 45 of 112, of the Nobel Prizes won by Americans 
in chemistry, medicine and physics since 2000, according to a 2023 analysis by the National 
Foundation for American Policy (NFAP). That study notes that since 1901, immigrants have been 
awarded 38 percent of the U.S. Nobel Prizes in physics, 37 percent in chemistry and 34 percent 
in medicine. The conclusion of that report is that “greater openness to international students, 
researchers and immigrants across the skill spectrum would help America grow and prosper.” 
 
 
International Students and Scholars Are Critical to America’s Global Leadership 
 
International education is critical to America’s global leadership. By educating international 
students at American colleges and universities we enhance America’s diplomatic relations. 
International education acts as a form of soft diplomacy by creating connections that support 
global stability and positive engagement between countries. The U.S. Department of State, in 

https://nfap.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/2022-BILLION-DOLLAR-STARTUPS.NFAP-Policy-Brief.2022.pdf
https://nfap.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/2022-BILLION-DOLLAR-STARTUPS.NFAP-Policy-Brief.2022.pdf
https://research.newamericaneconomy.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/07/patent-pending.pdf
https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w30797/w30797.pdf
https://nfap.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/Immigrants-and-Nobel-Prizes-1901-to-2023.NFAP-Policy-Brief.October-2023.pdf
https://nfap.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/Immigrants-and-Nobel-Prizes-1901-to-2023.NFAP-Policy-Brief.October-2023.pdf


fact, operates exchange programs with the specific goal of fostering international 
understanding. This enhances national security by promoting people-to-people connections 
through educational exchange.  
 
Many former international students go on to assume important leadership positions in the 
governments of their home countries, as well as in the corporate community. Providing these 
future leaders with exposure to American culture and the American people fosters greater 
understanding and connection to the U.S. It helps spreads American ideals of democracy, the 
rule of law and free markets. 
 
International education enhances U.S. trade and exporting. Former international students 
become trading partners when returning to their home countries, often leading multinational 
companies who invest in U.S. factories and operations, supporting American job creation, as 
well as leading companies who purchase American goods and services. 
 
 
International Students and Scholars Contribute to Educational Experience of Domestic 
Students 
 
International students contribute to the quality of education of domestic students. They add a 
depth of perspective to the classroom and university experience. The American Council on 
Education has surveyed U.S. voters over the years to learn more about their perceptions of 
international education finding in 2021 that about two-thirds (68 percent) of respondents agree 
that “American college students benefit when they have close and regular contact with students 
from other countries.”  

https://www.acenet.edu/Documents/International-Student-Inclusion-Success.pdf
https://www.acenet.edu/Documents/International-Student-Inclusion-Success.pdf

