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optimizing the selection of these weights, the
synthetic control group was designed to closely
mirror the pre-intervention characteristics of
the LWEO-affected counties. This methodolog-
ical approach allowed us to create a credible
baseline against which we could measure the
actual impacts of the LWEO, providing a clear
view of the intervention’s effects on student ed-
ucational trajectories. Figure 1 illustrates the
similarity between the synthetic control group
and the four affected counties, showing negli-
gible differences across observable character-
istics. This consistency was observed across
all models employed in this study. Our analy-
sis uses SCM models to examine outcomes for
all students, as well as subsamples of Latinx
and English-learner students, aligning with
previous research highlighting variations in
the effects of immigration enforcement across
different student populations (Kirksey and
Sattin-Bajaj 2021, 2023).

RESULTS

Our main study results are depicted through
figures 2 to 6. Each graph contrasts observed
trends in student outcomes before and after
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the LWEO, represented by solid lines, against
those of a synthetic control group, depicted by
dashed lines. This control group models the
expected outcomes had the LWEO not oc-
curred, serving as a counterfactual to assess the
real impact of the enforcement operation. A
vertical line within each graph delineates the
2018-2019 school year, the first school year
when students would possibly be affected by
the LWEO.

In figure 2, the data reveal a marked decline
in the rate of direct enrollment to four-year col-
leges in the counties affected by the LWEO
post-2018. This downturn is sharply contrasted
by an upward trend within the synthetic con-
trol group, suggesting a disruption in students’
college-bound trajectories. While we present
clear evidence of the decline in direct enroll-
ment in four-year colleges, our analyses did not
yield evidence of a decline in enrollment in
two-year colleges. While the overall trends in-
dicate a significant disruption in college enroll-
ment across LWEO-affected counties, the im-
pact is notably more severe among Latinx and
English-learner students. These students, al-
ready facing various systemic barriers to higher

Figure 2. LWEO Effect on Four-Year College Direct Enrollment Rate
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Figure 3. LWEO Effect on Four-Year College Readiness
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education, appear to have been disproportion-
ately affected by the LWEO with respect to four-
year college direct enrollment.

Figure 3 shows a noticeable reduction in col-
lege readiness, as measured by a decline in the
percentage of students achieving high scores
on readiness indicators and completing ad-
vanced academic coursework after the LWEO.
The affected counties exhibited a sustained de-
crease, diverging notably from the stable or im-
proving trend observed in the synthetic control
group. This could imply that the stress and dis-
ruption caused by the LWEO may have diverted
student focus away from academic achieve-
ments, adversely affecting their preparation for
college. The reduction in college readiness,
particularly pronounced in the achievement of
high school course completion based on read-
iness indicators, underscores a significant edu-
cational setback that was even starker among
Latinx and English-learner populations.

Figure 4 illustrates a large decline in applica-
tions for financial aid, including FAFSA and
TAFSA, starting in 2019. This sharp drop re-
flects either increased financial uncertainty or
decreased intent to pursue higher education

among students in LWEO-affected areas. The
decline in financial aid applications could also
be indicative of broader economic impacts on
families affected by the LWEO, possibly result-
ing in reduced financial resources and in-
creased economic responsibilities for students.
The decline in FAFSA and TAFSA applications
is particularly concerning for Latinx and
English-learner students, who often come from
backgrounds where financial aid is crucial for
accessing higher education. The drop in appli-
cations from these groups could reflect an am-
plified sense of vulnerability about revealing
their family’s immigration status or a fatalistic
view toward their educational prospects in a
heightened enforcement environment. This re-
duction highlights a critical barrier to educa-
tion for Latinx and English-learner students,
potentially leading to lower college enrollment
and completion rates, thus perpetuating cycles
of poverty and limited economic mobility.
Figure 5 shows an increase in the likelihood
of students working during high school in the
affected counties. This rise contrasts with the
steady or declining trend in the synthetic con-
trol, suggesting that economic pressures or
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Figure 4. LWEO Effect on FAFSA and TAFSA Application Rates
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shifts in priorities might be driving more stu-
dents into the workforce earlier. This increase
in employment among high school students
might not only reflect economic necessity but
also a shift in long-term educational and career
aspirations, influenced by the uncertainties
brought about by the LWEO. The increased
likelihood of working during high school,
though significant across the board, was par-
ticularly impactful for Latinx and English-
learner students. For many in these communi-
ties, working while in school is often a necessity
rather than a choice, and the pressures of the
LWEO may have forced more students into the
workforce earlier than anticipated. This shift
not only affects their immediate academic per-
formance by limiting study time and increasing
stress but also has long-term effects by poten-
tially curtailing their aspirations for higher ed-
ucation.

Notably, we found mixed results in students’
direct enrollment in two-year colleges. As
shown in figure 6, while the synthetic control
group modeled trends in enrollment rates prior
to the raid, the trends following the LWEO are
not consistent. These null results suggest a nu-

anced impact of the LWEO on different aspects
of students’ academic and professional lives.
This absence of impact could suggest that two-
year institutions may serve as a more resilient
educational pathway amidst community dis-
ruptions caused by immigration enforcement.
These colleges have lower barriers to entry, and
they often provide more flexible, accessible,
and financially feasible options for students,
particularly those facing increased economic
and social instability. The stability in enroll-
ment rates at these institutions, despite the
LWEDO, underscores their role as critical educa-
tional resources in communities affected by en-
forcement actions.

Tests of Robustness

In both appendix table A.1 and figure 2, we ob-
serve increases in four-year direct enrollment
rates for the LWEO counties post-raid. While
the SCM results suggest that the LWEO had a
net negative effect—since the increase in LWEO
counties’ enrollment rates is not as large as
that of the donor counties—there remains a
concern that the effect we observe from the
raid is confounded by other unobserved fac-
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Figure 5. LWEO Effect on Likelihood of Working During High School
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Figure 6. LWEO Effect on Two-Year College Direct Enroliment Rate
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tors. To address this, we implement a placebo
test (Abadie et al. 2010). The placebo test helps
determine whether the observed effect is
unique to the LWEO counties by applying the
SCM to a set of pseudo-treated counties, none
of which were exposed to the LWEO. This ro-
bustness check simulates the LWEO in the do-
nor counties to check for spurious effects due
to preexisting trends in those counties, which
ensures effects attributed to the LWEO are not
merely coincidental. Appendix figure A.1 dis-
plays the results from the placebo test of
LWEO’s impact on four-year direct enrollment
rates. The bold line represents the four-year di-
rect enrollment rate for the LWEO counties,
and the lighter lines represent individual pla-
cebo counties within the donor pool. The pla-
cebo test results show that the observed in-
crease in four-year direct enrollment rates for
the LWEO counties post-raid is notably smaller
than most of the placebo effects. While some
fluctuation is observed in the placebo counties,
the LWEO counties demonstrate a clear differ-
ence in enrollment rates post-raid, suggesting
that the impact seen in the LWEO counties is
unlikely to be driven by random variation. Ad-
ditionally, we conducted another placebo test
by shifting the intervention start year to one
year prior to the actual LWEQ, treating it as the
baseline. This did not result in statistically sig-
nificant changes. Lastly, we employed a leave-
one-out sensitivity analysis, sequentially re-
moving donor counties with large weights (>
0.1) to ensure that no individual county dispro-
portionately influenced the synthetic control.
While this slightly affected the estimated mag-
nitude of the LWEQO’s impact, the divergence
between the affected counties and the syn-
thetic control group remained consistent
across outcomes and analyses.

Another potential concern with our analysis
is that the observed negative effects of the
LWEO immigration raid on student outcomes
could be confounded by disruptions associated
with the COVID-19 pandemic, which began
shortly after the LWEO event. While we cannot
rule out possible confounding effects attribut-
able to the pandemic, we conducted additional
analyses using a difference-in-differences
framework, comparing our original estimates
(based on the full cohort range, 2014-2023) with

135

estimates derived from a narrower analytic win-
dow tightly centered around the LWEO event
year (+2 years: 2017-2021). Our results remain
robust under this narrower window. For exam-
ple, when examining declines in enrollment in
four-year colleges, these models produce simi-
lar, statistically significant declines in college
enrollment of roughly 1 percentage point.
Moreover, our baseline synthetic control analy-
sis indicates that enrollment gaps persist and
notably widen to approximately 2 percentage
points in subsequent cohorts, strongly suggest-
ing that the negative enrollment impacts we at-
tribute to the LWEO event extend beyond, and
are distinct from, pandemic-related disrup-
tions alone.

DISCUSSION

Our work builds on our current understanding
of how legal vulnerability intersects with im-
migration enforcement by highlighting out-
comes tied to postsecondary pathways that are
impacted by an extreme enforcement epi-
sode—the Load Trail workplace raid. Although
our data limit our ability to directly test specific
underlying mechanisms, our prior research
(Kirksey and Sattin-Bajaj 2023) provides clear
empirical support for how these mechanisms
likely operate. In that study, we found signifi-
cant declines in school attendance and student
achievement following the same immigration
enforcement event examined here, outcomes
consistent with the pathways hypothesized in
the current analysis. Thus, our present findings
align closely with these previously documented
mechanisms, underscoring how immigration
enforcement negatively shapes students’ edu-
cational trajectories. By conceiving of the
LWEO as a community-wide shock whose ef-
fects can be observed at aggregate levels, we
extend conceptualizations of legal vulnerability
beyond an individual state of being.

Our findings highlight the profound disrup-
tion that immigration enforcement episodes
like the Load Trail LWEQ, and the large number
of detentions and deportations that ensue, can
produce for students’ educational trajectories.
The marked decline in direct enrollment in
four-year colleges for Latinx and English-
learner students attending school in the four
counties nearest the plant demonstrates the
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link between legal vulnerability—in this case,
exposure to immigration enforcement activ-
ity—and educational opportunities and deci-
sions that can be measured at the aggregate
level. Relatedly, the lower rate of four-year col-
lege readiness among students in affected
schools shows an additional consequence and
potentially helps explain the depressed four-
year college enrollment pattern among this
subgroup. In contrast to the decline in four-
year direct enrollment, we do not find any
changes in direct enrollment rates for two-year
colleges. This suggests that while the LWEO in-
fluences certain postsecondary educational de-
cisions, its impact does not uniformly extend
to all forms of higher education—especially
those that may be perceived as lower cost, eas-
ily accessible, and more compatible with full-
or part-time work (Hsin and Ortega 2018).

Without data on students’ or their families’
immigration status, we can only confidently
point to exposure as the dimension of legal vul-
nerability that these affected students experi-
ence. At the same time, the fact that the nega-
tive effects on students’ academic performance
and pathways were concentrated among the
Latinx and English-learner students, with no
evidence of effects for White students in the af-
fected schools, indicates the possibility of mul-
tiple forms of vulnerability and more intense
consequences for students who may be more
likely to live in immigrant families or with un-
documented family members. Thus, our find-
ings signal the importance of knowing more
about the sources and degree of individual- and
group-level legal vulnerability to determine the
most appropriate, effective, and tailored re-
sponses. Our findings also highlight potential
economic consequences associated with stu-
dents’ exposure to the LWEO, and these results
demonstrate the interconnectedness of eco-
nomic and educational decisions, especially for
legally vulnerable people. We observe an in-
crease in the percentage of students undertak-
ing work during their high school years, which
we understand as a possible shift in household
priorities following a sudden loss of earnings
due to detention or deportation—a shift in
which students begin prioritizing economic
contributions over educational pursuits.

Our study contributes to the growing body

of research on the profound and often detri-
mental effects of immigration enforcement on
communities and, more specifically, on the ed-
ucational and economic opportunities of le-
gally vulnerable students in affected areas.
While we are limited in our ability to determine
which sources of legal vulnerability beyond ex-
posure to an enforcement episode or act of
community violence are present among the af-
fected student population, we find convincing
evidence that students who are more likely to
have immigrant origins or live with immigrant
family members (as measured by racial-ethnic
background and English-learner designation)
suffer meaningful consequences in terms of
educational engagement and postsecondary
opportunities. Furthermore, our results dem-
onstrate the lasting and wide reach of these
consequences, spreading to a large swath of the
student population and persisting across mul-
tiple years. These educational outcomes repre-
sent one tangible set of indicators that reflect
the vast and wide-ranging spillover effects pro-
duced by the current deportation system; sim-
ilarly troubling patterns may be observed in
housing data, earnings and employment, and
indicators of mental and physical health and
well-being among the legally vulnerable resi-
dents of communities that have experienced
such acts of violence.

The findings of our study into some of the
short- and medium-term educational disrup-
tions caused by an LWEO underscore the need
for empirical evidence that captures the diverse
range of consequences associated with immi-
gration enforcement and their impacts over
time for individuals and communities. Further-
more, by centering community-level legal vul-
nerability as the primary unit of analysis, we
show the value of attending to group-level out-
comes while simultaneously capturing internal
heterogeneity to understand variation in expe-
rience and response to community violence.
This study represents a first step in under-
standing how exposure to immigration en-
forcement activity as one source of legal vulner-
ability may shape students’ educational
behaviors, aspirations, and decision-making
over their life course. It also highlights the im-
portance of considering such episodes as po-
tentially powerful predictors or explanatory fac-
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tors of individuals’ and groups’ earnings,
career trajectories, upward mobility, and over-
all well-being.

The absence of findings on two-year enroll-
ment should inform targeted interventions.
Policymakers and educators should consider
these results as indicative of potential areas of
resilience that warrant further investigation.
Strengthening the supports that maintain sta-
ble enrollment rates, even in the face of disrup-
tive events like LWEOs, is an important consid-
eration. These null findings emphasize the
importance of nuanced approaches to policy-
making and educational practice that recog-
nize the varied impacts of immigration en-
forcement. They highlight the need for
continued research to dissect the conditions
under which educational outcomes are
shielded from, or susceptible to, the conse-
quences of immigration enforcement.

Limitations and Further Research

While the LWEO appears to correspond to a
measurable negative influence on students’
postsecondary outcomes, we acknowledge sev-
eral limitations of our study. Foremost among
these is the potential confounding role of the
COVID-19 pandemic, which coincided with our
post-raid observational period. The pandemic
created unprecedented disruptions to school-
ing through shifts to remote learning, wide-
spread school closures, and substantial changes
in education policies and programs. These dis-
ruptions disproportionately affected economi-
cally disadvantaged communities, and it is
plausible that pandemic-related impacts on
school policies, resource allocation, and family
circumstances may have compounded or inter-
acted with the effects of the LWEO. Many stu-
dents and families experienced significant in-
stability during this period, potentially further
diminishing their capacity to engage with
college preparation, readiness, and enrollment
processes. Although our inclusion of data
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through 2023 extends the observational window
beyond the peak of pandemic disruptions, we
cannot fully disentangle the observed LWEO ef-
fects from broader systemic educational disrup-
tions that arose during the COVID-19 period.

Another limitation concerns our reliance on
administrative, district-reported data, which
does not allow us to identify specific students
or families directly affected by the raid or their
precise sources of legal vulnerability. Without
individual-level data on immigration status or
personal experiences of the raid, our findings
necessarily reflect broader community-level
impacts rather than direct causal effects at the
individual level. Furthermore, while we em-
ployed rigorous methods—such as the syn-
thetic control method and short-window
difference-in-differences analyses—to mitigate
potential confounding factors, these ap-
proaches depend heavily on the assumption
that our control groups accurately reflect the
counterfactual scenario in the absence of the
LWEO.

Future studies should also explore explicitly
the interactions between immigration enforce-
ment and public health crises to better disen-
tangle these overlapping effects. Moreover, lon-
gitudinal analyses that track students over
extended periods may capture delayed impacts
not observable in shorter-term, immediate
post-raid studies. Qualitative investigations
could further enrich our understanding by il-
luminating student experiences and institu-
tional practices that promote resilience in the
face of legal vulnerabilities. Lastly, the absence
of observed effects in certain domains, such as
two-year college enrollment, underscores the
importance of continuing research into condi-
tions and contexts under which educational
outcomes are either resilient or susceptible to
immigration enforcement disruptions. Such
insights would meaningfully inform targeted
policy interventions and educational supports
for legally vulnerable student populations.
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APPENDIX

Figure A.1. Placebo Test for Four-Year Direct Enroliment Rates

LWEO counties versus synthetic control counties
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Table A.1. Mean Differences in Educational Outcomes for LWEO Counties Pre- and Post-Raid

Pre-LWEO Post-LWEO

Mean Mean Difference,
(2014-2018), (2019-2023), Percentage
Outcome Percentage  Percentage Points Significance
Four-year college direct enroliment 3.24 4.56 1.32 **
Four-year college readiness 4.42 3.22 -1.20 **
FAFSA and TAFSA application rate 57.84 46.06 -11.78 ok
Working during high school 85.60 84.60 -1.00 *
Two-year college direct enrollment 11.56 10.96 -0.60 *
Source: Authors’ calcuations.
*p <.05; ** p <.01; *** p <.001
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Settlement Duration Matters: ()
Deportation Threat and Safety

Net Participation Among
Mixed-Status Families

YOUNGJIN STEPHANIE HONG®, MARCI YBARRA, AND
ANGELA S. GARCIA

Studies link intensified immigration enforcement to reduced safety net participation among mixed-status
families, but less is known about how this varies by settlement duration. Bridging research on immigrant
settlement and system avoidance, we theorize that the impacts are strongest among immigrants with shorter
US residency. To test this, we analyze whether exposure to deportation threat, measured as removals under
Secure Communities per one thousand noncitizens, is associated with safety net use among citizen children of
likely undocumented Latinas in California, using a two-way fixed effects regression. We find that increased
removal rates are negatively related to the child’s participation in the Special Supplemental Nutrition Pro-
gram for Women, Infants, and Children; Medicaid; and Temporary Assistance for Needy Families among
mothers with less than five years of residency, but not among those with longer durations, relative to US-born
mothers. These findings suggest that deportation threat may be especially burdensome for recent arrivals.

Keywords: deportation threat, secure communities, safety net, mixed-status families, settlement,
recent arrivals

Unauthorized legal status severely constrains suppresses wages, reduces access to the social
undocumented immigrants’ access to critical safety net, and increases vulnerability to labor
resources and long-term well-being. Lacking le-  exploitation (Gonzales 2011; Gleeson 2010).
gal status limits employment opportunities, These material disadvantages extend to chil-
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dren, including US citizens, by reducing house-
hold income and discouraging public benefit
use due to fear of detection or deportation (Yo-
shikawa 2011). Moreover, children’s well-being
can also be impacted, including academic
achievement and educational and workforce
outcomes (see Bennett et al. 2025 and Kirksey
and Sattin-Bajaj 2025, both this issue).

Despite undocumented immigrants’ exclu-
sion from most federal safety net programs,
their US-born children are eligible. However,
intensified immigration enforcement in the
post-Welfare Reform era has been linked to re-
duced safety net participation among eligible
children. For example, after the 2008 imple-
mentation of Secure Communities (SC), an
interior immigration enforcement program
that automated data-sharing between local
law enforcement and federal immigration au-
thorities, scholars documented a surge in non-
citizen removals as well as reduced safety net
enrollment among immigrant families, includ-
ing children (Kohli et al. 2011; Fortuny and
Chaudry 2011; Bernstein et al. 2019). As such,
legal vulnerability contributes not only to mar-
ginalization of undocumented immigrants but
also to intergenerational disadvantage.

Low enrollment in safety net programs
among children in mixed-immigration status
households is especially concerning given
these families’ comparatively higher poverty
rates and exposure to additional risks, such as
workplace raids and anti-immigrant subna-
tional laws, that negatively affect immigrant
maternal and infant health (Torche and Sirois
2019; Novak et al. 2017). Moreover, participation
in food assistance, public health insurance, and
public early childhood education programs is
associated with improved children’s health and
development and academic outcomes (East
2020; Hong and Henly 2020; Lee et al. 2021).
Hence, reduced safety net enrollment among
US citizen children with undocumented par-
ents—an estimated six million under age eigh-
teen (American Immigration Council 2021),
about three-quarters of whom live below the
income threshold for program eligibility—
could generate greater individual, family, and
social costs in the near and long term (Capps
et al. 2016).

The weight of illegality and the constraints

it brings to safety net participation, however,
may be experienced unevenly depending on
how long immigrants have lived in the United
States. Drawing on research on immigrant set-
tlement and system avoidance, we hypothesize
that reductions in program participation under
intensified immigration enforcement are most
pronounced among recently arrived immi-
grants (Piore 1979; Garcia 2019; Patler and Gon-
zalez 2021, 2023; Asad 2023). Compared to those
with longer US residency, recent arrivals are
likely less familiar with both safety net pro-
grams and immigration enforcement policies,
and may face greater language, information,
and access barriers to program participation,
and thus avoid state systems (Garcia et al. 2024;
Park et al. 2024). As the US has increased inte-
rior enforcement and implemented more re-
strictive border policies since the 1990s, undoc-
umented immigrants have become increasingly
locked-in to the US, lengthening their settle-
ment duration (Massey et al. 2016). Of the esti-
mated ten to eleven million undocumented
people in the US, 43 percent have lived under
the conditions of illegality and deportation
threat for fifteen years or more, while others
have shorter durations of stay (Migration Policy
Institute, n.d.). We leverage these variations in
undocumented immigrants’ settlement dura-
tion to understand if and how deportation
threat intersects with settlement duration in its
association with safety net enrollment for US
citizen children, moving beyond treating settle-
ment duration merely as a control variable.
To do so, this study examines the associa-
tion between the SC program and the take-up
of a broad range of safety net programs by citi-
zen children of likely undocumented Latina
mothers in California, and whether these as-
sociations vary by mothers’ duration in the US.
We examine five different programs, including
the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Pro-
gram (SNAP); Medicaid; Special Supplemental
Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and
Children (WIC); Temporary Assistance for
Needy Families (TANF); and Head Start and
state preschool programs. We draw on repeated
cross-sectional data from the California Health
Interview Survey (CHIS). CHIS is particularly
suitable for the present study because it offers
a detailed measure of citizenship and immigra-
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tion status and has been used to assess a range
of outcomes for children with likely undocu-
mented parents (Patler et al. 2019).

With CHIS data, we examine these dynam-
ics in California, the focus of this study, and
one of the top two states of residence for un-
documented immigrants, both recently arrived
and long settled. Since the start of the twenty-
first century, California has embraced a pro-
gressive shift toward a broad range of legal ac-
commodations for immigrants, including one
of the most generous state-level safety nets in
the US for immigrants (Garcia 2019). Indeed, it
was the first state to provide subsidized health-
care to low-income undocumented people, in-
cluding children, the elderly, and all adults, al-
though the funding for undocumented adults
has been recently cut (Associated Press 2025).
The state has also enacted laws around lan-
guage justice to promote access to government-
run programs and services for immigrants with
limited English proficiency (Institute for Local
Government 2011). We therefore consider Cali-
fornia a best-case scenario for safety net take-
up among citizen children of undocumented
parents. Nonetheless, immigrants in Califor-
nia, like those in all other states, remain vul-
nerable to federal immigration enforcement,
which may dampen program participation de-
spite the state’s policies designed to support
immigrants and its comparatively generous
safety net.

By interacting removal rates under the SC
program with mothers’ immigration status in
a two-way county and year fixed effects regres-
sion, this study finds suggestive evidence that
SC removal rates are negatively associated with
Head Start and state preschool participation of
children among likely undocumented Latinas
(proxied as noncitizen Latinas without lawful
permanent residency [LPR] status), relative to
US-born Latinas. Critically, accounting for the
durations of US residency, we observe that SC
removal rates are negatively related to the
child’s participation in WIC, TANF, and Medic-
aid among mothers with less than five years in
the US, but not among those with longer dura-
tions, relative to US-born mothers. Among un-
documented Latinas, we also find greater re-
ductions in children’s TANF and Medicaid
participation rates among recently arrived
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mothers than longer-settled mothers. Our find-
ings are based on an immigrant sample resid-
ing in California, a state with an accommodat-
ing approach to undocumented residents.
Hence, there may be larger reductions in pro-
gram participation in more restrictive destina-
tions (Garcia 2019). Taken together, our find-
ings offer a nuanced understanding of how
deportation threat intersects with legal precar-
ity and immigrant settlement to shape citizen
children’s access to the safety net. By highlight-
ing the heightened vulnerability of recently ar-
rived undocumented mothers, this study un-
derscores the need for policies that address the
uneven burdens of enforcement on immigrant
families, particularly those with eligible citizen
children of recently arrived parents.

BACKGROUND

In this section, we provide information on the
safety net programs covered in this study, the
literature review of the effect of immigration
enforcement on safety net participation, how
we conceptualize deportation threat, and how
immigrants’ settlement duration may factor
into the relationship between deportation
threat and program participation.

Safety Net Access and Immigrant Eligibility
The US safety net is comprised of a range of
means-tested programs designed to reduce ma-
terial hardship and promote the health, well-
being, and stability of low-income families.
These include food assistance (for example,
SNAP and WIC); public health insurance (Med-
icaid); income support (TANF); and early care
and education (ECE) services (Head Start and
state preschool), in addition to others. Eligibil-
ity for these programs depends on factors in-
cluding household income and immigration
status. Although undocumented immigrants
are categorically excluded from most federal
benefits, their US citizen children are generally
eligible (Fix and Passel 2002). However, access
depends on parents’ ability and willingness to
complete applications, provide documenta-
tion, and interact with government agencies,
making public program enrollment of citizen
children in mixed-status families particularly
sensitive to the broader immigration policy en-
vironment.
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Immigration Enforcement and
Program Participation
A growing body of research demonstrates how
immigration enforcement shapes safety net
participation among immigrant families. For
instance, children with undocumented parents
are less likely to enroll in SNAP, partly due to
fear, misinformation, and structural barriers
(Bovell-Ammon et al. 2019; Pelto et al. 2020).
Nationally, SNAP participation declined be-
tween 2015 and 2019, with the sharpest drop
among children of noncitizen parents in states
that did not expand Medicaid, highlighting
how policy environments can exacerbate dis-
parities (Nguyen et al. 2023). State-level restric-
tiveness and Trump-era policies such as the
Public Charge Rule have also contributed to
chilling effects on SNAP participation (Bitler et
al. 2021; Chaudry et al. 2021; Miller et al. 2022).
These trends are echoed in research on Med-
icaid. Children in mixed-status families are less
likely to enroll in public health insurance when
a parent is a noncitizen, especially following
restrictive immigration policy shifts (Vargas
2015; Barofsky et al. 2020; Dias and Chance
2024; Guerrero et al. 2021). Although the Afford-
able Care Act (ACA) helped reduce some of
these gaps, disparities remain (Stimpson and
Wilson 2018). Similarly, studies find that the
implementation of restrictive state immigra-
tion laws, federal enforcement practices, and
broader immigrant climate shifts, such as
those following Donald J. Trump’s election,
have led to reductions in Medicaid participa-
tion and health-care utilization (Twersky 2022;
Watson 2014; Ettinger de Cuba et al. 2023).
Federal enforcement practices and the Pub-
lic Charge Rule have also been shown to reduce
WIC participation in mixed-status families
(vargas and Pirog 2016; Choi et al. 2023; Barof-
sky et al. 2021). ECE enrollment is also lower
among immigrant families, particularly when
a parent is undocumented (Mapp and Hornung
2016; Yoshikawa 2011; Vesely et al. 2021). Studies
also demonstrate that immigration raids were
associated with reduced Head Start enrollment
among Latine children, while SC implementa-
tion reduced participation in center-based
childcare (Santillano et al. 2020; Ali et al. 2024).
The case of TANF is more complex. Al-
though undocumented immigrants are ineli-
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gible, their US citizen children may receive
child-only TANF benefits—that is, a smaller
benefit that excludes the parent or parents
(Golden and Hawkins 2011). Nationally, in
2016, child-only cases comprised 51 percent
of TANF caseloads, and 25 percent of those
cases involved ineligible immigrant parents
(Joyce 2018). In California, 55 percent of
child-only TANF cases involved ineligible im-
migrant parents, the highest percentage in
the nation (Joyce 2018; Mauldon et al. 2012).
This suggests that TANF may be more acces-
sible to mixed-status families in California;
however, participation remains vulnerable to
intensified interior immigration enforce-
ment, as Francisco Pedraza and Vanessa Zhu
(2015) found heightened SC enforcement re-
duced TANF use even among eligible Latine
citizens.

Everyday Deportation Threat

We conceptualize deportation threat as the
everyday salience of immigration enforce-
ment in the lives of immigrants and their fam-
ilies. More specifically, following Amy L. John-
son and colleagues (2024), we define everyday
deportation threat as the federal govern-
ment’s routine efforts to detain and deport
noncitizens, and the public’s awareness of
these actions. These efforts could shape the
daily life of immigrants and their families,
even for immigrants who have reentered the
US following deportation (see Valdivia 2025,
this issue), generating psychological distress
and eroding trust in public institutions. For
example, Pedraza and colleagues (2017) found
that the greater salience of immigration is-
sues led Latine US citizens to avoid daily-life
activities, including health-care services, be-
cause of their personal proximity to undocu-
mented immigrants. We operationalize such
everyday threats through removal rates under
SC, a program that infused immigration en-
forcement into local policing by automating
immigration checks using the fingerprints of
arrestees.

Settlement Duration, System Avoidance,

and Safety Net Participation

Research on system avoidance and immigrant
settlement offers insight into how duration in
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the US shapes responses to intensified immi-
gration enforcement. System avoidance schol-
ars argue that individuals who have experi-
enced state surveillance or marginalization
tend to avoid record-keeping institutions such
as schools, hospitals, and benefit programs
(Brayne 2014; Fong 2020; Patler and Gonzalez
2021, 2023). Yet, avoidance is not a given as un-
documented parents often engage selectively
with the state on behalf of their citizen children
(Asad 2023; Garcia 2019).

In particular, settlement duration may mod-
erate these dynamics, as immigrants develop
more familiarity with the safety net and the
risks of immigration enforcement over time.
While recently arrived immigrants often lack
knowledge of program rules, face language bar-
riers, and report lower self-efficacy in navigat-
ing services (Duh-Leong et al. 2022), the cumu-
lative knowledge may lead long-settled parents
to build trusted networks, learn how to mini-
mize exposure while accessing resources, and
reframe deportation threat as part of the risks
of daily life (Garcia 2019; Piore 1979). Thus, we
expect that recent arrivals may be more vulner-
able to reduced safety net participation among
their eligible US citizen children as they are
likely less able or willing to access safety net
programs.

This study contributes to the literature by
addressing two research questions. First, we ex-
amine whether removal rates under the SC pro-
gram are associated with safety net participa-
tion among citizen children of likely
undocumented Latina mothers in absolute
terms and relative to US-born Latina mothers
(RQ1). Second, we assess whether these rela-
tionships vary by mothers’ duration of US resi-
dence (RQ2). We employ two analytical ap-
proaches to address each question.

DATA

We use the 2009-2019 CHIS data, which is a
repeated cross-sectional population-based
telephone survey of California’s noninstitu-
tionalized population, as well as the largest
state survey and one of the largest health sur-

veys in the country. Within each selected
household, CHIS randomly selects one adult
respondent for the adult survey. In households
with adolescents (aged twelve to seventeen) or
children (under age twelve), one adolescent or
one child is randomly selected, or both, if the
sampled adult is their parent or legal guardian.
Thus, at most, two children under the age of
eighteen are sampled in one household. The
adolescent takes the teen survey directly, while
the adult most knowledgeable about the sam-
pled child completes the child survey (UCLA
Center for Health Policy Research 2016). By
linking across adult, teen, and child surveys,
we created a child-level dataset linked to the
parent. We hereafter refer to the parent survey
respondent as the “parent” for simplicity (73.4
percent of parents who responded to the adult
survey are mothers). CHIS is well suited for
this study because its child and teen surveys
directly ask whether the child’s mother is a
noncitizen without LPR status. We use this sta-
tus as a proxy to more accurately capture La-
tina mothers who are likely undocumented,
compared to most other surveys that cannot
disentangle LPRs from other noncitizens
(Patler et al. 2019). Prior studies using CHIS
have similarly classified undocumented immi-
grants based on respondents’ immigration sta-
tus (Bustamante et al. 2014; Ortega et al. 2007,
2018),' and prior research supports the reliabil-
ity of CHIS immigration status measures (Vi-
ana et al. 2017).

Our sample consists of citizen children
whose mothers are likely undocumented Lati-
nas or US born citizen Latinas (N = 8,184). To
capture children who are likely eligible for
safety net programs, we focus on children
whose parent has no college education and
whose family income is under 300 percent of
the Federal Poverty Level (FPL) (N = 5,278)—as
this income range captures most variation in
safety net eligibility (Schmidt et al. 2016) and a
majority of program participation questions in
CHIS. (WIC, SNAP, TANF were surveyed only
among families with income at or under 300
percent of the FPL in most years.) We then ex-

1. Latinas make up 98 percent of noncitizen mothers without LPR status in our sample. This likely minimizes
error in our measurement of undocumented status, given the evidence that the vast majority of undocumented
immigrants in the US are Latine immigrants (77.1 percent in 2017; Lopez et al. 2021).
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clude cases with missing values in study vari-
ables, such as program participation and moth-
er’s years lived in the US. Most of the missing
data in program participation stemmed from
question changes by CHIS. In 2019, CHIS began
asking WIC, SNAP, and TANF questions only to
families with incomes at or below 200 percent
of the FPL. Consequently, families with in-
comes between 200 and 300 percent of the FPL
in 2019 are coded as missing in those variables.
As a robustness check, we examine whether
findings are substantively similar when a study
sample is defined by the income threshold of
200 percent of FPL and when we drop the 2019
survey year. Missingness on the US duration
variable is attributable to data processing er-
rors® in the 2015 and 2017 CHIS child data (un-
der age twelve). To address this issue, we con-
duct sensitivity analyses by dropping the 2015
and 2017 data from primary models in both
the first and the second research questions.
We find substantively similar results in those
robustness tests.* After removing missing
cases, sample sizes vary across selected pro-
grams: 2186 (WIC), 534 (Head Start), 4,924
(TANF), 4,995 (SNAP), and 5,051 (Medicaid). We
have smaller sample sizes for WIC and Head
Start and state preschool because only chil-
dren under age six are eligible for them, while
all children under age eighteen are eligible for
SNAP, Medicaid, and TANF. In addition, only
children who received childcare for ten or
more hours a week were asked about Head
Start or state preschool enrollment. Appendix
table B.1 shows a breakdown of missingness
in our samples.

MEASURES
We use the following measures in this study.

Program Participation
For each program, participation is coded as
equal to 1 when a child is reported to have par-
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ticipated at the time of the interview (else = 0).
Figure 1 illustrates 2009-2019 program partici-
pation trends in our sample of low-income, US-
born citizens and likely undocumented Lati-
nas’ children. TANF and SNAP had relatively
stable participation rates until 2016 when rates
began to decline, although there was a slight
dip in SNAP and TANF participation rates in
2013. Medicaid participation consistently in-
creased from 2009 to 2016, followed by a de-
cline in 2017, although it became stable after-
ward. WIC participation gradually declined
over the years, including the periods after 2016.
There was more variation in Head Start and
state preschool program participation rates,
which may be partly related to their smaller
sample size. Taken together, although some
variation exists across programs, the overall
trend points to declines in program participa-
tion post-2016.

Secure Communities Removal Rates

Our treatment variable is constructed as the to-
tal number of removals under the SC program
per one thousand noncitizen residents in a
given county and year, an approach used in re-
lated research (Vargas and Pirog 2016). Given
how it is measured, the removal rate reflects
deportability and, in turn, families’ exposure
to deportation threat. Removal data come from
TRAC (n.d.), and noncitizen population esti-
mates are from the US Census Bureau. Removal
rates are merged with the CHIS sample by sur-
vey year and county of residence. Figure 2 illus-
trates removal rate trends from 2009 to 2019
across California counties, with counties show-
ing distinct patterns indicated by lines with dif-
ferent symbols or patterns. Changes in removal
rates over time may reflect several county-level
factors, such as demographic changes, proxim-
ity to the border, number of ICE officers, local
attitudes toward immigration, and the size of
the undocumented population. Ian Peacock

2.1n 2015, some noncitizen mothers were misclassified as US-born citizens in the US duration variable, primar-
ily in the child data (N = 155). In 2017, some children surveyed in the child data were not assigned valid US

duration values (N = 63).

3. Appendix table A.1 shows that families with missing values in WIC, SNAP, TANF outcomes, or duration in the
US are more likely to have income at or above 200 percent of FPL and are less likely to have children aged twelve
to seventeen, compared to those who do not have missing values in those variables. This is expected, given the

nature of missingness in those variables.
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Figure 1. Program Participation Rates over Time in the Study Sample
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Source: Authors’ calculations of program participation rates from CHIS data (UCLA Center for Health

Policy Research 2016).

Note: CHIS weights are applied. Average participation rates are plotted for each program in the full

study sample (which vary across programs).

(2025, this issue) also suggests that social influ-
ence contributes to counties’ decisions to par-
ticipate in immigration enforcement. In our
model specification, we leverage temporal vari-
ations in removal rates within counties, com-
ing from both the activation of SC and changes
in enforcement intensity.

Mother’s Immigration Status

The treated group (those impacted by removal
rates) is citizen children living in Latina mixed-
status families, defined as a family in which the
child’s mother is a likely undocumented immi-
grant (proxied as a noncitizen without LPR sta-
tus) and identifies as Latina or Hispanic. The
comparison group is citizen children whose
mothers are Latina or Hispanic US-born citi-
zens.* We use the mother’s immigration status
because mothers are disproportionally respon-
sible for caregiving and children’s well-being,
including safety net participation (Bianchi et
al. 2006; Bianchi 2011), and prior research has

also used this approach (Watson 2014; Vargas
and Pirog 2016; Ybarra et al. 2017). Moreover,
the father’s immigration status has additional
missing values (N = 817 in the full data), which
would further limit statistical power.

Moderator

For our second research question, mother’s du-
ration in the US is our moderator. It is catego-
rized as less than five years, five to fourteen
years, and fifteen or more years.

EMPIRICAL STRATEGY

To address each research question, we consider
the following two analytical approaches within
a two-way (county and year) fixed effects frame-
work.

Full Analysis (Preferred Specification)

First, as our preferred specification, we conduct
a full analysis that compares likely undocu-
mented Latinas to US-born Latinas.

4. Due to relatively smaller sample sizes of naturalized citizens and lawful permanent residents in our data, this
study focused on US-born citizens and likely undocumented populations. For example, there were about one
hundred noncitizens with LPR status in the Head Start sample.
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Figure 2. California County-Level Removal Rates over Time Under the Secure Communities Program

60

404

207

Number of removals per 1,000 noncitizens

OA
T
2009

T T T T T T
2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

Year

T T T T
2010 2011 2012 2013

Source: Authors’ calculations of removal rates from TRAC (n.d.) data.

Note: All California counties’ removal rates are plotted in this figure. Several counties are distinguished
using patterned and symbol-marked lines: Calaveras County (dash), Imperial County (triangle symbol),
Lassen County (diamond symbol), LA County (squared symbol), Mariposa County (dash-dot line), and

San Diego (short dash).

First Research Question

In our analysis of RQ1, we interact SC removal
rates with the mother’s immigration status in
a county and year fixed effects regression to es-
timate the relationship between SC removal
rates and safety net participation among eli-
gible US citizen children with a likely undocu-
mented Latina mother compared to those with
US-born Latina mothers.’ This approach fol-
lows that of Tara Watson (2014), who used a
similar design to examine the chilling effects
of deportation threat on Medicaid participa-
tion. To implement, we use a linear probability
model, which is preferable to nonlinear models
when using interaction terms (Ai and Norton
2003; Mood 2010; Angrist and Pischke 2009). We
analyze a model of the following form (equa-
tion 1):

Y, = B, + p,removals,, + 5 removals,, x mixed,
+ pmixed; + A, + a,+ A, x mixed, + a,
: r r
x mixed,+ 0,/p+ X,/ y+e

ict)

where Y,, indicates the program participation
status of child 7 in year ¢ who lives in county c,
removals,, refers to removal rates in county ¢
during year ¢, and mixed, indicates that the
child 7’s mother is likely an undocumented La-
tina (= 0 if the mother of child 7 is a US-born
Latina). The main coefficient of interest & rep-
resents the association between a one-unit
increase in removal rates (or one additional
person being removed per one thousand non-
citizens) and program participation among
children of likely undocumented Latinas over
and above the association among children of
US-born Latinas. To contextualize, this one-

5. Our model is similar to a triple-difference model with a continuous treatment variable. However, it is not fully
specified as a traditional triple-difference model, which would require the inclusion of county by year fixed ef-
fects. We intentionally omit these fixed effects because they would fully absorb the coefficient on removals,, the
association between removal rates and program participation among US-born mothers, which is one of the
primary relationships of interest in our analysis.
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unit change represents approximately 20 per-
cent of the increase in annual removal rates
from the lowest to the highest levels during the
study period.® B, captures the association be-
tween removal rates and safety net participa-
tion of children of US-born Latinas. Previous
studies suggest that while the effects of depor-
tation threat may spill over onto US citizen La-
tinas, these effects are generally smaller than
those on undocumented Latinas (Alsan and
Yang 2022; Novak et al. 2017). Therefore, we ex-
pect to find these effects, if any, to be modest.
Standard errors are clustered at the county
level to account for common shocks within a
county and serially correlated shocks over time
(findings are robust when standard errors are
clustered at the family level).

The model includes a set of fixed effects in-
cluding year fixed effects A, and year by mixed-
status family fixed effects A, x mixed, , which
accounts for statewide annual changes in pro-
gram participation among children from La-
tina mixed-status families. Additionally, we
include county fixed effects «, and county by
mixed-status family fixed effects «, x mixed,
to control for permanent county-level dif-
ferences that affect program participation
among children in Latina mixed-status fam-
ilies. We also adjust for county unemploy-
ment rates and the implementation status of
Section 287(g), captured in 6, to account for
changes in county-level economic conditions
and other immigration enforcement policies
over time. This set of fixed effects and county-
year covariates controls for potential hetero-
geneity across counties and over time that
could influence children’s safety net partici-
pation and may covary with changes in re-
moval rates.

We also adjust for family-level or child-level
characteristics X, including the responding
parent’s education (less than high school, high
school diploma, some college); marital status
(unmarried,” married, living with partner); age
(eighteen to twenty-nine, thirty to thirty-nine,
forty to forty-nine, fifty or older); family poverty
status (0-50% FPL, 50-100% of FPL, 100-150%
of FPL, 150-200% of FPL, 200%+ of FPL); num-
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ber of children in the household (one, two,
three or more); and children’s age (zero to two
years, three to five years, six to eleven years,
twelve to seventeen years). Adjusting for these
individual-level covariates improves the preci-
sion of our key estimate and helps balance any
compositional differences between the treated
and comparison groups (Olden and Mgen
2022). The assumption of our model is that, af-
ter adjusting for a set of fixed effects and county
and individual characteristics, there are no
county-specific shocks that coincide with the
SC removal rate changes and that differentially
influence safety net participation for children
of likely undocumented Latinas relative to US-
born Latinas. We conduct tests later to examine
the validity of this assumption.

Second Research Question

In our analysis of RQ2, we use equation 1 but
run three separate regressions based on likely
undocumented Latinas’ different durations of
US residency (zero to four, five to fourteen, or
fifteen or more years). As before, we consider
children of US-born Latinas as the comparison
group. In RQ2, we focus on WIC, SNAP, TANF,
and Medicaid due to the small sample size for
the Head Start and state preschool outcome
(N =534), limiting statistical power to conduct
a subgroup analysis.

Analysis for Likely Undocumented Latinas
After conducting a full analysis comparing
likely undocumented Latinas to US-born Lati-
nas, we also conduct within-group analyses for
likely undocumented Latinas in both the RQ1
and RQ2.

First Research Question
For RQ1, we analyze the following specification
(equation 2):

Y,=p,+Sremovals,+ A +a +0 /p+X/y+

ict

8ict’

where all subscripts and variables are defined
similarly as above. In this specification, we ad-
ditionally account for mother’s duration in the

6. Across all counties, the lowest removal rate is 0.85 in 2009, and the highest removal rate is 6.21 in 2011.

7. This includes never married, separated, widowed, and divorced.
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US, captured in X,. The main coefficient of in-
terest is §, which indicates the association be-
tween removal rates and program participation
of citizen children in mixed-status families.
This model serves as a robustness check for the
full model (equation 1) that examines relative
changes by mother’s immigration status, test-
ing whether similar changes in program par-
ticipation are observed among the children of
undocumented Latinas themselves.

Second Research Question

In RQ2, we investigate whether undocumented
Latina mothers differ from each other in their
children’s program participation based on du-
ration in the US. To do so, we use equation 1,
limiting the sample to undocumented Latinas
and replacing mixed, with mother’s duration in
the US, resulting in the following model speci-
fication (equation 3):

Y, = p, + p,removals,, + é removals,,
x USduration, + B,USduration, + A, + a,
+ A, x USduration, + a, x USduration,
0P H Xy e

The coefficient of interest is §, the interaction
effect, which indicates whether the association
between removal rates and children’s program
participation differs for undocumented Latinas
with five to fourteen years and fifteen or more
years, compared to those with less than five
years in the US.

SAMPLE CHARACTERISTICS BY
MOTHER’S IMMIGRATION STATUS

In table 1, we describe summary statistics for
our study sample by mother’s immigration sta-
tus.® Children of undocumented Latina moth-
ers are more likely to live in poverty (below 100
percent of the FPL), compared to children of
US-born citizen mothers (64 percent vs. 44 per-
cent, respectively). Likely due to their lower in-
come status, the program participation rate is
higher for children of undocumented mothers
than those of US citizen mothers across all pro-
grams except TANF (although Head Start par-

ticipation rates are statistically indistinguish-
able). In addition, undocumented mothers are
more likely to have less than a high school edu-
cation, to be married and living with a partner,
to have a greater number of children, and to be
in their thirties and forties. The age of the focal
child also varies by mother’s immigration sta-
tus. Furthermore, most undocumented moth-
ers have lived in the US for fifteen or more years
(51 percent) or five to fourteen years (45 per-
cent). Such compositional differences in demo-
graphic and economic characteristics between
children of undocumented mothers and their
counterparts suggest the importance of adjust-
ing for these covariates in the model. In appen-
dix table A.2, we also present sample character-
istics by both mother’s duration in the US and
immigration status.

ASSOCIATION BETWEEN

REMOVAL RATES AND SAFETY

NET PARTICIPATION (RQ1)

Table 2 presents the association between re-
moval rates and citizen children’s safety net
participation among mixed-status families,
based on our preferred specification. Full re-
sults, including controls, are available in ap-
pendix table A.3. The coefficient on Removal
rate x Undocumented Latina indicates that a
marginal increase in removal rates is asso-
ciated with a 7-percentage-point greater re-
duction in Head Start or state preschool par-
ticipation among children of undocumented
mothers, relative to children of US citizen
mothers. This difference is equivalent to a 22
percent reduction in participation rate based
on the mean of 0.32. However, while the direc-
tion of this estimate aligns with our expecta-
tion, we interpret this result with caution, given
that our estimate does not meet the conven-
tional threshold for statistical significance (p <
0.05). Also, in line with our expectation, we find
no evidence of an association between removal
rates and Head Start or state preschool pro-
gram participation among US-born Latinas’
children (see Removal rate row in table 2), pro-
viding evidence that the reduction among

8. To generate table 1, we used the sample limited to families without missing values in SNAP participation
status. Appendix table A.5 presents sample characteristics of families without missing values in the Head Start
and state preschool program outcome (as noted earlier, sample sizes differ by program type).
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Table 1. Sample Characteristics by Mother's Immigration Status

US-Born Citizen  Undocumented

(55.22%) (44.78%) Full Sample
Percent / Mean Percent / Mean Percent / Mean
(SD) (SD) (SD) Significance
County removal rate 3.52 (3.33) 3.30 (2.63) 3.42 (3.11)
Received WIC 55.54 69.29 61.1 rxk
Attended Head Start or state 30.64 31.55 30.92
preschool program
Received TANF 22.22 15.80 19.27 *x
Received SNAP 36.32 45.48 40.42 *x
Received Medicaid 69.13 84.99 76.23 e
Number of children in **
household
1 21.85 14.41 18.52
2 32.1 32.35 32.21
3+ 46.05 53.24 49.27
Focal child’s age ek
0-2 24.79 15.98 20.84
3-5 20.84 22.15 21.43
6-11 32.22 30.68 31.53
12-17 22.15 31.19 26.2
Parent’s marital status il
Not married 40.79 30.16 36.03
Married 40.15 45.88 42.72
Living with partner 19.07 23.96 21.26
Parent’s age il
18-29 37.71 14.6 27.36
30-39 36.46 48.22 41.73
40-49 17.29 30.66 23.27
50+ 8.54 6.52 7.63
Parent’s education attainment Fkk
Below high school 22.13 68.04 42.68
High school degree 41.6 25.22 34.27
Some college 36.27 6.74 23.05
Poverty status (percent of FPL) HEX
0-50 19.34 22.83 20.90
50-100 24.46 41.18 31.95
100-150 20.84 21.29 21.04
150-200 16.44 10.18 13.64
200+ 18.92 4.53 12.47
Mother’s duration in the US bl
<5 years - 4.66 2.08
5-14 years - 44.68 20.00
15+ years - 50.67 22.69
Born in the US 100 — 55.23
County implemented 287(g) 31.61 35.04 33.15
County unemployment rate 8.65 (3.21) 8.60 (3.27) 8.63 (3.26)
N 2,409 2,586 4,995

Source: Authors’ calculations of CHIS data (UCLA Center for Health Policy Research 2016).

Note: This table is generated among respondents who have non-missing values in SNAP outcome (N = 4,995).
Thus, in this table, the sample size is 4,995 for all variables except for WIC (N = 2,190), Head Start/state
preschool (N = 526), and TANF (N = 4,925) receipt status, as there are additional missing cases in other out-
comes. Significance column shows the statistical significance of differences between US-born citizens and
undocumented mothers.

*p<.1;*p<.05 * p<.01;,*** p <.001
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Table 2. Full Analysis: Association Between Removal Rates and Safety Net Participation (RQ1)

Head

WIC Start TANF SNAP Medicaid
Removal rate 0.02* 0.02 -0.01 0.01 -0.00

(0.01) (0.02) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Removal rate x Undocumented Latina -0.02 -0.07* 0.00 -0.01 0.01

(0.02) (0.04) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Mean of outcome in treated group 0.69 0.32 0.16 0.45 0.85
N 2,186 534 4,924 4,995 5,051

Source: Authors’ calculations of CHIS data (UCLA Center for Health Policy Research 2016).
Note: CHIS weights are applied. Only the key coefficients are presented, but all models control for par-

ent’s education attainment, marital status, age, household poverty status, number of children in the

household, child age, county unemployment rate, 287(g) implementation status, year fixed effects, year

by mixed-status family fixed effects, county fixed effects, and county by mixed-status family fixed

effects.
t*p<d;,*p<.05 *p<.01;*** p<.001

mixed-status families was not likely influenced
by broader factors that discourage involvement
in Head Start or state preschool. Regarding
other programs, we did not observe significant
reductions in participation among children of
likely undocumented Latinas relative to those
of US-born Latinas (see Removal rate x Undocu-
mented Latina), nor among the children of US-
born Latinas (see Removal rate), except in the
case of WIC, where we unexpectedly find a
small but marginally significant positive asso-
ciation.

Subsequently, we conducted the within-
group analysis for likely undocumented Lati-
nas, controlling for mothers’ durations in the
US (equation 2); table 3 illustrates the findings.

Results are similar to what we find in table 2—a
one-unit increase in SC removal rates is mar-
ginally significantly (p < 0.1) associated with a
reduction in Head Start or state preschool pro-
gram participation among children of likely
undocumented Latinas by 7 percentage points.
In addition, we continue to find null relation-
ships between SC removal rates and participa-
tion in other programs among undocumented
Latinas’ children.

THE ROLE OF MOTHER'S

DURATION IN THE US (RQ2)

Next, based on our preferred specification, we
ran separate regressions for each subgroup of
undocumented Latinas based on their duration

Table 3. Association Between Removal Rates and Safety Net Participation Among Likely

Undocumented Latinas (RQ1)

WIC Head Start TANF SNAP Medicaid
Removal rate 0.00 -0.07* -0.01 0.00 0.01

(0.01) (0.04) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
N 1,106 181 2,585 2,585 2,590

Source: Authors’ calculations of CHIS data (UCLA Center for Health Policy Research 2016).
Note: CHIS weights are applied. Only the key coefficients are presented, but all models control for

mother’s duration in the US, parent’s education attainment, marital status, age, household poverty sta-

tus, number of children in the household, child age, county unemployment rate, 287(g) implementation

status, year fixed effects, and county fixed effects.
*p<.d;*p<.05 % p<.01;,** p<.001
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in the US (less than five years, five to fourteen
years, and fifteen or more years), comparing
each group to children of US-born Latinas. As
reflected in table 4, we found evidence that
there are greater reductions in citizen chil-
dren’s program participation when likely un-
documented mothers lived in the US for less
than five years. In panel 1, the coefficient on
Removal rate x Undocumented Latina shows that
a one-unit increase in removal rates led to an
8-percentage-point decrease (a 12 percent re-
duction based on the mean) in WIC participa-
tion among children of undocumented moth-
ers with less than five years relative to US-born
Latinas. On the other hand, for those with lon-
ger durations, there were no reductions in chil-
dren’s WIC enrollment compared to US-born
mothers. Similarly, as indicated in panel 2 and
panel 4, a marginal increase in removal rates
differentially reduced children’s TANF and
Medicaid participation among mothers with
less than five years in the US relative to US-
born mothers by 4 percentage points (a 40 per-
cent reduction based on the mean) and 6 per-
centage points (a 7 percent reduction based on
the mean), respectively. In contrast, such de-
creases were not observed among mothers
with longer durations in the US.? Also, though
the patterns are somewhat similar, we do not
observe statistically significant greater reduc-
tions in SNAP participation among mothers
with less than five years in the US compared to
US-born mothers.

To better illustrate our findings, we plotted
predicted participation rates at different re-
moval rates by the mother’s immigration status
and durations in the US, using the regression
coefficients for each program presented in ta-
ble 4 (see figure 3). For brevity, we only present
graphs for the subgroup model of mothers with
less than five years, which corresponds to re-
gression coefficients shown in column 1. Figure

3 shows that predicted participation rates de-
crease—as removal rates increase—for chil-
dren of recently arrived likely undocumented
Latinas, relative to children of US-born Latinas.
It is notable that, at heightened removal rates,
children’s WIC and Medicaid participation
rates among recently arrived Latinas drop be-
low the participation rates among children of
US-born Latinas, though the confidence inter-
vals for those estimates overlap. Taken to-
gether, these subgroup analyses provide evi-
dence that longer settlement durations may
serve as a protective factor in children’s safety
net participation.

Next, we present within-group analysis
(equation 3) to investigate whether undocu-
mented Latina mothers differ from each other
in children’s program participation based on
US settlement durations. Table 5 indicates
that a marginal increase in SC removal rates
is negatively associated with children’s TANF
and Medicaid participation among likely un-
documented Latina mothers with less than
five years in the US by 6 percentage points and
5 percentage points, respectively. See the coef-
ficient on the Removal rate row in table 5. On
the other hand, the coefficients on Removal
rate x 5-14 years and Removal rate x 15+ years
show that longer-settled Latina mothers are
not subject to such reductions in children’s
TANF and Medicaid participation, as these co-
efficients nearly or completely offset the nega-
tive coefficient on Removal rate. Similarly, fig-
ure 4, which displays predicted participation
rates at varying removal rates by mothers’ du-
ration in the US based on the estimates shown
in table 5, illustrates that children of mothers
with zero to four years in the US seem to be
most vulnerable to increases in removal rates
in TANF and Medicaid participation. In con-
trast, for WIC and SNAP participation, we do
not observe significant differences in partici-

9. We unexpectedly observe a marginally significant positive coefficient of 0.03 on Removal rate x Undocu-
mented Latina in column 3, panel 4 of table 4, indicating that removal rates increase Medicaid participation
of children among likely undocumented mothers with fifteen or more years in the US compared to US-born
mothers. Although the underlying reason is unclear, one possible explanation is that higher removal rates may
prompt long-settled undocumented women to apply for Medicaid to offset income losses. This may occur
because fathers, who are more likely to be employed, could be disproportionately affected by higher removal
rates. However, the magnitude is small, representing only 3.6 percent of the mean of the fifteen or more years

group.
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Table 4. Full Analysis: The Role of Mother’s Duration in the US in the Association Between Removal
Rates and Safety Net Participation (RQ2)

5-14 Years
(Versus US-Born)

15+ Years
(Versus US-Born)

<5 Years
(Versus US-Born)

Panel 1. WIC participation

Removal rate 0.02 0.02* 0.02
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Removal rate x Undocumented -0.08* -0.02 -0.05
Latina (0.04) (0.02) (0.03)
Mean of outcome among the treated 0.66 0.73 0.62
N 1,144 1,788 1,403
Panel 2. TANF participation
Removal rate -0.01 -0.01 -0.01
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Removal rate x Undocumented -0.04* 0.01 -0.00
Latina (0.02) (0.01) (0.02)
Mean of outcome among the treated 0.10 0.16 0.16
N 2,439 3,554 3,603
Panel 3. SNAP participation
Removal rate 0.01 0.01 0.01
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Removal rate x Undocumented -0.03 -0.01 -0.01
Latina (0.02) (0.01) (0.02)
Mean of outcome among the treated 0.27 0.49 0.44
N 2,511 3,625 3,675
Panel 4. Medicaid participation
Removal rate -0.00 -0.00 -0.00
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Removal rate x Undocumented -0.06*** 0.01 0.03*
Latina (0.01) (0.02) (0.02)
Mean of outcome among the treated 0.81 0.87 0.84
N 2,562 3,677 3,730

Source: Authors’ calculations of CHIS data (UCLA Center for Health Policy Research 2016).

Notes: CHIS weights are applied. Each column in each panel indicates a different subgroup model.
Only key coefficients of interests are displayed, but all models control for parent’s education attain-
ment, marital status, age, household poverty status, number of children in the household, child age,
county unemployment rate, 287(g) implementation status, year fixed effects, year by mixed-status
family fixed effects, county fixed effects, and county by mixed-status family fixed effects.
*p<.1;*p<.05 * p<.01;*** p<.001

pation rates based on mothers’ duration in
the US.

FALSIFICATION AND
ROBUSTNESS TESTS
Using our preferred specification (that is, full
analysis comparing likely undocumented
mothers to US-born mothers), we conducted

several falsification tests to examine whether
there is any evidence of county-year confound-
ing factors driving our findings on the associa-
tion between SC removal rates and children’s
safety net participation. As we observed prelim-
inary evidence (p < .1) of a reduction in Head
Start and state preschool participation in the
full sample, we conducted our tests using this
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Figure 3. Predicted Program Participation Rates by SC Removal Rates for Likely Undocumented
Latinas with Less than Five Years in the United States and US-Born Latinas
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Source: Authors’ calculation of CHIS data (UCLA Center for Health Policy Research 2016).

Note: We used the margins command in STATA to calculate the predicted program participation rates.
The vertical line indicates 95 percent confidence intervals. The predicted TANF participation rates at
the removal rate of three to five should be interpreted with caution since they are below zero, although
their confidence intervals overlap with zero. Overall, the decreasing trends of participation rates for all
programs provide evidence of reductions in children’s program participation among likely undocu-

mented mothers with less than five years in the US.

outcome. First, we considered whether lead-in
removal rates (measured one year after the pro-
gram participation year) are differentially re-
lated to the program participation among chil-
dren of undocumented Latinas, relative to their
counterparts with US-born Latina mothers.
The lead removal rate can be spuriously corre-
lated with program participation of children of
undocumented mothers if the results are gen-
erated by unobserved county-year confounding
factors that covary with changes in removal
rates and program participation. Illustrated in
column 1 in table 6, we found that the interac-

tion effect between the lead removal rate and
mother’s immigration status lacks statistical
significance and is opposite in direction (coef-
ficient = 0.02). Second, we examined a placebo
sample (children of White US-born citizen
mothers) who are unlikely to be affected by SC
removal rates. As indicated in column 2 of ta-
ble 6, we found no evidence of an association
between removal rates and Head Start or state
preschool participation in the placebo group
(coefficient = 0.02), adding confidence to our
results. Moreover, we tested if the removal rate
is differentially related to demographic charac-
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Table 5. The Role of Mother’s Duration in the US in the Association Between Removal Rates and Safety
Net Participation Among Likely Undocumented Latinas (RQ2)

wWIC TANF SNAP Medicaid
Removal rate 0.00 -0.06*** 0.01 -0.05%**
(0.04) (0.01) (0.03) (0.01)
Removal rate x 5-14 years (reference: <5 years) 0.00 0.06** -0.00 0.06%**
(0.04) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02)
Removal rate x 15+ years (reference: <5 years) -0.02 0.05** -0.01 0.08***
(0.04) (0.02) (0.04) (0.02)
N 1,106 2,585 2,585 2,590

Source: Authors' calculations of CHIS data (UCLA Center for Health Policy Research 2016).
Note: CHIS weights are applied. Only the key coefficients are presented, but all models control for
mother’s duration in the US, parent’s education attainment, marital status, age, household poverty sta-

tus, number of children in the household, child age, county unemployment rate, 287(g) implementation
status, year fixed effects, year by duration in the US fixed effects, county fixed effects, and county by

duration in the US fixed effects.
t*p<d;,*p<.05 *p<.01;*** p<.001

teristics among undocumented Latina moth-
ers compared to US-born mothers. The ab-
sence of correlation between removal rates and
observable characteristics that are relevant to
program participation would alleviate our con-
cerns about the potential endogenous correla-
tion between removal rates and the child’s pro-
gram participation (Watson 2014). As indicated
in table 7, there are no significant associations
for most variables. Taken together, these analy-
ses suggest that our model specification may
reduce bias in the association between SC re-
moval rates and Head Start and state preschool
enrollment for children of likely undocu-
mented Latinas.

As discussed earlier, we also conducted sev-
eral robustness tests (see table 6). The magni-
tude of reduction in the Head Start and state
preschool program participation is similar
(with some reduced precision) when the 2015
and 2017 survey years are removed (column 3),
when the 2019 survey year is removed (column
4), and when the sample is limited to families
with income below 200 percent of the FPL (col-

umn 5). These results allay concern about miss-
ing data in outcome and US duration variables.
In addition, we analyzed whether our primary
findings are driven by small counties by remov-
ing the twenty counties with the smallest pop-
ulations in California.” The findings are un-
changed with this adjustment (column 6).
Moreover, we used an alternative removal rate
measure based on monthly SC removal rates in
the two months prior to the survey month and
year. Monthly removals capture more recent
shocks, while our primary measure—total re-
movals across all months—reflects overall ex-
posure to deportation threats. Because of this,
the effect size may be larger when using the
monthly removal rate. On the contrary, preci-
sion could decrease as there is more variability
in monthly removal rates and it is difficult to
generalize or predict which month’s removal
rates influence a mother’s decision to enroll
her child in a program. Expectedly, according
to column 7, we found a much larger, but im-
precise, coefficient (coefficient = -0.36) with
the monthly removal rate." Lastly, we checked

10. They include Alpine, Sierra, Modoc, Trinity, Mono, Mariposa, Inyo, Plumas, Colusa, Del Norte, Glenn, Lassen,
Amador, Siskiyou, Calaveras, Tuolumne, San Benito, Tehama, Lake, and Yuba.

11. We also used the total removals over the three-month and six-month periods leading up to and including the
survey month and year. Using these measures, we find substantively similar results in both RQ1and RQ2, except
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Figure 4. Predicted Program Participation Rates by SC Removal Rates for Likely Undocumented
Latinas with Different Durations in the United States
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Source: Authors’ calculation of CHIS data (UCLA Center for Health Policy Research 2016).

Note: We used the margins command in STATA to calculate the predicted program participation rates.
The vertical line indicates 95 percent confidence intervals. The predicted TANF participation rates at
the removal rate of three to five should be interpreted with caution since they are below zero, although
those estimates lack statistical significance. The predicted means of children’s program participation
rates among undocumented mothers with less than five years in the US differ between figure 3 and
figure 4. This discrepancy arises from using different samples: US-born mothers and undocumented
mothers with less than five years in the US versus only undocumented mothers comprising different
groups of US durations. These differences result in different coefficients for all variables and, therefore,
differences in predicted means. However, the confidence intervals of predicted means for the less than
five years group at a given removal rate overlap between the two figures, indicating that they are not
statistically distinguishable.

whether our findings are robust to excluding could be a seasonality effect on participation
July and August. To the extent that the local in these programs, while such an effect is un-
Head Start and state preschool programs do likely for the other programs we examine. We
not operate during the summer months, there  find qualitatively similar results (see appendix

in our RQ2 analysis of WIC participation, for which the findings are somewhat sensitive to the specific measures
used. This sensitivity may partly stem from the relatively smaller sample sizes of undocumented Latinas with
fewer than five years in the US in WIC analyses, compared to their sample sizes in analyses of other programs.
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Table 6. Falsification and Robustness Tests for the Head Start and State Preschool Program Participation (RQ1)

Lead White No No <200% No Monthly

Removal US-Born 2015/2017 2019 FPL Small  Removal
Removal rate x Undocumented Latina ~ 0.02 0.02 -0.07 -0.06 -0.07* -0.07* -0.36
(0.05) (0.01) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.29)
N 534 416 481 487 457 507 534

Source: Authors’ calculations of CHIS data (UCLA Center for Health Policy Research 2016).

Note: Each column is a separate regression. The monthly removal rate is merged with the CHIS sample by two
months prior to the survey month/year. CHIS weights are applied. Only the key coefficient on the interaction
term between removal rate measure and mother’'s immigration status is displayed. All models control for par-
ent’s education attainment, marital status, age, household poverty status, number of children in the household,
child age, county unemployment rate, 287(g) implementation status, year fixed effects, year by mixed-status
family fixed effects, county fixed effects, and county by mixed-status family fixed effects.
*p<.1;*p<.05 % p<.01;*** p<.001

Table 7. Test of Correlation Between Removal Rates and Family Characteristics

Removal Rate x
Undocumented Latina

High school degree or below (reference: some college) 0.00
(0.02)
Married (reference: not married or living with partner) 0.04
(0.05)
3 or more children in household (reference: 1 or 2) -0.08*
(0.04)
Focal child 3-5 years old (reference: 0-2 years old) 0.06
(0.05)
Adult age 0.04
(0.71)
Employed (reference: not employed) -0.01
(0.05)
<100% of FPL -0.03
(0.04)

Source: Authors’ calculation of CHIS data (UCLA Center for Health Policy Research 2016).
Note: Each row indicates a different model. We used the same equation indicated in the
empirical strategy section and replaced the program participation outcome with the co-
variates listed in the first column. All regression models control for year fixed effects, year
by mixed-status family fixed effects, county fixed effects, and county by mixed-status
family fixed effects, but do not control for child and family characteristics. Only the main
coefficient on the interaction between Removal rate x Undocumented Latina mothers is
shown in the table. N = 534.

t*p<d;,*p<.05 *p<.01;*** p<.001
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table A.6), with increased precision and larger
effect sizes (from -0.07 to —0.11), suggesting
that seasonality is not spuriously driving the
reduction in the Head Start and state preschool
participation.

Similarly, we conducted the above robust-
ness tests for our findings in RQ2. Overall, the
results point toward the same conclusions—
despite small differences in coefficient magni-
tudes and precision. Children of likely undocu-
mented Latinas with less than five years in the
US experience greater reductions in participa-
tion rates across various programs compared
to children of US-born Latinas, while children
of undocumented Latinas with longer dura-
tions show no differences in program participa-
tion relative to their US-born counterparts. Re-
sults are presented in table 8.

DISCUSSION
In this study, we found evidence that higher SC
removal rates are associated with modest to
large reductions in children’s TANF, Medicaid,
and WIC participation among likely undocu-
mented mothers with less than five years of US
residency relative to US-born Latinas. Such re-
ductions were not observed among likely un-
documented mothers with longer US dura-
tions. When undocumented mothers were
compared to each other based on their dura-
tion in the US, we continued to find larger re-
ductions in rates of TANF and Medicaid receipt
among children of recently arrived mothers.
These results could reflect that undocumented
parents who have spent more time in the US
are more familiar with the US safety net and
immigration enforcement policies, leading to
selective engagement with the state rather than
completely eschewing enrollment (Asad 2023).
These findings are of concern given that
children from mixed-status families are more
likely to live in poverty, as shown in table 1, and
thus may have greater need for safety net ben-
efits, which aim to mitigate economic hard-
ships and promote the health and well-being
of socioeconomically disadvantaged families
and children. Indeed, research suggests that
participating in these programs has such ef-
fects. Research from the Head Start Impact
Study, the nationwide randomized controlled
trial of the Head Start program, demonstrates

that Spanish-speaking dual language learners
were one of the subgroups that consistently ex-
perienced larger gains from Head Start partici-
pation (Lee et al. 2021). Early exposure to Med-
icaid positively affects health in later childhood,
as well as education and adult earnings (Currie
et al. 2008; Brown et al. 2015). Studies also find
that WIC participation is associated with im-
proved birth outcomes and better developmen-
tal outcomes in the first two years of life (Ven-
kataramani et al. 2022; Guan et al. 2021). SNAP
is positively associated with child health, cogni-
tive development and attention skills, and bet-
ter health and economic outcomes in adult-
hood (East 2020; Hong and Henly 2020; Hoynes
et al. 2016). While the TANF program is small
compared to the caseload sizes of our other se-
lected programs, participants are often con-
nected to other important resources during
TANF participation, such as SNAP, childcare,
and Supplemental Security Income (Zedlewski
2012; Wamhoff and Wiseman 2006). Based on
these studies, our findings suggest that future
work should examine whether elevated depor-
tation threat negatively affects the health and
well-being of citizen children in mixed-status
families, especially those with more recently ar-
rived parents.

We find preliminary but not definitive evi-
dence that SC removal rates may influence
Head Start or state preschool program enroll-
ment, consistent with research by Robert San-
tillano and colleagues (2020). On the other
hand, we did not find reductions in WIC, SNAP,
Medicaid, or TANF participation among overall
Latine mixed-status families. This may be be-
cause parents view the Head Start or state pre-
school services as supplementary to their
child’s and family’s well-being, while programs
like SNAP, WIC, Medicaid, and TANF are per-
ceived as essential for basic needs. Hence, un-
der heightened deportation threat, parents
may be less willing to risk exposure by enroll-
ing their child in ECE programs, as it requires
ongoing parental involvement. In addition,
California’s supportive policy climate for im-
migrants may act as a protective factor, reduc-
ing the potential for reduced participation
among mixed-status families. This may explain
why we did not find an association between SC
removal rates and participation in SNAP, WIC,
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Table 8. Robustness Checks for RQ2

<5 Years

(Versus US-Born)

5-14 Years
(Versus US-Born)

15+ Years
(Versus US-Born)

Removal Rate x Undocumented Latina

Panel 1. WIC participation
No 2015/2017

No 2019
<200% of FPL
No small counties

Monthly removal

Panel 2. TANF participation
No 2015/2017

No 2019
<200% of FPL
No small counties

Monthly removal

Panel 3. SNAP participation
No 2015/2017

No 2019
<200% of FPL
No small counties

Monthly removal

Panel 4. Medicaid participation
No 2015/2017

No 2019
<200% of FPL
No small counties

Monthly removal

-0.08*
(0.04)
-0.07*
(0.04)
-0.08*
(0.04)
-0.08*
(0.04)
-0.49
(0.44)

-0.04*
(0.02)
-0.04*
(0.02)
-0.02
(0.02)
-0.04*
(0.02)
-0.34*
(0.15)

-0.02
(0.02)
-0.02
(0.02)
-0.03
(0.03)
-0.03
(0.02)
-0.13
(0.22)

-0.05***
(0.01)
-0.06%**
(0.01)
-0.05***
(0.01)
_0-06***
(0.01)
-0.33*
(0.14)

-0.02
(0.02)
-0.02
(0.02)
-0.02
(0.02)
-0.02
(0.02)
0.03
(0.20)

0.01
(0.01)
0.01
(0.01)
0.01
(0.01)
0.01
(0.01)
-0.08
(0.08)

0.00
(0.01)
-0.01
(0.01)
-0.01
(0.01)
-0.01
(0.01)
-0.22*
(0.09)

0.01
(0.02)
0.00
(0.02)
0.01
(0.02)
0.01
(0.02)
0.03
(0.11)

-0.05
(0.03)
-0.05
(0.03)
-0.05
(0.03)
-0.05
(0.03)
-0.20
(0.24)

-0.01
(0.02)
0.00
(0.02)
0.00
(0.02)
-0.01
(0.02)
-0.02
(0.11)

-0.01
(0.02)
-0.01
(0.02)
-0.01
(0.02)
-0.02
(0.02)
-0.06
(0.13)

0.04*
(0.02)
0.03
(0.02)
0.03*
(0.02)
0.03
(0.02)
0.19
(0.17)

Source: Authors’ calculation of CHIS data (UCLA Center for Health Policy Research 2016).

Note: CHIS weights are applied. Each column in each panel indicates a different subgroup model, and each
row is a different robustness check for a given outcome. Only the key coefficient—Removal rate x Undocu-
mented Latina—is displayed in this table, but all models control for parent’s education attainment, marital sta-
tus, age, household poverty status, number of children in the household, child age, county unemployment
rate, 287(g) implementation status, year fixed effects, year by mixed-status family fixed effects, county fixed
effects, and county by mixed-status family fixed effects.
*p<1;*p<.05 * p<.01;,*** p<.001
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Medicaid, and TANF among children of undoc-
umented or US-born Latinas in the full sample,
while other studies at the national level have
documented chilling effects on these programs
among mixed-status families and Latine citi-
zens (Alsan and Yang 2022; Vargas and Pirog
2016; Pedraza and Zhu 2015).

Our analyses by mothers’ duration in the US
add nuance to these findings. Here, we found
that SC removal rates are negatively associated
with the child’s participation in WIC, Medicaid,
and TANF programs among recently arrived un-
documented Latinas relative to US-born Lati-
nas, while children whose mothers have longer
durations of US residency did not differ mean-
ingfully from children of US-born mothers.
When undocumented Latinas were compared
to each other, unlike longer-settled undocu-
mented Latinas, children of undocumented La-
tinas with less than five years of residency ex-
perienced reductions in TANF and Medicaid
participation—again suggesting that recently
arrived mothers may experience particular vul-
nerabilities to changes in removal rates. These
findings may reflect that the breadth and scope
of social networks change over time, a key fac-
tor in knowledge growth and information ac-
cess. Interfacing with government through
schools, policing, and medical systems over
time, parents may also experience increased fa-
miliarity and develop improved skills in navi-
gating threat within the bureaucratic face of
the state (Marrow 2009). Such accumulated ex-
perience and learning may explain seemingly
small or no associations between SC removal
rates and safety net receipt among children of
undocumented mothers with longer residency
in the US.

However, the results vary by program. For
WIC, we found no decline among children of
recently arrived mothers themselves or among
longer-settled mothers. Combining this find-
ing with results from the full analysis compar-
ing recently arrived mothers to US-born moth-
ers, we conclude that, although recently arrived
mothers may be more negatively affected by re-
moval rates compared to US-born mothers, the
difference is not large enough to suggest a re-

THE US DEPORTATION SYSTEM AND ITS AFTERMATH

duction in WIC enrollment among their chil-
dren in absolute terms. That might be because
WIC is one of the few safety net programs ac-
cessible to all undocumented immigrants with
children; in fact, the children of noncitizen par-
ents participate in WIC at higher rates and for
longer durations than the children of citizen
parents. It is also common for WIC to be ad-
ministered through nonprofit clinics and pub-
lic health programs, which may be perceived as
less threatening to mixed-status families (Bitler
et al. 2021). For SNAP, the reason is less clear.
One possible explanation is that California’s
CalFresh portal, the state’s SNAP application
system, allows a fully remote application and
phone interview process, potentially reducing
exposure to government agencies and mitigat-
ing fears.” However, since similar remote ac-
cess options are available in other programs,
such as Medicaid, further research is necessary
on this topic. Future research would also ben-
efit from investigating which factors—such as
identity verification models, documentation
requirements, or recertification intervals—
help alleviate or increase fears and the chilling
effects of deportation threats.

There are several limitations to this study.
While our findings provide evidence of reduced
program participation as removal rates in-
crease, there may be alternative explanations.
For instance, if high SC removal rates prompted
undocumented Latinas to relocate to a differ-
ent local area within California, they may have
experienced difficulty finding new Head Start
or state preschool programs with available
space or services appropriate for their family
situations and needs. If so, this disruption
could lead to children dropping out of the
Head Start and state preschool program, while
such a possibility is unlikely for other pro-
grams. Second, although SC removal rates di-
rectly measure deportability under the SC pro-
gram, they may not fully capture the broader
effect of fear from apprehensions, which occur
before the actual deportation or removal takes
place. Future research could consider using
county-level apprehension data to examine
whether results change or remain similar to

12. See https://www.ca.gov/departments/178/services/60/.
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our study. In addition, although we captured
likely undocumented mothers more accurately
than other research by leveraging the LPR sta-
tus of noncitizens, there could still be measure-
ment error. For example, noncitizens can still
be documented if they are visa holders. More-
over, although we provide suggestive evidence
that our analytical strategy may reduce bias in
the association between SC removal rates and
children’s safety net receipt, future research
should employ a strategy that allows for esti-
mating a plausibly causal effect of deportation
threat—such as the staggered adoption of SC
across regions—to assess whether the effect on
program participation varies by mothers’ dura-
tion in the US. Finally, due to data limitations,"
it was beyond this study’s scope to comprehen-
sively analyze whether reductions in program
participation vary across time periods with dif-
ferent political, economic, and public health
characteristics (for example, by presidential ad-
ministrations). However, preliminary analyses
of the associations between removal rates and
SNAP, Medicaid, and TANF receipt status by the

Obama and Trump administrations suggest
similar relationships between those periods, as
shown in appendix table A.4.

Overall, this study extends our understand-
ing of how immigration enforcement relates to
safety net participation by suggesting that rou-
tine, localized deportation threat, measured
through the intensity of removal rates under
the SC program, is associated with reductions
in enrollment in some public benefit programs,
even in a state with inclusive immigrant poli-
cies. Bridging the literatures on immigrant set-
tlement duration with system avoidance, this
study also highlights that citizen children of
recently arrived undocumented mothers may
be disproportionately influenced by increases
in deportation threat. Our findings suggest that
policymakers aiming to improve take-up
among children in mixed-status households
consider proactive and targeted outreach, mul-
tilingual program navigation assistance, and
culturally competent public service infrastruc-
ture that explicitly address the needs of re-
cently arrived mixed-status families.

13. For WIC and Head Start or state preschool outcomes, we lacked statistical power to examine differential
chilling effects across different time periods, which prevented us from conducting an analysis that incorporates

all of our outcomes.
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APPENDIX A

Table A.1. Demographic Characteristics of Survey Respondents with and Without Missing Values in
WIC, SNAP, TANF Receipt Status and Durations in the United States

Not missing (91.39%) Missing (8.61%) Significance
Percent / Mean (SD) Percent / Mean (SD)

Number of children in household

1 18.19 16.44
2 32.43 29.29
3+ 49.37 54.27
Focal child’s age il
0-2 20.67 20.54
3-5 21.23 27.4
6-11 31.27 44.43
12-17 26.84 7.63
Parent’s marital status
Not married 35.87 33.2
Married 42.91 46.39
Living with partner 21.22 20.41
Parent’s age *
18-29 27.1 22.75
30-39 41.41 52.33
40-49 23.74 19.33
50+ 7.74 5.59
Parent’s education attainment *
Below high school 43.11 46.8
High school degree 33.92 37.74
Some college 22.97 15.46
Poverty status *
0-50% of FPL 20.7 26.41
50-100% of FPL 32.23 31.88
100-150% of FPL 21.26 14.42
150-200% of FPL 13.54 10.93
200%+ of FPL 12.27 16.35
N 4,928 350

Source: Authors’ calculation of CHIS data.

Note: This table is generated among children of US-born and likely undocumented Latinas who do not
have a college degree and have family income below 300 percent of FPL (N = 5,278). The “missing”
group includes cases that have missing values in any of the following variables: WIC receipt, TANF re-
ceipt, SNAP receipt, and years lived in the US. Missing values in the Head Start/state preschool pro-
gram outcome are not included in the missing group, because of the different nature of its missing-
ness. Most of the missing values in the Head Start/state preschool program variable consist of families
who use childcare fewer than ten hours per week as this question is only asked to those with regular
childcare. Significance column shows the statistical significance of the difference between the two
groups, using chi-square tests.

*p<1*p<.05 * p<.01;** p<.001
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Table A.2. Sample Characteristics by Mother's Immigration Status and Duration in the United States

Undocumented Undocumented

Undocumented Latina, Latina,
Latina, <5 Years 5-14 Years 15+ Years US-born Latina
Percent / Percent / Percent / Percent / Mean
Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD) (SD) Significance

County removal rate 3.95 (2.55) 3.59 (2.79) 2.98 (2.45) 3.52 (3.33) **
Received WIC 65.73 73.19 61.87 55.54 w*
Received TANF 9.86 15.91 16.25 22.22 *
Received SNAP 27.18 48.53 44.47 36.32 **
Received Medicaid 80.84 86.49 84.05 69.13 fad
Number of children in household

1 26.26 10.68 16.62 21.85

2 28.73 34.27 30.99 32.1

3+ 45.01 55.06 52.39 46.05
Focal child’s age ok

0-2 33.98 21.82 9.17 24.79

3-5 22.26 32.19 13.29 20.84

6-11 12.59 32.5 30.74 32.22

12-17 31.17 13.49 46.8 22.15
Parent’s marital status Fhx

Not married 48.54 28.47 29.96 40.79

Married 45,51 45.18 46.54 40.15

Living with partner 5.95 26.35 23.51 19.07
Parent’s age erk

18-29 28.46 24.85 4.3 37.71

30-39 48.39 52.38 44,53 36.46

40-49 12.79 17.87 43.58 17.29

50+ 10.36 4.9 7.59 8.54
Parent’s education attainment kx

Below high school 53.49 68.24 69.19 22.13

High school degree 34.24 24.98 24.61 41.6

Some college 12.27 6.77 6.2 36.27
Poverty status il

0-50% of FPL 20.09 22.43 23.43 19.34

50-100% of FPL 51.97 40.64 40.66 24.47

100-150% of FPL 13.63 21.14 22.12 20.84

150-200% of FPL 13.00 11.54 8.72 16.44

200%+ of FPL 1.30 4.24 5.07 18.92
County implemented 287(g) 28.08 37.27 33.71 31.61
County unemployment rate 8.18 (3.46) 9.24 (3.25) 8.07 (3.16) 8.65 (3.21) ol
N 103 1,217 1,266 2,409

Source: Authors' calculation of CHIS data.

Note: This table is generated among respondents who have non-missing values in SNAP outcome (N = 4,995).
Thus, in this table, the sample size is 4,995 for all variables except for WIC (N = 2,190), Head Start/state pre-
school (N = 526), and TANF (N = 4,925) receipt status, as there are additional missing cases in other outcomes.
Significance column shows the statistical significance of the difference between the four groups. We used chi-
square tests for categorical variables and one-way ANOVA for continuous variables.
*p<.d*p<.05 * p<.01,***p<.001
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Table A.3. Regression Results from the Full Analysis of the Association Between Removal Rates and Safety Net

Participation (RQ1)

Head
wIC Start TANF SNAP  Medicaid
Removal rate 0.02* 0.02 -0.01 0.01 -0.00
(0.01) (0.02) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Removal rate x Undocumented Latina -0.02 -0.07* 0.00 -0.01 0.01
(0.02) (0.04) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Undocumented Latina (reference: citizen mothers) 0.29***  -0.15 0.13* -0.13* -0.05
(0.04) (0.27) (0.05) (0.05) (0.06)
County’s implementation status of 287(g) 0.17***  -0.15 -0.04 0.01 0.10**
(0.04) (0.10) (0.03) (0.04) (0.03)
County’s unemployment rate 0.05 0.06 0.04* 0.01 0.00
(0.03) (0.06) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
High school degree (reference: below high school) -0.05 0.03 -0.05* -0.05* -0.07***
(0.04) (0.07) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02)
Some college (reference: below high school) -0.05 -0.01 -0.02 -0.04* -0.09***
(0.06) (0.09) (0.04) (0.02) (0.02)
Married (reference: unmarried) 0.05 0.03 -0.14***  -0.13*** -0.08***
(0.06) (0.06) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02)
Living with partner (reference: unmarried) 0.04 0.00 -0.07* -0.03 0.03
(0.05) (0.09) (0.04) (0.02) (0.03)
50-100% of FPL (reference: <50% of FPL) -0.05 -0.16* -0.14**  -0.08*** -0.01
(0.04) (0.08) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02)
100-150% of FPL (reference: <50% of FPL) -0.10** -0.10 -0.18***  -0.27*** -0.14***
(0.03) (0.07) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03)
150-200% of FPL (reference: <50% of FPL) -0.05 -0.13* -0.24***  -0.45*** -0.27***
(0.05) (0.08) (0.03) (0.04) (0.04)
200%+ of FPL (reference: <50% of FPL) -0.24**  -0.17* -0.32***  -0.52*** -0.,45%**
(0.06) (0.08) (0.03) (0.02) (0.03)
Two children (reference: one child) -0.04 0.01 -0.02 0.03 -0.01
(0.04) (0.04) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Three or more children (reference: one child) -0.03 -0.03 0.00 0.03 0.01
(0.03) (0.09) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02)
Parent’s age: 30-39 (reference: 18-29) -0.04 -0.08 -0.07** -0.05* -0.11%**
(0.04) (0.06) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03)
Parent's age: 40-49 (reference: 18-29) -0.18*** 0.20* -0.10** -0.10* -0.14%**
(0.04) (0.09) (0.03) (0.04) (0.04)
Parent's age: 50+ (reference: 18-29) 0.05 0.07 -0.03 -0.05 -0.04
(0.11) (0.13) (0.04) (0.05) (0.05)
Child age: 3-5 (reference: 0-2) -0.35%** 0.37%** 0.01 0.05* -0.02
(0.02) (0.09) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02)
Child age: 6-11 (reference: 0-2) 0.02 0.05 -0.04**
(0.03) (0.04) (0.02)
Child age: 12-7 (reference: 0-2) 0.01 0.00 -0.07***
(0.03) (0.03) (0.02)
Mean of outcome in treated group 0.69 0.32 0.16 0.45 0.85
N 2,186 534 4,924 4,995 5,051

Source: Authors’ calculation of CHIS data.

Note: CHIS weights are applied. In addition to the control variables shown in the table, we also adjusted for the
set of fixed effect described in the empirical strategy section.

*p<.1*p<.05 *p<.01,***p<.001
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Table A.4. Association Between Removal Rates and Safety Net Participation by Obama and
Trump Administrations

Obama Trump
(2009-2016) (2017-2019)
Panel 1. TANF
Removal rate -0.01 0.01
(0.01) (0.01)
Removal rate x Undocumented Latina 0.01 0.05
(0.01) (0.14)
N 4314 610
Panel 2. SNAP
Removal rate 0.00 0.01
(0.01) (0.01)
Removal rate x Undocumented Latina -0.00 -0.02
(0.01) (0.14)
4314 680
Panel 3. Medicaid
Removal rate 0.00 0.01
(0.01) (0.01)
Removal rate x Undocumented Latina 0.01 -0.02
(0.02) (0.10)
4,325 725

Source: Authors' calculation of CHIS data.

Note: CHIS weights are applied. Only the coefficient on the interaction term between re-
moval rate measure and mother’s immigration status is displayed. Each panel indicates
separate regressions on a given outcome and columns also indicate different subgroups.
Models control for all control variables.

t*p<d;,*p<.05 *p<.01;*** p<.001

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES



168 THE US DEPORTATION SYSTEM AND ITS AFTERMATH

Table A.5. Sample Characteristics by Mother’s Immigration Status in the Head Start/State Preschool
Program Sample

US-Born
Citizen Undocumented Full
(70.26%) (29.74%) Sample
Percent / Percent / Percent /
Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Significance
County removal rate 3.03 (2.17) 3.49 (2.52) 3.16 (2.29)
Received WIC 48.64 68.82 54.76 *
Attended Head Start or state preschool program 30.24 31.69 30.67
Received TANF 22.65 7.17 17.82 el
Received SNAP 32.01 34.81 32.86
Received Medicaid 66.74 82.86 71.53 *
Number of children in household
1 28.41 15.31 24.51
2 32 31.64 31.89
3+ 39.6 53.05 43.6
Focal child’s age
0-2 44.62 35.2 41.82
3-5 55.38 64.8 58.18
Parent’s marital status
Not married 40.58 34.79 38.86
Married 35.73 40.96 37.28
Living with partner 23.7 24.25 23.86
Parent’s age
18-29 54.87 30.68 47.67
30-39 35.52 48.74 39.45
40-49 6.52 13.29 8.54
50+ 3.08 7.29 4.33
Parent’s educational attainment i
Below high school 10.24 60.82 25.28
High school degree 40.25 36.38 39.1
Some college 49.52 2.8 35.62
Poverty status ek
0-50% of FPL 16.63 13.78 15.78
50-100% of FPL 18.15 51.31 28.01
100-150% of FPL 21.03 20.05 20.74
150-200% of FPL 18.78 11.79 16.7
200%+ of FPL 25.41 3.06 18.76
Mother’s duration in the US el
<5 years 0 6.4 1.9
5-14 years 0 70.97 21.11
15+ years 0 22.63 6.73
Born in the US 100 0 70.26
County implemented 287(g) 33.75 34.89 34.09
County unemployment rate 8.64 (3.04) 8.99 (3.27) 8.74 (3.12)
N 345 189 534

Source: Authors’ calculation of CHIS data.

Note: This table is generated among respondents who have non-missing values in Head Start outcome (N = 534). Thus, in
this table, the sample size is 534 for all variables except for WIC (N=521), SNAP (N = 521), and TANF (N = 511) receipt sta-
tus, as there are additional missing cases in other outcomes. Significance column shows the statistical significance of the
difference between US-born citizen and undocumented mothers. We used chi-square tests for categorical variables and
one-way ANOVA for continuous variables.

*p<a;*p<.05 * p<.01;,*** p<.001
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Table A.6. Association Between Removal Rates and Head Start or State Preschool
Program Participation Without July and August

Head Start or State
Preschool Program

Removal rate 0.02
(0.02)

Removal rate x Undocumented Latina -0.11%**
(0.03)

Source: Authors’ calculation of CHIS data.

Note: CHIS weights are applied. Only the key coefficients are presented, but the
model controls for parent’s education attainment, marital status, and age, household
poverty status, number of children in the household, child age, county unemployment
rate and 287(g) implementation status, year fixed effects, year by mixed-status family
fixed effects, county fixed effects, and county by mixed-status family fixed effects.
t*p<d;,*p<.05 *p<.01;*** p<.001

APPENDIX B
Table B.1 shows a breakdown of missingness in
our sample sizes for each outcome.

Table B.1. Breakdown of Missing Cases in Sample Sizes

Low-Income

Latinas with
Some College Removing
or Less with a Removing Counties with
Child Under Removing Missing Cases Few Individuals
Age Six or Age Missing Cases in the US (No Variation
Eighteen in the Outcome Duration over Time)
WIC 2,319 2,296 2,190 2,186
Head Start/state 2,319 565 539 534
preschool
TANF 5,278 5,123 4,928 4,924
SNAP 5,278 5,222 4,998 4,995
Medicaid 5,278 5,278 5,054 5,051

Source: Authors’ calculation of CHIS data.

Note: This table shows a breakdown of missing cases by each category. There are N = 1,754 missing
cases in the Head Start/state preschool variable because this question is only asked to those who have
regular childcare for at least ten hours per week.
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De Facto Deportation from the ()
United States to Mexico,
2015-2020

ERIN R. HAMILTON, CLAUDIA MASFERRER, ANGELITA REPETTO,
AND NICOLE DENIER

De facto deportation is emigration to accompany a deported person, typically a nuclear family member. We
study the recent de facto deportation of children, spouses, and parents of people deported from the United
States to Mexico. We identify, quantify, and describe the characteristics of de facto deported people and
compare them to those who migrated for other reasons using 2020 Mexican Census data. We also analyze
data from interviews with returned migrants in Mexico City to describe experiences of de facto deportation.
We estimate there were more than eleven thousand people de facto deported from the US to Mexico between
2015 and 2020. Our analysis shows the predominance of women among de facto deported adults, suggesting
a strong gendering of family migration after deportation. Interviews reveal the importance of in-person
caretaking in decisions about de facto deportation.
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Mexico

Erin R. Hamilton is professor of sociology at the University of California, Davis, United States. Claudia
Masferrer is associate professor at the Center for Demographic, Urban, and Environmental Studies and coor-
dinator of the Seminar on Migration, Inequality, and Public Policies at El Colegio de México, Ciudad de México,
Mexico. Angelita Repetto is assistant professor of sociology at Michigan State University, East Lansing, Mich-
igan, United States. Nicole Denier is associate professor of sociology at Colby College, Waterville, Maine, United
States.

© 2025 Russell Sage Foundation. Hamilton, Erin R., Claudia Masferrer, Angelita Repetto, and Nicole Denier.
2025. “De Facto Deportation from the United States to Mexico, 2015-2020." RSF: The Russell Sage Foundation
Journal of the Social Sciences 11(4): 176-95. https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2025.11.4.08. This work is supported
by a grant from the National Institutes of Health (RO3HD107298); the UC MEXUS-CONACYT Collaborative
Grants via the University of California and the Consejo Nacional de Ciencia y Tecnologia de México; a Fulbright-
Garcia Robles Scholarship; a grant from the UC Davis Academic Senate Committee on Research; the Seminar
on Migration, Inequality, and Public Policies; and the Program of Postdoctoral Scholarships at El Colegio de
México. The qualitative data were collected, coded, and analyzed by Nicole Denier, Francisco Flores Pefia, Erin
Hamilton, Claudia Masferrer, Gabriela Pinillos, Anili Tomas, and Agnieszka Wieczorek. Direct correspondence
to: Erin R. Hamilton, at erhamilton@ucdavis.edu, One Shields Avenue, Davis, CA 95616, United States. Claudia
Masferrer at cmasferrer@colmex.mx, Carretera Picacho Ajusco 20, Col. Ampliacion Fuentes del Pedregal, C.P.
14110, Tlalpan, Ciudad de México, Mexico. Angelita Repetto, at arepetto@msu.edu, 433A Berkey Hall, 509 E.
Circle Drive East Lansing, M| 48823, United States. Nicole Denier at nicole.denier@colby.edu, 4710 Mayflower
Hill Waterville, Maine 04901, United States.

Open Access Policy: RSF: The Russell Sage Foundation Journal of the Social Sciences is an open access journal.
This article is published under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 3.0 Unported
License.


https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2025.11.4.08
mailto:erhamilton@ucdavis.edu
mailto:cmasferrer@colmex.mx
mailto:arepetto@msu.edu
mailto:nicole.denier@colby.edu

DE FACTO DEPORTATION FROM THE UNITED STATES TO MEXICO, 2015-2020

Major changes to the United States immigra-
tion law and policy since 1986 have led to large
numbers of deportations of long-term, settled
immigrants from the US (Golash-Boza 2015;
Massey et al. 2016; Schultheis and Ruiz Soto
2017). Long-term, settled immigrants often
have families in the US; in these cases, deporta-
tion causes the international separation of fam-
ilies. According to reports filed with the US
Congress by the Department of Homeland Se-
curity (DHS) every year since 2009, the US gov-
ernment has deported tens of thousands of
parents of children who live in the US (Capps
et al. 2015; DHS 2016a, 2016b, 2016c, 2017a,
2017b, 2018, 2019a, 2019b). The number of de-
portations of people who have spouses or par-
ents in the US is unknown but presumably also
large.

While many families who experience the de-
portation of a family member remain sepa-
rated, some reunify (Andrews 2023; Dreby 2015;
Enriquez 2020; Valdivia 2021; Zayas 2015). When
the US government deports a person away from
their family in the US, the family has two op-
tions for reunification: The deported person
can reenter the US, or the family can emigrate
to the country of deportation (typically the
country of origin, or nationality, of the de-
ported person). These post-deportation out-
comes have significant consequences for the
deported person and their family. Reentry to
the US after deportation can involve significant
criminal and immigration penalties if the pre-
viously deported migrant is again apprehended
by US immigration agents. Even if they are not
apprehended, they experience what Carolina
Valdivia (2025, this issue) calls “hyper-illegality.”
The alternative to reentry is family migration
to the country of deportation to accompany or
reunite with a deported person, which is called
de facto deportation (Kanstroom 2007; Zayas
2015). Under current US immigration law, de
facto deportation presents a family facing sep-
aration by deportation with the only opportu-
nity to remain together without the threat of
further US legal entanglement.

A small body of research studies the scale
and experiences of de facto deportation, fo-
cusing largely on children de facto deported
to Mexico (Barros Nock 2019; Boehm 2016;
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Caldwell 2019; Hamilton et al. 2023; Masferrer
et al. 2024; Zayas 2015). One study estimated
that a large share of US-born children living in
Mexico in 2018—about one in seven—were
there due to a parent’s deportation (Hamilton
et al. 2023). Other studies have focused on the
outcomes of children who have been de facto
deported to Mexico. This research finds that
children who experienced de facto deportation
face socioeconomic hardship, schooling delays
and challenges, and mental health problems
(Boehm 2016; Caldwell 2019; Hamilton et al.
2023; Rodriguez-Cruz 2023; Zayas 2015; Zayas et
al. 2024). These outcomes arguably emerge
from the forced nature of de facto deportation,
which requires families to emigrate from the
US to preserve family togetherness and avoid
legal entanglement (Zayas 2015).

In this article, we build on the emerging
body of research on de facto deportation with
an overview and update. We focus on de facto
deportation to Mexico: how it emerged, how
many people (and who) have been recently de
facto deported to Mexico, why some families
emigrate whereas others remain separated, and
what questions remain unanswered. We pres-
ent new results from the 2020 Mexican Census
(hereafter “the Census”), giving a more recent
estimate of the number of US-born children in
Mexico due to de facto deportation from the
US, as well as the first estimate of the number
of de facto deported Mexican-born children,
spouses, and parents in Mexico in 2020. We
then compare the socioeconomic characteris-
tics of de facto deported children and adults to
those who migrated from the US to Mexico for
other reasons to understand the circumstances
that they face in Mexico. We find that more
than ten thousand people were de facto de-
ported from the US to Mexico between 2015 and
2020, including more than six thousand US cit-
izens, almost 90 percent of them children
(INEGI 2020).

We also analyze data from interviews with
returned migrants in Mexico City to describe
the experiences of de facto deportation to Mex-
ico more fully. These interviews allow us to un-
derstand and contextualize the experiences of
former US migrants who lived in the US in non-
citizen status and returned to live in Mexico
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City by 2019 (Masferrer et al. 2025). Among
them, we discover a common pattern of family
separation after parental deportation, as well
as instances of de facto deportation. We share
the stories of Carla, Lety, and Olivia, people
who faced their own or a family member’s de-
portation and were de facto deported or sepa-
rated from their family as a result of deporta-
tion. We do not use these data to represent the
population of de facto deported people or de-
ported parents. Rather, our goal is instead to
begin to understand a key question that the re-
search has not yet addressed, which is when
and why de facto deportation occurs, as op-
posed to forced family separation or reunifica-
tion in the US. From the qualitative data, we
learn that de facto deportation occurred in
cases when deportation threatened the family’s
ability to provide in-person caregiving for de-
pendent children, but decisions about migra-
tion for in-person caregiving for children de-
pended on other family dynamics.

De facto deportation represents one impor-
tant way that US immigration policy reaches
people, families, and communities beyond the
deported person. De facto deportation also re-
veals how US immigration policy extends be-
yond the borders of the US to shape the lives of
people forced to live abroad to preserve family
togetherness. As we will explain next, de facto
deportation is not an inevitable outcome of im-
migration law. It emerged from the particular
historical circumstances of US immigration
policy since 1986.

THE EMERGENCE OF DE

FACTO DEPORTATION FROM

THE US TO MEXICO

De facto deportation from the US to Mexico is
the outcome of US laws and policies created to
manage undocumented migration since 1986.
It began with the 1986 US Immigration Reform
and Control Act (IRCA). As research on US im-
migration law and Mexico-US migration has
shown, IRCA was a response to earlier failures
and gaps in US immigration law (Bean et al.
1987,1990; Massey and Pren 2012; Massey et al.
2016). In 1964, the US terminated the short-
term labor migration program between Mexico
and the US, the Bracero Program, without a re-
placement to account for the labor relation-

ships developed during the program. Shortly
thereafter, in 1968, the US Congress introduced
the first limits to legal immigration from the
Western Hemisphere. These policies trans-
formed a circular, legal migration flow between
Mexico and the US in the 1950s and early 1960s
into a circular, undocumented flow in the 1970s
and 1980s (Massey and Pren 2012; Massey et al.
2016). The 1986 IRCA sought to address undoc-
umented migration with a three-pronged ap-
proach: amnesty for the resident undocu-
mented population, regulations to prevent the
employment of undocumented people, and
border control to prevent undocumented en-
try. None of IRCA’s approaches curtailed un-
documented migration, and the population of
undocumented immigrants in the US grew
for two decades after the law’s passage (Bean
et al. 1990; Donato et al. 1992; Massey et al. 2002,
2016).

At the same time, the US Congress steadily
increased the amount of money spent control-
ling the US-Mexico border, the primary way the
US government sought to manage undocu-
mented migration in the 1990s (Massey et al.
2016). While border control’s effectiveness at
deterring undocumented migration is not
straightforward or obvious, studies demon-
strate that border control reduced the return
migration of undocumented immigrants from
the US to Mexico (Angelucci 2012; Cornelius
2001; Cornelius and Salehyan 2007; Espen-
shade 1994; Massey et al. 2015, 2016; Massey
and Espinosa 1997). In limiting return migra-
tion to Mexico, border control transformed
Mexico-US transnational family life (Hamilton
and Hale 2016). Circular migration, or migra-
tion back and forth across the border, was a
cornerstone of Mexico-US transnational family
life through the second half of the twentieth
century, as Mexican migrants worked in the US
during part of the year and returned home to
visit family in Mexico with some frequency
(Massey 1986; Massey et al. 1987; Reichert 1981).
Under an increasingly enforced border, undoc-
umented migrant stays in the US increased in
duration, as immigrants worked for longer pe-
riods to cover the cost of border crossing and
avoided trips home that would incur additional
costs and risks on reentry to the US (Massey et
al. 2002, 2016). Instead of enduring long sepa-
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rations from families left behind in Mexico,
many undocumented migrants in the US re-
united with spouses and children or formed
families in the US (Garip 2016; Hamilton and
Hale 2016; Massey et al. 2002).

Two US laws passed in 1996 vastly increased
the ability of immigration officials to deport
immigrants who were settled in the US: the An-
titerrorism and Effective Death Penalty Act (AE-
DPA) and the Illegal Immigration Reform and
Immigrant Responsibility Act (IIRAIRA). AE-
DPA and IIRAIRA expanded the category of de-
portable offenses, mandated the detention of
immigrants convicted of deportable offenses,
and curtailed judicial review of the deportation
of immigrants convicted of deportable offenses
(Macias-Rojas 2018). In the aftermath of 9/11,
US immigration policy shifted to incorporate
more enforcement in the interior of the US. In
the 2000s, the newly formed US Department of
Homeland Security (DHS) drew on the legal
framework in IIRAIRA to create formal collabo-
rations between federal immigration agencies
and local law enforcement (Pedroza 2013). The
Secure Communities program, Section 287(g)
agreement, the Criminal Alien Program, and
the National Fugitive Operations Program au-
thorized local law enforcement agencies to de-
tect deportable immigrants, hold them, and
transfer them into custody of Immigration and
Customs Enforcement (ICE). Between 2004 and
2011, US congressional appropriations for these
four programs increased from $23 million to
$690 million, and the number of people ar-
rested through the programs increased from
11,000 to 289,000 (Golash-Boza 2015). In addi-
tion to federal efforts, some states, including
Arizona and Georgia, passed laws to further en-
able local law enforcement agencies to identify
and detain immigrants.

Scholars have called the deportation of hun-
dreds of thousands of Mexican migrants from
the US in the first two decades of the twenty-
first century the “Great Expulsion” (Escobar et
al. 2022; Waldinger 2023; Zaiiga and Giorguli-
Saucedo 2020). As a result of AEDPA, IIRAIRA,
and the federal-local immigration enforcement
agreements, large shares of deportations were
of settled immigrants, people who had lived in
the US for many years and had formed and
raised families there. In 2015, almost one in six
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people deported from the US to Mexico had
lived in the US for six or more years, and among
these deported long-term residents, almost
half (47 percent) were separated from at least
one minor child in the US (Schultheis and Ruiz
Soto 2017).

As the Great Expulsion unfolded, a new gen-
eration of children born in the US immigrated
to Mexico (Masferrer et al. 2019; Zaiiga and
Giorguli-Saucedo 2020). These US citizen chil-
dren accompanied their parents, who returned
to Mexico for a variety of reasons, including the
2008 Great Recession and economic opportu-
nity in Mexico, and as a result of deportation
(Chort and de la Rupelle 2016; Masferrer et al.
2025; Masferrer and Roberts 2012). Between
2005 and 2015, the population of US-born chil-
dren living in Mexico doubled to more than
half a million (Masferrer et al. 2019). Some of
these children were de facto deported.

THE DE FACTO DEPORTATION OF
CHILDREN FROM THE US TO MEXICO

A small body of research has studied the de
facto deportation of children to Mexico. Two
studies have estimated the degree of de facto
deportation to Mexico, one focused on children
and another on de facto deportation as one of
several causes of migration (Hamilton et al.
2023; Masferrer et al. 2024). One study found
that approximately 15 percent of recent migrant
US-born children of recent migrant household
heads living in Mexico in 2014 and 2018 were de
facto deported (Hamilton et al. 2023). Applying
this rate to the population of all US-born chil-
dren living in Mexico during those years, the
study estimated that as many as 100,000 US-
born children living in Mexico in 2014 and
80,000 in 2018 were de facto deported to Mex-
ico. However, the survey used in the study did
not identify parent-child relationships in com-
plex households, specifically households where
the parent was not the household head or the
spouse of the household head. As a result, it
was impossible to link some children to their
parents, and the sample sizes were too small to
analyze the de facto deportation of Mexican-
born children or other family members, such
as spouses and parents. A more recent study of
the Census showed that among returnees and
recent US-born migrants, de facto deportation
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is most common among children and women
(Masferrer et al. 2024).

A small number of studies have examined
the experiences of de facto deported children
in Mexico (Boehm 2016; Caldwell 2019; Hamil-
ton et al. 2023; Rodriguez-Cruz 2023; Zayas 2015;
Zayas et al. 2024). These are, for the most part,
small-scale, qualitative studies of migrant fam-
ilies. They find that de facto deportation is a
disorienting and difficult process for children.
US-born children in Mexico face administrative
barriers to school enrollment, which may be
aggravated for families who migrate under
stressful and urgent circumstances, such as de-
portation (Jacobo-Suarez 2017; Zuniga and Car-
rillo Cantu 2020; Zainiga and Giorguli-Saucedo
2020). Children and adolescents who are de
facto deported experience mental health prob-
lems that emerge from the trauma of parental
deportation and the “code of silence” around
deportation, which refers to the inability to
speak openly about deportation due to stigma
and experiences of discrimination toward de-
ported people and their families (Rodriguez-
Cruz 2023). Two studies have compared de
facto deported children to those who migrated
to Mexico for other reasons (Hamilton et al.
2023; Zayas et al. 2024). They found that de facto
deported children experience greater material
disadvantages, including lower levels of health
insurance coverage and school enrollment, as
well as higher rates of behavioral problems, un-
happiness, and parent-child conflict.

Several scholars have argued that de facto
deportation undermines child well-being be-
cause of the forced nature of family migration
in response to familial deportation (Boehm
2016; Caldwell 2019; Zayas 2015). They argue
that deportation forces families to prioritize
family unity over other considerations related
to child and family well-being, such as housing,
employment, safety, and social support—not
to mention the family’s personal and social at-
tachments to places and communities. How-
ever, deportation and de facto deportation do
not occur randomly. To identify a causal effect,
researchers must, at a minimum, identify the
population targeted (or at risk) of deportation,
the group among them who decides to de facto
deport, and changes in their circumstances be-
fore and after de facto deportation, in compar-

ison to families who are not targeted or who
make different family migration decisions un-
der the same circumstances. Because no data
identify these populations, the research still
lacks causal evidence that de facto deportation
is harmful to children and families.

We are not able to provide causal estimates
of the impacts of de facto deportation. Instead,
we build on prior work by providing new esti-
mates of the population size and characteris-
tics of de facto deported people in Mexico in
2020, including US-born and Mexican-born
children of deported parents, spouses of de-
ported partners, and parents of deported chil-
dren. We then describe the experiences of three
families affected by deportation to better un-
derstand when and why de facto deportation
occurs.

DATA AND METHODS TO QUANTIFY

DE FACTO DEPORTATION TO MEXICO
We identify, quantify, and describe the charac-
teristics of de facto deported people in Mexico
using the Census. We compare people who
were de facto deported, as defined in more de-
tail later in this article, between 2015 and 2020
to US- and Mexican-born people who migrated
to Mexico for other reasons between 2015 and
2020, as well as to nonmigrant US- and Mexican-
born people who were in Mexico in 2015. We
exclude people born outside of Mexico and the
US from the analysis.

We use publicly available microdata from
the Census’s extended questionnaire, which
was administered to a probability sample of
four million private households selected to rep-
resent the state and national populations. Un-
like the basic questionnaire, which is adminis-
tered to all Mexican households living in both
private and collective dwellings for a complete
population enumeration, the extended ques-
tionnaire identifies the parents and spouse of
every household member. The Mexican Na-
tional Institute of Statistics and Geography
(INEGI, by its Spanish acronym) administered
the Census in March 2020. INEGI was nearly
finished with data collection when the federal
government issued a nationwide, nonmanda-
tory lockdown in response to the COVID-19
pandemic. While a decline in the response rate
was noted in the last week of March, the survey

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES



DE FACTO DEPORTATION FROM THE UNITED STATES TO MEXICO, 2015-2020 181

continued and ultimately achieved a 96 percent
response rate (INEGI 2020).

We identify deported and de facto deported
people among recent migrants, which the Cen-
sus survey defines as people who were living in
the US five years before the survey and there-
fore migrated to Mexico between 2015 and
2020. The survey asked all recent migrants the
reason for their migration (to Mexico); de-
ported migrants are recent migrants who re-
sponded that deportation was the reason for
their migration. We identify de facto deported
migrants as recent migrants who did not report
deportation as the cause of their migration but
co-reside (in the same household) with a close
family member—parent, spouse, or child—
who was deported over the same period. To be
clear, de facto deportation is not listed as a pos-
sible reason for migration. In defining de facto
deportation as such, we assume that a recent
migrant who was not deported but co-resides
with a close family member who was deported
over the same period migrated to accompany
that family member. Most people (97 percent)
who we define as de facto deported listed “fam-
ily” as the reason for their migration. The re-
maining 3 percent listed a variety of causes, in-
cluding, most commonly, “other work-related
reasons” (1 percent) and “other personal mo-
tives” (0.73 percent) (INEGI 2020). Because US-
born citizens cannot be deported to Mexico, we
identify US-born recent migrants who stated
that deportation was the reason for their migra-
tion as de facto deported, assuming that they
referred to the deportation of someone else.

It is important to note a few limitations of
this definition of de facto deportation. First,
because we do not directly observe de facto de-
portation, we limit the definition to close fam-
ily members—children, spouses, and par-
ents—who migrated over the same period and
co-reside with a deported family member. It
seems more likely that de facto deportation oc-
curs among nuclear family members than
among people connected by extended family or
nonfamily relationships. We suspect the error
introduced by excluding some de facto de-
ported people who co-reside with an unrelated
or extended relative who was deported is
smaller than it would be if we had included all
recent migrants co-residing with a deported

person, regardless of relation. This decision
means that our estimate will be conservative.
On the other hand, it is possible that some re-
cent migrants who co-reside with a deported
parent, child, or spouse migrated for reasons
other than accompanying the deported family
member. Given that 97 percent of migrants we
identify as de facto deported state that their
reason for migration was family, we suspect
this is a small portion.

The second limitation is that we only ob-
serve the de facto deportation of coresident
household members. People who migrated to
accompany a deported person but no longer
live with that person cannot be identified as de
facto deported in this data. There is no way to
overcome this limitation, nor confidently esti-
mate the size of the error. Again, this error
means our estimates of de facto deportation
will be conservative.

Third, we do not observe de facto deporta-
tion among people who migrated to Mexico
more than five years before the Census, that is,
before 2015. Thus, our estimates of de facto de-
portation of Mexican-born people refer to the
period between 2015 and 2020. This means that
our estimate excludes an unknown but possibly
large portion of people who were de facto de-
ported before 2015 and remained there in 2020.
We compare our estimates to earlier estimates
and conclude that our estimate likely repre-
sents a minority of all de facto deportees living
in Mexico in 2020 because of the short-term
window in which we observe migration in the
Census.

Fourth, even with a focus on the period be-
tween 2015 and 2020, we do not observe de
facto deported people who remigrate or return
to the US in the same period. Our estimate re-
fers only to the stock, not the flow, of de facto
deported people. US-born children, who have
the right to a US passport and can lawfully re-
turn to the US, may be particularly mobile.
Studies suggest that return to the US among
the children of deported parents as well as
among all US-born minors in Mexico is com-
mon (Caldwell 2019; Cuecuecha-Mendoza et al.
2017). Given some return migration to the US,
the stock is smaller than the flow.

Finally, it is important to note the special
circumstance of children under age five. This
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group was not asked about their place of resi-
dence in 2015 because most had not yet been
born in that year. Additionally, the question
about reasons for migrating to Mexico between
2015 and 2020 was asked only of people who
lived outside of Mexico in 2015. US-born chil-
dren under age five are, by definition, recent
migrants. We consider whether they were de-
ported based on their parents’ reasons for mi-
gration if one parent was in the US at least five
years prior to the survey. However, as we show,
most US-born children under age five do not
co-reside with parents who report that they
were in the US in 2015. Among Mexican-born
children under age five, recent migration can-
not be identified. We therefore analyze this age
group separately.

ESTIMATES OF DE FACTO DEPORTED
PEOPLE IN MEXICO IN 2020

Table 1 shows that an estimated 11,427 people
were de facto deported from the US to Mexico
between 2015 and 2020 and lived in Mexico in
2020. The majority (52.8 percent) of this popu-
lation, totaling 6,038, were the children of a de-
ported parent. The second-largest group was
spouses of deported people (N = 4,407), who
made up 38.6 percent of the population.
Smaller numbers of people were the parents
(N =346, 3 percent) or the parents and spouses
(N=275, 2.4 percent) of a deported person. This
latter group refers to recent migrants who lived

Table 1. Relationship to the Deported Person

in a household with both a child (of any age)
and a spouse who was deported. An additional
361 people, representing 3.2 percent of the de
facto deported population, were US citizens
who stated that their reason for migrating to
Mexico was deportation, but they did not co-
reside with a deported spouse, child, or parent
(INEGI 2020).

Table 2 disaggregates the population by
place of birth and age among children and by
place of birth and gender among adults (see
panels A and B). Comparing population esti-
mates (shown at the bottom of each panel)
across groups, it is apparent that US-born chil-
dren were the largest population of people de
facto deported to Mexico between 2015 and
2020: There were an estimated 1,296 de facto
deported US-born children under age five and
3,987 aged five to seventeen. The population of
US-born de facto deported children aged five to
seventeen is 9.5 times larger than the popula-
tion of Mexican-born de facto deported chil-
dren of the same age (N = 420). Among adults,
de facto deportation is more common for mi-
grants born in Mexico, with 2,766 Mexican-born
adult women and 1,554 adult men, compared
to 1,044 US-born women and 360 men.

Table 2, panel A focuses on children and
compares US-born children under age five to
US-born and Mexican-born children aged five
to seventeen. As a reminder, recent migration
and the cause of migration to Mexico are only

Percent of
Population Population Sample Size
Child 6,038 52.8 785
Spouse 4,407 38.6 439
Parent 346 3.0 52
Spouse and parent 275 2.4 34
US-born deported 361 3.2 44
Total 11,427 100 1,354

Source: 2020 Mexican Census (INEGI 2020).

Note: De facto deported migrants are recent migrants from the US who live with a
family member (parent, spouse, or child) who is a recent migrant from the US and
report deportation as the reason for migration. Alternatively, they are US-born and
report that their own cause for migration was deportation, regardless of the rela-

tionship with other household members.
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Table 2. Rate of De Facto Deportation and Relationship to Deported Person Across Key Groups of De

Facto Deported People

US-Born US-Born Mexican-Born
De Facto De Facto De Facto
Deported (0-4 Deported Deported
Panel A. Children Years) (5-17 Years) (5-17 Years)
Rate of de facto deportation 1.3% 10.1% 4.6%
Who was deported?
Father 62.4 51.2 49.1
Mother 21.2 27.9 21.0
Both parents 16.4 21.0 30.0
Sample 150 546 59
Population 1,296 3,987 420
US-Born US-Born Mexican-Born Mexican-Born
De Facto De Facto De Facto De Facto
Deported Deported Deported Deported
Panel B. Adults (Women) (Men) (Women) (Men)
Rate of de facto deportation 5.3% 1.6% 3.9% 0.7%
Who was deported?
Parent 13.1 34.7 1.2 18.8
Spouse 82.4 65.3 78.1 81.2
Child 4.0 0 11.0 0
Spouse & child 0.5 0 9.8 0
Sample 57 28 358 156
Population 1,044 360 2,766 1,554

Source: 2020 Mexican Census (INEGI 2020).
2in percentages.

reported for people who were in the US in 2015
in the Census; therefore, we cannot identify re-
cent migration among Mexican-born children
under age five. It is also the case that we do not
observe de facto deportation for the large ma-
jority (80 percent) of US-born children under
age five whose parents were not in the US in
2015 and did not report a reason for returning
to Mexico after the birth of their child (deporta-
tion or otherwise). As a result, the rate of de
facto deportation among this population of
young recent migrants (US-born children under
age five in Mexico in 2020) was 1.3 percent, sig-
nificantly lower than the rate among US-born
children aged five to seventeen (10.1 percent).
Among US-born and Mexican-born children
who migrated to Mexico between 2015 and
2020, 10.1 percent of US-born children were de

facto deported, and 4.6 percent of Mexican-
born children were de facto deported. In other
words, the rate of de facto deportation was
twice as high among US-born recent migrant
children than among Mexican-born recent mi-
grant children. One in ten US-born recent mi-
grant children living in Mexico in 2020 was de
facto deported.

The modal de facto deported child migrated
with a deported father. Among US-born de facto
deported children under age five, 62.4 percent
returned with a deported father. The share is
about 50 percent among US-born and Mexican-
born de facto deported children aged five to
seventeen. Fewer de facto deported children
(21-28 percent) migrated with a deported
mother. A full 30 percent of Mexican-born de
facto deported children aged five to seventeen
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migrated with two deported parents, higher
than the share among US-born de facto de-
ported children under age five (16.4 percent)
and aged five to seventeen (21 percent).

Ninety percent of deported people to Mexico
in this period were men (not shown), but be-
tween 49.1 and 62.4 percent of de facto de-
ported children returned with a father. This
means that men (fathers) were underrepre-
sented among the parents of de facto deported
children in this period, as compared to their
share among the population of all deported
people, suggesting that deported mothers may
be more likely to bring children with them than
deported fathers.' The overrepresentation of
mothers among deported parents whose chil-
dren accompany them is evidence that de facto
deportation is gendered, meaning that the pat-
terns and processes of de facto deportation
vary for men and women.

In panel B, we present similar information
for de facto deported adults. Among adults, the
rate is highest among US-born recent migrant
women, 5.3 percent of whom were de facto de-
ported. Smaller shares were de facto deported
among US-born men (1.6 percent), Mexican-
born women (3.9 percent), and Mexican-born
men (0.7 percent). The most common category
of de facto deported adult was the spouse, who
made up between 65.3 and 82.4 percent of the
four adult groups.

Some de facto deported adults migrated to
accompany deported parents, but this share
ranges widely—from 1.2 percent to 34.7 per-
cent—with men more likely than women to
have done so. The share of de facto deported
adult women who accompanied parents is
smaller in part because a greater share of them
accompanied deported children. In fact, there
were no de facto deported men who accompa-
nied deported children between 2015 and 2020
and were still living together in Mexico (and
counted in the Census) in 2020.

Adult men and women who were de facto
deported between 2015 and 2020 had different
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relationships to the deported person. Recent
migrant men were more likely than women to
have accompanied deported parents, while
women were far more likely to accompany de-
ported children. This is the second way that de
facto deportation is gendered. Figure 1 adds
further insight into these gendered patterns. It
shows the percent female among recent mi-
grants, comparing those who were and were
not de facto deported by age group. Among
adults, return migration to Mexico for reasons
other than de facto deportation is dominated
by men, whereas de facto deportation to Mex-
ico is dominated by women. Among children
and adolescents, the gender distribution is
nearly equal across both groups. For those in
their twenties, the patterns diverge: 30 percent
of recent migrants were women, compared to
70 percent of the de facto deported. The female
proportion declines to 20 percent among re-
cent migrants in their thirties and forties but
remains at 60-70 percent for de facto deported
migrants in those age groups. Among older
adults, the percent female rises in both groups,
but more dramatically for those de facto de-
ported: More than 90 percent of de facto de-
ported migrants over seventy were women.

In table 3, we focus on children and com-
pare de facto deported children to US- and
Mexican-born recent migrants who moved for
reasons other than de facto deportation, as well
as to nonmigrant children.? The table includes
key demographic indicators, including age,
gender, ethnicity (both Indigenous and Afro-
descendent, which is the terminology for Black
race in Mexico), whether enrolled in school, re-
gion in Mexico, and size of locality of residence.
De facto deported children were less likely to
be Afro-descendent than the other children,
but Indigenous ethnicity does not vary simi-
larly. There are no clear patterns differentiating
de facto deported children from the other
groups on the other measures. US-born chil-
dren under age five and Mexican-born de facto
deported children were concentrated in the

1. We do not observe the population at risk of de facto deportation in the United States, that is, the population
of mothers and fathers facing deportation. To directly assess gendered selectivity into deportation with children,
one would need to compare the rates of deportation with children to the population at risk by gender.

2. All US-born children migrated to Mexico at some point in their lives, but we refer to those who are not recent

migrants as nonmigrants for simplicity.

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES



DE FACTO DEPORTATION FROM THE UNITED STATES TO MEXICO, 2015-2020

185

Figure 1. Percent Female by Age Among De Facto Deported and Recent Migrants in Mexico, 2020
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Source: 2020 Mexican Census (INEGI 2020).

Border region, but we do not see the same pat-
tern for US-born children deported between
the ages of five and twelve.

US-born children who recently migrated to
Mexico had lower rates of school enrollment
than other groups, consistent with the litera-
ture on the administrative and other barriers
they face to schooling in Mexico (Zuiiiga and
Giorguli-Saucedo 2020). This disadvantage is
not apparent among US-born nonmigrants,
who were enrolled at higher rates than
Mexican-born nonmigrants, suggesting that
the barriers are overcome with time. Although
US-born de facto deported children had the
lowest enrollment rate (at 82.8 percent), this is
not entirely due to de facto deportation, as
Mexican-born children in this group had the
highest rate (at 94.3 percent; see table 3).

Table 4, which presents similar information
for adults, also reveals few patterns differenti-
ating de facto deported adults from recent mi-
grant and nonmigrant adults. Here, we disag-
gregate by gender rather than place of birth
and report that 27.4 percent of de facto de-
ported women and 18.8 percent of de facto de-
ported men were US-born. There are interest-
ing educational differences between groups,
with de facto deported men having the lowest
levels of schooling (greater shares with zero to
nine and ten to twelve completed years), and

40-49

50-59 60-69 70+

e Recent migrant

recent migrant women having the highest lev-
els (largest shares with thirteen to fifteen and
sixteen or more years).

Economic activity patterns were structured
more by gender than by migration status.
Women in all categories were less likely to be
employed or unemployed than men and more
likely to be inactive. Among both men and
women, nonmigrants had the highest rates of
employment. De facto deported adults were
concentrated in the Border region, a pattern in
contrast to recent migrants and nonmigrants.

EXPERIENCES OF DEPORTATION

AND FAMILY REORGANIZATION

Table 4 shows that a large share of de facto de-
ported adults—about half—resided in cities of
more than 100,000 people, similar to the share
among nonmigrants in Mexico. In 2019, we in-
terviewed thirty-four return migrants in Mexico
City as part of a study on return migration
among people who had been in the US in non-
citizen (mostly undocumented) status (Masfer-
rer et al. 2025). Half of the people we inter-
viewed had been deported, and the other half
had returned to Mexico for a variety of reasons,
including economic, family, and health-related
reasons. The people we interviewed were not
representative of return migrants to Mexico
living in Mexico City (or elsewhere), but the
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Table 4. Characteristics of De Facto Deported Adults in Comparison to Recent Migrants and

Nonmigrants in Mexico, by Gender, 2020

Women Men
De Facto Recent De Facto Recent
Deported Migrant  Nonmigrant Deported Migrant  Nonmigrant

US-born? 27.4 21.7 0.2 18.8 9.3 0.2
Mean age 39.3 44.2 42.6 38.3 42.3 41.9
Indigenous? 10.3 12.6 19.4 10.3 20.6 19.3
Afro-descendent? 3.2 2 2.1 2.3 2.7 2.2
Education?®

0-9 years 51 43.4 55.4 60.5 64.7 53.3

10-12 years 36.8 28.5 22.4 34.3 23 23.7

13-15 years 3.6 8.2 7.4 4.4 3.9 7.1

16+ years 8.6 16.9 14.8 0.8 8.5 16
Marital status?

Inaunion 91.7 61.2 59 77.7 65.7 64.1

Ex-union 3.5 21.2 19.3 5.8 13.2 8.9

Single 4.8 17.6 21.7 16.5 21.2 27
Economic activity?

Employed 37.8 36 42.6 73.6 73.2 76.4

Unemployed 0.5 1.1 1 4.1 4.2 3.1

Inactive 61.7 62.9 56.4 22.4 22.6 20.5
Region in Mexico?

Border 46.1 37.2 20.8 44.6 27.4 22

Center-West 30 32.9 22.5 28.9 35.5 22.4

Center 14 17.4 34.3 19.1 19.7 33.6

South-Southeast 10 12.5 22.4 7.4 17.4 22
Size of locality?

<2,500 21.6 22 19 25.2 31 19.5

2,500-14,999 11.7 15.4 14.5 14.1 17.2 14.4

15,000-99,999 15.7 14.5 15.7 14.5 14.6 15.5

>100,000 51.1 48.2 50.8 46.3 37.2 50.6
Sample 415 10,940 5,165,413 184 38,302 4,689,828
Population 3,810 86,580 45,348,680 1,914 240,605 41,412,774

Source: 2020 Mexican Census (INEGI 2020).
2in percentages.

interviews contain information not commonly
recorded in survey data, including about non-
coresident partners and children, as well as
personal accounts of the process of family mi-
gration and separation. We use illustrative in-
terview data from three returned migrants to
glean additional description and insights re-
garding the process of de facto deportation.

We begin with Carla’s story of her own de
facto deportation. We then tell Lety’s story.
Like Carla, Lety also fled the US to accompany
a family member threatened by deportation,
but they left before the order was issued, rais-
ing a conceptual question about the process.
We then tell Olivia’s story. Olivia was deported
and separated from young children in the US;
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her children could have been de facto deported,
but they remained in the US with their father.
The three stories reveal the kinds of consider-
ations that families make regarding family re-
organization in response to deportation or the
threat of deportation, which may inform future
studies of de facto deportation.

Carla’s Story: De facto

Deportation of a Mother

Carla’s children were teenagers and young
adults, and she was divorced from their father,
when she was de facto deported. Carla’s young-
est son Luis, who, like her, was living in the US
without legal documents, was apprehended by
immigration agents on a high school bus trip
from Houston to Los Angeles. When US Border
Patrol agents boarded the bus, Luis showed
them his matricula consular, an identification
document issued to migrants by the Mexican
Consulate in the US. The agents apprehended
Luis, and he signed voluntary departure orders,
not understanding what it meant to relinquish
his right to a legal process of deportation.

Luis called his mother from Mexico. “Mom,
I'm in Mexico!” she recalls him saying. It was a
tremendous shock. Carla quickly left for Mex-
ico to accompany Luis, although doing so
meant that she left her other children in Texas.
Although it was a heart-wrenching decision,
Carla felt Luis had greater need for his mother
than her other children did because he was
alone in Mexico. Luis knew only halting Span-
ish. US Border Patrol agents surrendered him
to a border town where he had never been be-
fore, a site for transit migrants and criminal
activity. He was terrified of being attacked by
people assuming that migrants coming from
the US have money. He did not know what to
do or where to go. In contrast, Carla’s other
children were older and had the support of
their father and one of her sisters, who were
also in the US.

When we interviewed Carla in 2019, she
had been back in Mexico for ten years. Luis
had a difficult time at first in Mexico, experi-
encing severe depression and difficulty adjust-
ing to life there. But by 2019 he had adapted.
Luis worked in a call center, where he could
make use of his English language skills, and
he lived independently. Although he no longer

THE US DEPORTATION SYSTEM AND ITS AFTERMATH

depended on Carla as he had at first, she re-
mained in Mexico. She felt it was not possible
for her, at her age, to reenter the US unlawfully
because of the difficulty crossing the border
without documents. She earned a living selling
crocheted crafts in markets around the city.

Although Carla’s de facto deportation sepa-
rated her from her older children in the US,
they were left in the care of trusted and settled
adults. In migrating to accompany Luis, Carla
made the difficult decision to prioritize the
needs of her youngest son, who was alone and
vulnerable in Mexico. As we will see in the next
story, the dependency of children also influ-
enced family migration decisions in Lety’s
case.

Lety’s Story: De Facto Deportation

of a Nuclear Family

Lety and Carla were de facto deported under
different circumstances, but in both cases,
their de facto deportation involved the need to
provide in-person caregiving to their children.
Lety met her husband, Alonso, at her sister’s
store when he was in Mexico on a trip home
from the US. Alonso migrated to the US in the
early 1980s and qualified for the IRCA amnesty
in 1986. Alonso’s green card, or lawful perma-
nent residency, enabled him to travel back and
forth between the US and Mexico. On one of
those trips, Alonso asked Lety to marry him
and join him in California. Although Alonso’s
permanent resident status meant he could
have sponsored Lety for legal status in the US,
she did not apply for a visa when she migrated.
Instead, Lety entered the US without inspec-
tion. Lety and Alonso had two children born in
the US. Their family was a mixed-status family:
Alonso was a lawful permanent resident, the
children were US citizens, and Lety was undoc-
umented.

Several years after Lety migrated to join
Alonso, they sought legal assistance for Lety to
regularize her status. In a meeting with a law-
yer, they received surprising and devastating
information: Alonso was subject to deporta-
tion. Alonso had been convicted of a crime and
served time in a California state prison before
he married Lety. The 1996 IIRAIRA retroactively
transformed Alonso’s prior conviction into a
deportable offense. In attempting to sponsor
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Lety for a visa, the immigration consequences
of Alonso’s prior record became paramount.
Lawyers advised Alonso to leave the US to avoid
arrest, detention, and deportation.

A strict definition of de facto deportation
may not classify Lety and her children as de
facto deported, as Alonso was not, in fact, de-
ported. Alonso (and his wife and children) fled
the threat of deportation under the advice of a
lawyer, who convinced him that he would be
detained and deported if he remained in the
US. While they chose to leave, the extent to
which Lety and her children count as de facto
deported is less important than the fact that
their departure was compelled by forced cir-
cumstances, with little choice in the matter:
They chose to leave to avoid Alonso’s incarcer-
ation, forced removal, and immigration record.

When Alonso decided to flee the risk of de-
tention and deportation, there was no doubt in
Lety’s mind that she and the children would
accompany Alonso. As she told us, “It was
never my idea to go to the US.” She and Alonso
were the parents of two children under five
years old, and they intended to stay together as
a family. Yet, she also told us that she believes
staying in California might have been better for
her children. She told us that she admired the
bilingual education at her son’s school, and
benefited from food supplements provided by
the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program
for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC). Her
son has a learning disability, and she believes
he would have benefited from more supportive
educational programs and services in Califor-
nia. Their choice to return to Mexico was not
about where their children would receive the
best education and social services; it was about
remaining together as a family under the threat
of forced removal and separation.

Olivia: A Mother’s Separation from Family

Olivia’s story is not about de facto deportation
but about the more common outcome of pa-
rental deportation: family separation (Hamil-
ton et al. 2023). Olivia’s experience gives us ad-
ditional insight into the decisions families
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make when they face the deportation of a key
member, and in comparing it to Lety and Car-
la’s stories, it helps us understand the forces
weighing on those decisions.

Olivia was deported without much warning
in 2017. Four years earlier, she was caught driv-
ing without a license, apprehended, and de-
tained for four months in an immigrant deten-
tion center in Colorado. Olivia had not been
convicted of an aggravated felony; the grounds
for her deportation were undocumented resi-
dence in the US. In 2011, President Barack
Obama had instructed ICE to use greater pros-
ecutorial discretion in granting deferred ac-
tion—suspension of removal—to low priority
cases, like Olivia’s (DHS 2011). Because her teen-
age, US-born daughter was disabled, a humani-
tarian concern, and because she had a long re-
cord of good moral conduct in the US, Olivia
successfully argued for and received deferred
action, which allowed her to remain in the US
conditionally with work authorization but gave
her no route to lawful status. Olivia was re-
quired to check in with immigration officials
each year to renew her work authorization.
Shortly after his inauguration, President Don-
ald J. Trump changed the federal immigration
enforcement priorities.> On her annual check-in
in March 2017, Olivia was arrested, detained,
and deported six days later. She was never able
to say goodbye to her children or husband.

There was very little discussion about
whether her children would remain in the US
after she was deported to Mexico. Her children
were teenagers and had grown up in the US.
They were settled in US schools, lived in a com-
fortable home with their father, and had a large
community of friends, neighbors, and family
in Colorado. Her oldest daughter, who was
born in Mexico and migrated to the US as a
young child, was protected from deportation
by the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals
(DACA) program.

Returning to Mexico was full of hardship
and uncertainty for Olivia. Foremost was the
emotional shock. She told us, “When I arrived
here in Mexico, it dawns on you that your chil-

3. “Enhancing Public Safety in the Interior of the United States.” Exec. Order No. 13768 (January 25, 2017). Ac-
cessed August 25, 2025. https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/presidential-actions/executive-order-enhancing

-public-safety-interior-united-states/.
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dren are there [in the US], that you don’t know
when you will go back. I felt very strange with
my siblings, who start talking to you and asking
you things, and all you want to do is shut your-
self in aroom and cry.” It had been over fifteen
years since she left Mexico City for the US. She
did not know where to live. Her mother was no
longer alive, and she was not close to her broth-
ers. She did not know how or where to find
work in Mexico City. She had owned her own
housecleaning business in Colorado, but the
market was different in Mexico City. She knew
it was not a safe or easy place to navigate.

Troubles in her marriage also complicated
the situation. Shortly after her deportation, Ol-
ivia’s husband began a new relationship. They
formally separated. There was no question, at
that point, that her husband would not return
to Mexico to be with her. But she also knew that
bringing her children with her was not the right
choice. The separation of children and mother
was a heartbreaking consequence of Olivia’s de-
portation. Olivia told us that her daughters call
her crying. Her oldest daughter started to suf-
fer from depression and anxiety. Olivia told us,
“Now, if you ask my children what they want for
Christmas, they are not thinking, ‘Ay, I hope
Santa Claus brings me this.’ No, they are think-
ing, I want to see my mother. And that is the
hardest part. Because they [ICE] snatch the
dreams from our children. Not just us. Our chil-
dren too.”

DISCUSSION

Families who face forced international separa-
tion as a result of deportation can only reunify
without the threat of further legal entangle-
ment by migrating to the country of deporta-
tion, which is the de facto deportation of the
family. Our analysis reveals that the scale of re-
cent de facto deportation is substantial, affect-
ing more than 11,000 people who migrated to
Mexico between 2015 and 2020 and remained
there in 2020. De facto deported migrants in
Mexico are mostly the children and spouses of
deported men, such as Lety and her children.
Still, our analysis shows that there are signifi-
cant numbers of men who are de facto de-
ported when they accompany a spouse. There
are also some parents—all mothers in the Cen-
sus—who accompany deported children to

THE US DEPORTATION SYSTEM AND ITS AFTERMATH

Mexico, as Carla did. Our study shows that the
post-deportation consequences of the current
US immigration policy regime and its enforce-
ment extend well beyond the individual de-
ported and the borders of the US.

While our qualitative data with former US
migrants living in Mexico City in 2019 are not
representative of the population of deported
parents or their children in Mexico, they give
us greater understanding of the types of con-
siderations that families make when facing pa-
rental deportation. They reveal that when de-
portation forces the international separation
of family, deliberation about whether and how
to stay together can rest on the needs of family
members, the presence of other caretakers or
guardians, and, in the case of parental deporta-
tion, the relationship between parents. Lety de-
cided to accompany Alonso along with her chil-
dren considering their union was strong and
their children were very young. Carla accompa-
nied her son, Luis, because he needed her sup-
port after deportation to Mexico following a
childhood lived in the US. We learned from Ol-
ivia’s story that parents whose union is fragile,
and parents of older children who are settled
in the US, may not be accompanied by their
partner and children. Other considerations in
whether children accompany deported parents
involve the ability to provide housing and
schooling in Mexico, as Olivia’s story also
showed us. However, Lety’s story suggests that
staying together as a family, when it is deemed
desirable and possible, can outweigh consider-
ations related to institutional supports such as
schooling.

In the Census data, we find that women
make up a far greater share of adult de facto
deported people than they do of recent mi-
grants. We also find that more women accom-
pany deported spouses than men do. Of course,
part of the gendering of de facto deportation
reflects the gendering of deportation itself:
Men are the overwhelming majority of de-
ported people, so female partners are at higher
risk of spousal de facto deportation (Golash-
Boza 2016; Golash-Boza and Hondagneu-Sotelo
2013). However, women are also more likely
than men to accompany deported children; in
fact, no men in the Census accompanied a de-
ported child as a de facto deported parent. Fur-
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thermore, when children were de facto de-
ported with deported parents, a greater share
accompanied mothers than would be expected
based on the share of all deported people who
are women.

The majority of de facto deported children
were born in the US. As Luis H. Zayas (2015) has
argued, these young American citizens have
been forced into exile, relinquishing their citi-
zenship rights in childhood to retain their right
to parental companionship. We find that they
were less likely to be enrolled in school than
others who migrated for different reasons, al-
though this may reflect generally lower enroll-
ment rates among recent US-born migrants
compared to nonmigrants and Mexican-born
children. This pattern aligns with other find-
ings and owes to administrative and language
barriers to the educational system in Mexico,
or difficulty navigating bureaucracy (Jacobo-
Suarez 2017; Zaiiiga and Giorguli-Saucedo 2020;
Medina and Menjivar 2015). Nevertheless, there
appears to be an additional schooling penalty
for being de facto deported and US-born, sug-
gesting further complications with paperwork
for families who migrate under forced circum-
stances. In other words, these challenges add
to the other challenges already studied in the
literature and have implications for students,
parents, and educators (Gandara and Jensen
2021; Giorguli Saucedo et al. 2022).

Our findings highlight a neglected popula-
tion in research on de facto deportation, which
has focused on children: the partners and par-
ents of deported people. For Mexican-born in-
dividuals who lived in the US without legal doc-
uments, de facto deportation to Mexico implies
significant barriers to reentry to the US. For
Carla, this is a significant loss, as most of her
family remains there. She believes she cannot
obtain a visa to travel legally to the US, and she
is unwilling to attempt a border crossing. US-
born children, like Lety’s, on the other hand,
have the right to travel to, live in, and work in
the US, as well as to eventually sponsor their
parents and other family members for immi-
gration. Lety’s children have mixed feelings
about returning to the US; her son is eager to
return, while her daughter is not. Neither one
retains any English, nor any real memories of
the place of their birth. What their future holds

is yet to be seen. To our knowledge, no studies
following de facto deported children over time
exist, but one study of the US-born in Mexico
found a very high rate of return migration to
the US, of more than 10 percent in a two-year
period among eighteen-to-twenty-four-year-
olds (Cuecuecha-Mendoza et al. 2017). As future
studies analyze what happens to de facto de-
ported people over time, it is important to note
age at arrival to Mexico to consider how life-
stage processes shape the experiences of de
facto deportation for children, adolescents,
and adults alike.

How does the experience of de facto depor-
tation vary by place? Our results show that
there is a concentration of de facto deported
people in the northern border region and in
metropolitan areas, but questions remain
about how challenges and integration patterns
differ by state or size of locality. Metropolitan
areas such as Tijuana, Guadalajara, Puebla, and
Mexico City, which have significant popula-
tions of deported people, have developed mi-
grant organizations supporting the needs of
returnees and US-born family members. It is
unclear how challenges differ in places where
de facto deported people and their families are
more visible and have tighter social networks
and support compared to places with a low
density of returnees.

One implication of our multiple-methods
analysis is that identifying de facto deportation
in existing data sources is not straightforward.
No existing data sources identify the precise
timing of deported people and their family
members or list de facto deportation (or the ac-
companiment of a deported person) as the rea-
son for migration. As we explained, we as-
sumed that nuclear family members who
migrated during the same five-year period as a
deported person were de facto deported. This
presents several complications that need to be
considered when using our estimates and in
future work to improve upon them. First, we
did not observe the reasons for return migra-
tion of most parents of US-born children under
five, the majority of whom did not report being
in the US in 2015. This suggests a short-term or
circular family migration pattern that the Cen-
sus does not capture (Vargas-Valle et al. 2022).
Nor can we observe de facto deportation for
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Mexican-born children under five if their fami-
lies had short-term migrations between 2015
and 2020.

Our window of observation of migration was
limited to 2015-2020, but the Census provides
data on migrant stock, not flow—that is, people
who migrated in that window and remained in
Mexico in 2020. Some portion of migrants to
Mexico between 2015 and 2020 likely returned
to the US by 2020, especially among the US-
born, who have US passports with which to
travel (Cuecuecha-Mendoza et al. 2017). More-
over, the vast majority of US-born children in
Mexico in 2020 (a population estimated to be
just over 500,000) migrated to Mexico before
2015. If we apply the rate of de facto deporta-
tion observed among five- to seventeen-year-
old US-born recent migrants (10 percent) to the
population of all US-born children living in
Mexico in 2020, we estimate a total of about
50,000 de facto deported US-born children.
This is smaller than the population estimate
from the 2014 and 2018 Mexican Surveys of De-
mographic Dynamics (known as the ENADID
in Spanish; Hamilton et al. 2023). This differ-
ence could reflect changes to the risk of paren-
tal deportation in the US or the choice of chil-
dren to accompany parents after a parental
deportation.

Another problem with measuring de facto
deportation is that census and household sur-
vey data like the ENADID exclude people who
do not live in the same household as the person
they accompanied. This would exclude both
Lety and her son, who no longer live with her
(now ex-) husband, as well as Carla, who no lon-
ger lives with her son. Definitional issues may
also affect the reporting of deportation. For ex-
ample, it is unclear how Carla’s son and Lety’s
husband would have reported their migration
experience. Carla’s son signed a voluntary de-
parture order and was removed instantly, while
Lety’s husband was not officially deported, yet
he and his family still fled the threat (and likely
inevitability) of deportation. On the whole,
problems with measuring de facto deportation
in existing data suggest our estimates are con-
servative, or smaller than the true number.

Two important improvements over existing
Mexican survey data on deportation would be
to collect migration information from people

who have ever lived outside of Mexico. This
could include asking for detailed information
about the last migration to Mexico, regardless
of period. Another improvement would be to
allow respondents to report multiple reasons
for migration, including, ideally, to accompany
a deported person. Incorporating information
on the last migration, rather than migration in
the last five years, would provide comprehen-
sive migrant inflow information, allowing
changes over time in the rate of entry to Mexico
to be observed among the current stock of im-
migrants and return migrants in the country.
It would also allow for more precise identifica-
tion of migration accompaniment among co-
resident family members. By allowing multiple
causes of return to be listed, survey data would
better reflect the multiple considerations that
migrants and their family members make
when moving.

Although they may not have been repre-
sented in survey data, Lety, with her children,
and Carla were de facto deported to Mexico,
along with thousands of Mexican and US-born
migrants. Their migration to Mexico was not
the outcome of unhindered choice but was
forced by the family circumstances they faced
under the particular set of US immigration laws
and policies created since 1986. It is likely that
a far greater number of families, like Olivia’s,
are separated across international borders by
deportation. Olivia returned alone, just as
many returnees have done (Masferrer 2021).
Adding questions about nonresident children
to surveys would improve the ability to identify
family separation among migrants and de-
ported people.

An additional way to consider the needs of
children involves something we did not do:
talking and listening to children about their
own difficulties. As a vulnerable population de-
serving of added protection in the research pro-
cess, children are usually excluded from con-
versations regarding parental deportation
(Muruthi et al. 2024). Yet, deportation impacts
de facto deported children and children who
remain behind, as this journal issue makes
abundantly clear. To identify the causal im-
pacts of de facto deportation, data that allow
for the comparison of parents who are de-
ported and accompanied by children, parents
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who are deported and separated from their
children, and parents who are at risk of but do
not experience deportation are needed. Such
data would allow scholars to answer several im-
portant questions, including which parents ex-
perience deportation, who among them are ac-
companied by their children, and the impacts
de facto deportation has on children.

It is uncertain what the future holds in rela-
tion to policies that may reduce or amplify the
risk of deportation, de facto deportation, family
separation, and family reunification. Families
will continue to face difficult decisions to re-
main together or be separated as long as the US
government continues to fail to accommodate
them or prioritize the needs of children. This
special issue showcases research on the depor-
tation system and its aftermath. We hope our
work and that of others in this issue spur future
research and data on de facto deportation—not
only from the US to Mexico but globally.
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Urgent Returns: The Link O
Between Family and the

Remigration Intentions of

Deported Central Americans in

an Era of Border Externalization

ANGEL A. ESCAMILLA GARCIA® AND ADRIANA M. CERON

Research on post-deportation experiences has shown that family separation, especially separation from chil-
dren and partners, shapes deported migrants’ intentions to return to the US. Yet little is known about how
these intentions intersect with other aspects of the remigration experience. In this article, we examine de-
ported Central American adults’ intentions to reenter the US undetected and the transit experiences of those
attempting to return while traversing Mexico. Drawing on survey data from the Encuesta Sobre Migracion
en la Frontera Sur de México (EMIF Sur), combined with ethnographic and interview data from recently
deported Central Americans traveling through Mexico, we find that deported migrants who have left behind
minor children in the US are more likely to intend to return to the US—particularly those who are separated
from a partner or are a single parent. In turn, the eagerness and urgency to return to their families in the US
shape the way deported migrants approach their journeys through Mexico. These results underscore the
central role of family in shaping remigration and highlight the broader consequences of US border external-
ization policies operating within Mexico.

Keywords: Central America, family, deportation, remigration, border externalization

Luis, a thirty-four-year-old man from EI Salva-  “I have three little girls and a wife waiting for
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hoping to reenter the US undetected after hav- but I was stopped for speeding and was de-
ing been deported months earlier. He explained  ported back to El Salvador. That was a year and
his motivations for returning, despite the risks:  a half ago, and since then, I have been deported
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URGENT RETURNS

[back to El Salvador] four times: three times
from Mexico, and once while crossing the bor-
der wall in California.”

When asked if he was afraid of the height-
ened immigration enforcement at the US-
Mexico border, Luis explained: “I am not afraid
of crossing. My life is there. ... My family is
there [in the US].” Luis’s experience reflects the
broader reality faced by all Central American
migrants aiming to enter the US: They must
evade both US and Mexican authorities. How-
ever, Luis’s case also points to the unique mi-
gratory experience of migrants who are en
route to the US with a core motivation: to re-
unite with their families or loved ones follow-
ing forcible separation through deportation.

While international migration is often
viewed as movement toward new destinations,
the inverse—migrants returning, voluntarily or
involuntarily, to their home countries—has re-
ceived comparatively less attention (Masferrer
and Roberts 2012). Scholars have explored the
consequences of return migration, including
challenges of resettlement, cultural and eco-
nomic reintegration, and family and govern-
mental responses (Hagan et al. 2008; Medina
and Menjivar 2015). Others have examined de-
ported migrants’ efforts to return to countries
from which they were removed (Roberts et al.
2017; Schuster and Majidi 2013, 2015), high-
lighting how, for many migrants, deportation
and return intersect with family disruption, of-
ten separating loved ones across borders or
prompting entire household relocations. But,
beyond linking the desire to return with factors
such as family separation, to our knowledge,
no research has focused on how the experience
of returning to the country of removal is
shaped by deportation.

Deportation is the most common form of
involuntary return from the US. Fueled by the
increasing criminalization of unauthorized mi-
gration over the last few decades, deportations
surged from less than 50,000 in 1996 to 348,000
by 2019 (Golash-Boza 2015; Weber and Massey
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2023). Even in 2020, amid the COVID-19 pan-
demic and restrictive policies such as Title 42,
which permitted US authorities to more easily
expel migrants at the US-Mexico border, over
237,000 people were removed (DHS 2023; ICE
2020; Ceron and Kao 2025).! While Mexican im-
migrants historically made up the majority of
these deportations, their numbers have de-
clined over the years due to enforcement and
demographic shifts (Flores 2020; Massey et al.
2015). This has coincided with a significant in-
crease in the apprehension and deportation of
migrants from Northern Central America
(NCA), which is comprised of El Salvador, Gua-
temala, and Honduras (Torre Cantalapiedra
2023).2 For instance, in 2014, for the first time,
Border Patrol apprehended more Central
Americans than Mexicans, a trend that has per-
sisted since then (Goodman 2020; Ward and
Batalova 2023). Immigration and Customs En-
forcement (ICE) data also shows a decrease in
Mexican removals from 241,493 to 176,968 be-
tween 2013 and 2014, while NCA removals rose
from 106,400 to 122,298 (DHS 2014).

Deported NCA migrants often return to the
same or worse precarious conditions—marked
by violence, inequality, and instability—that
they originally left behind, and which are often
rooted in the lasting impact of US-backed civil
conflicts and coups in the region (Menjivar and
Abrego 2012; Dingeman 2018). At the same
time, deportation separates migrants from
their homes, jobs, and families in the US, who
often include members with mixed legal status.
These losses, combined with hardship in their
countries of origin, prompt many to attempt
reentry without authorization (Menjivar et al.
2018). But to return to the US, NCA migrants
must traverse more than 2,000 miles across
Mexico, a country that has intensified its im-
migration enforcement since 2014, becoming a
key actor in US border externalization. In Mex-
ico, migrants face violence, xenophobia, and
the risk of detention and deportation (Crocker
et al. 2021; Escamilla Garcia 2022). These dy-

1. The COVID-19 pandemic mitigation efforts also halted some ICE operations within the interior of the country.
For more details, see: https://www.ice.gov/doclib/news/library/reports/annual-report/eroReportFY2020.pdf.

2. Throughout this paper, we use NCA and Central America interchangeably due to the predominance of NCA
migrants in US-bound Central American migration flows.
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namics make understanding the remigration
attempts of deported NCA migrants both
timely and necessary.

In this article, we examine the aftermath of
deportation among deported NCA migrants,
focusing on their intentions to return to the US
and their experiences while transiting through
Mexico on their return journeys. We approach
our analysis from two complementary and
methodologically diverse perspectives—the
macro and the micro. First, we use 2014-2018
data from the Survey on Migration on the
Southern Border of Mexico (Encuesta Sobre Mi-
gracion en la Frontera Sur de México, hereafter
EMIF Sur) to examine how involuntary trans-
national family structures are associated with
reporting intentions to remigrate to the US in
the future and the short-term, focusing on sep-
aration from minor children and partners in
the US. Our quantitative analysis shows that
NCA migrants separated from minor children
under the age of fifteen in the US are more
likely to report intentions to return to the US,
especially when they also have a partner in the
US or are single parents, relative to deported
migrants without children and a partner. Then,
to further investigate how family and parent-
hood affect mobility decisions, we draw on eth-
nographic data gathered in 2018 and 2019 from
recently deported NCA adult migrants who had
been separated from their families in the US
and were transiting through Mexico in an at-
tempt to reenter the US. The qualitative analy-
sis reveals that deported parents make difficult
decisions and face significant adversity while
urgently moving through Mexico in order to re-
unite with their partners and children.

DEPORTATION, FAMILY, AND

BORDER EXTERNALIZATION AMONG
DEPORTED CENTRAL AMERICANS
REMIGRATING TO THE US

A growing body of literature highlights the col-
lateral consequences of deportation, the remi-
gration intentions of deported Central Ameri-
cans, the impacts on families left behind, and
Mexico’s expanding role as a gatekeeper for US
reentry. These studies consistently show that
familial ties in the US are strong motivators for
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remigration. However, for Central Americans,
returning to the US is increasingly complicated
by Mexico’s role in externalizing the US-Mexico
border and the violence and risk that accom-
pany that role. Thus, deported migrants from
Central America who seek to reunite with their
families must inevitably navigate these addi-
tional factors while traversing Mexico.

Central American migration to the US began
in the early twentieth century, with a signifi-
cant surge in the 1980s as people fled US-
backed wars and coups (Abrego 2014). Since
then, Central Americans have become a grow-
ing and sizable immigrant group in the US.? As
of 2019, approximately 3.8 million Central
Americans were living in the country, of whom
the majority (2.1 million) were undocumented
(Ward and Batalova 2023). For the latter group,
their precarious legal status and limited ave-
nues for legalization have placed them at a
heightened risk of deportation (Menjivar 2000).
For example, deportations of Guatemalans,
Hondurans, and Salvadorans rose from 80,000
in 2010 to 122,000 by 2014 (Dominguez Villegas
and Rietig 2015).

One major consequence of intensified US
enforcement is family separation. Between
2009 and 2013, more than half a million US-
born children experienced the deportation of
a parent, usually a father (Capps et al. 2015).
These separations significantly harm families’
emotional and financial well-being. Children
often suffer from depression, anxiety, and so-
cial withdrawal (Allen et al. 2015; Dreby and
Macias 2023), while mothers face increased eco-
nomic pressure and housing insecurity (Dreby
2012, 2015). Meanwhile, deported fathers face
stigma, social isolation, and depression upon
returning to countries with limited economic
prospects, which makes it difficult for them to
earn enough money to support their families
in the US (Andrews 2023; Dingeman 2018).
These new family dynamics can strain and
sever familial ties, with some fathers relin-
quishing their role as providers and experienc-
ing a form of gendered stigma that negatively
impacts their psychological and social well-
being (Golash-Boza 2014, 2019; Andrews and
Khayar-Camara 2022).

3. For a historical context of Central America migration, see Patler and Jones (2025, this issue).
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Deportation is often not the end, but rather
the beginning of a series of challenging deci-
sions for families. Families must choose
whether to remain separated, attempt unau-
thorized reentry, or relocate to the deported
parent’s location—all of which involve signifi-
cant trade-offs (Boehm 2017; Cardoso et al. 2016;
Hamilton et al. 2023). De facto deportation—
when family members emigrate from the US to
reunite with a deported person—can carry un-
intended consequences, particularly for chil-
dren, especially when relocation exposes them
to violence, socioeconomic hardships, and
mental health problems (Hamilton et al. 2025,
this issue). Thus, deported parents may see un-
authorized reentry to the US as one of the only
viable options for preserving family unity.

Still, unauthorized reentry after deportation
is classified as a felony under US law, punish-
able by up to two years in prison for a first of-
fense and up to twenty years for repeat offend-
ers with prior criminal records (8 U.S.C. § 1326;
Cardoso et al. 2016). Despite these harsh con-
sequences, migrants with existing deportation
records are estimated to have accounted for
more than half of ICE removals between 2003
and 2016 (Valdivia 2025, this issue). For de-
ported parents in particular, the decision to
risk unauthorized reentry is often driven by the
desire to reunite with their loved ones and ful-
fill family obligations (Amuedo-Dorantes et al.
2015, Hagan et al. 2008; Martinez et al. 2018).
Indeed, evidence shows that separation from
children and spouses in the US is a major pre-
dictor of reporting remigration intentions
among Salvadoran men, regardless of the rea-
son for their removal (Cardoso et al. 2016). Gen-
der and legal vulnerability also play significant
roles in shaping remigration decisions. For in-
stance, deported Mexican women are more
likely than men to express an intent to return
if they have left children in someone else’s care
(Vargas Valle et al. 2022). In contrast, Mexican
fathers with previous failed crossing attempts
or incarceration histories may be more reluc-
tant to return, fearing prolonged detention or
prosecution (Andrews and Khayar-Camara
2022). These studies emphasize how family sep-
aration complicates the decision to return to
the US.

However, more research is needed—particu-
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larly on NCA migrants—who face longer and
more perilous journeys than their Mexican
counterparts due to the necessity of transiting
through Mexico. The necessity of crossing
through Mexico is a distinguishing feature of
NCA migration to the US, including unauthor-
ized reentry post-deportation. For instance, the
migrant route from NCA to the US is rife with
violence and precarity, and it is a route that de-
ported migrants must inevitably confront
again if they wish to return to the US (Brigden
2015, 2018; Diaz de Leon 2023; Vogt 2013). Since
2014, Mexico has intensified efforts to deter un-
documented migrants from reaching the US-
Mexico border, resulting in increased deten-
tions and deportations at the US Southwest
border (Escamilla Garcia 2022; Leyva-Flores et
al. 2019; Massey 2020). These enforcement mea-
sures have pushed migrants toward increas-
ingly dangerous routes to avoid detention, put-
ting them at the mercy of criminal groups and,
in extreme cases, corrupt immigration officials
(Menjivar 2000). This exposes migrants not
only to criminal violence and extortion but
also to a scarcity of basic needs like shelter and
water (Escamilla Garcia 2022; Linares 2023). Al-
though Mexico lacks official data on most
forms of violence faced by migrants, limited
surveys of migrants in transit collected by the
National Human Rights Commission of Mex-
ico show that 47 percent of migrants transiting
through Mexico to reach the US experienced
some form of crime, with robbery being the
most common (16 percent), along with extor-
tion (4 percent) and sexual violence (2 per-
cent), and these numbers likely undercount
the actual magnitude of the violence faced by
these migrants (CNDH 2021). Meanwhile, the
cost of smuggling has increased, putting
smugglers out of reach for many NCA mi-
grants, and the number of deaths along the
journey has also risen (Gathmann 2008; De
Leon 2015; Vogt 2013).

Ultimately, the literature shows that de-
ported Central Americans separated from their
families face a unique experience of remigra-
tion driven by two opposing forces: the urgent
desire to reunite with loved ones and the harsh
realities of enforcement and violence along the
journey. Yet, little is known about how these
two forces intersect, and whether deported mi-
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grants’ motivations shape their experiences on
the migrant journey, as in the case of Central
Americans. This study is among the first to ex-
plore how these dual pressures shape the remi-
gration intentions and experiences of deported
Central Americans attempting to return to the
US without authorization. We examine this
through two guiding questions: The first asks
about the association between deported mi-
grants’ involuntary transnational family struc-
ture and their intentions to remigrate to the US
in both the future and the short term; the sec-
ond considers how the urgency to reunite with
families shape the journey experience of de-
ported migrants. Through this framework, the
article contributes to the emerging scholarship
on what Caitlin Patler and Bradford Jones
(2025, this issue) define as the post-deportation
phase—an often-overlooked and understudied
dimension of the broader deportation system,
which also includes pre- and in-deportation
processes.

RESEARCH DESIGN AND DATA
To answer these questions, this article uses
quantitative and qualitative data on NCA mi-
grants deported from the US to Central Amer-
ica. These data sources were collected indepen-
dently from different projects and were not
originally intended to complement each other.*
Thus, through the process of “triangulation,”
we have leveraged the different methodologies
and findings from both sources as a strength,
providing a more robust answer to our research
question (Olsen 2004). The triangulation of
methods and data in social science is widely
used to bring together “diverse viewpoints or
standpoints” to cast light on a topic, including
in studies of international migration, where it
has led to substantial and robust findings
(Small 2011; Asad and Garip 2019; Hamilton et
al. 2021). In this case, an additional benefit of
triangulating these data sources is that there is
generally limited available data on this topic,
and less that covers the same population from
different methodological angles.

Our method of triangulation consisted of a
two-step process of independent analysis of the
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sources. First, we used EMIF Sur data to exam-
ine the association between deported migrants’
transnational family structures and their inten-
tions to remigrate to the US in the future and
the short term. Once this relation was exam-
ined and patterns were observed, we analyzed
the ethnographic data to understand how de-
ported NCA migrants transiting through Mex-
ico in an attempt to reenter the US described
these factors as they related to their return jour-
neys to the US.

Quantitative Data and Analysis

The quantitative data analyzed in our study
come from the 2014-2018 EMIF Sur survey. The
EMIF Sur is conducted by El Colegio de la Fron-
tera Norte (El Colef) in conjunction with other
organizations. Today, the EMIF Sur is one of the
most comprehensive and robust surveys to fo-
cus on migration flows from the NCA region to
Mexico and the US. Our quantitative analysis
draws specifically on a subset of EMIF Sur data
on a highly representative sample of Guatema-
lan, Honduran, and Salvadoran migrants who
were deported from the US and repatriated by
air to their countries of birth. Following a prob-
abilistic sampling design, deported migrants
are surveyed by trained interviewers shortly af-
ter their repatriation flights land, typically at
locations where they are processed by local au-
thorities and staff, such as airports or reception
centers (Amuedo-Dorantes et al. 2015; Torre
Cantalapiedra 2023).

Importantly, the EMIF Sur presents a rare
opportunity to analyze the factors associated
with deported migrants’ intentions to return to
the US. First, the survey contains rich and oth-
erwise scarce data on deported individuals,
including demographic and family character-
istics, prior migration and deportation experi-
ences, and future migration intentions. Al-
though reporting intentions to remigrate does
not guarantee actual migration in the future, a
study on Mexican migrants found that aspira-
tions to migrate strongly predicted subsequent
migration trips to the US (Creighton 2013). Ad-
ditionally, prior research has used the EMIF Sur
to examine the remigration intentions of de-

4. In this sense, this research is not a mixed-methods study, which is generally understood to involve two or more

different methodologies.
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ported Central Americans, demonstrating the
importance and reliability of this survey mea-
sure (Amuedo-Dorantes et al. 2015; Flores
2020). Second, because deported migrants are
interviewed upon their return from the US, the
data excludes those who have already initiated
a return journey.

Despite its many strengths, the EMIF Sur
has important limitations. First, the sample in-
cludes only migrants deported from the US to
NCA, excluding those deported from the US to
Mexico, from Mexico to NCA, or those de facto
deported to NCA. Additionally, because the
EMIF Sur captures deportation events, it is pos-
sible that a person who was deported multiple
times is represented more than once in the
data (Torre Cantalapiedra 2023).

From 2014 through 2018, the EMIF Sur in-
cluded a total of 24,272 respondents. For this
analysis, we exclude 5 respondents under the
age of eighteen, as well as 2,599 who responded
not sure when asked about their intentions to
remigrate to the US, thereby limiting our anal-
yses to the adult respondents who answered ei-
ther yes or no.> We also remove 1,699 respon-
dents with missing data on variables used in
the analysis, resulting in a final count of 19,969
deported migrants from NCA (92 percent of the
subsample). Among them, 49 percent origi-
nated from El Salvador, 30 percent from Guate-
mala, and 21 percent from Honduras.

Survey Measures

We use a series of multivariable logistic regres-
sion models to examine two outcome variables:
future and short-term intentions to return to
the US post-deportation. The first measure asks
respondents about their intentions to return to
the US at some point in the future, with re-

sponses coded as 1 for yes and 0 for no. We then
focus on the subset of respondents who re-
ported intentions to remigrate in the future
(N =10,296) to assess their short-term inten-
tions to remigrate to the US. Short-term remi-
gration intentions were measured using a sec-
ond survey question that asks respondents if
they intend to return to the US within the next
thirty days, with responses coded as 1 for yes
and 0 for no.

Following the approach of Jodi Berger Car-
doso and colleagues (2016), we use two explan-
atory variables to measure what these scholars
describe as the involuntary transnational fam-
ily structure of deported migrants, focusing
our analyses on nuclear families—specifically,
children and partners—who have been sepa-
rated as a result of deportation. Specifically, we
rely on two survey measures to capture respon-
dents’ transnational family structure: the geo-
graphical location of a respondent’s spouse or
partner (hereafter partner; 1=US, 2 =NCA,
0 = no partner), and whether respondents left
children under the age of fifteen (hereafter mi-
nor children) in the US (1 = left minor in US,
2 = left no minor in the US, 0 = nonparent).®

Finally, we account for key demographic and
migration characteristics. Online appendix ta-
ble A.1 provides information on variable opera-
tionalization.” Demographic controls include
gender (1= male, 0 = female); age (in years); En-
glish proficiency (1 =yes, 0 = no); Indigenous
language proficiency (1 =yes, 0 = no); level of
education (1 = secondary education, 2 = high
school, 3 = higher education, 0 = primary or no
education); and country of origin (1 = Guate-
mala, 2 = Honduras, 0 = El Salvador). Migration-
related controls associated with migration de-
cisions include a continuous measure for the

5.In additional analyses not shown, we found that including not sure responses does not change the substantive

results.

6. A limitation of the measure of child separation is that it only captures geographical information on minor
children left behind in the US and does not capture data on the location of children of deported parents without
minor children in the US. Another limitation is that the EMIF Sur does not capture the total number of children
each respondent has. Nonetheless, prior research has relied on this measure item to examine parent-child
separation and remigration intentions (Amuedo-Dorantes et al. 2015). Despite its limitations, the measure pro-
vides valuable insight into how transnational family structures are associated with the likelihood of reporting

future and short-term remigration intentions.

7. The online appendix can be found at https://www.rsfjournal.org/content/11/4/196/tab-supplemental.
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number of years spent in the US during the
most recent migration spell, use of a coyote (a
paid guide or smuggler) to enter the US (1= no,
0 = yes); location of apprehension (1 =home,
2 =work, 3 =street or highway, 4 = other,
0 = desert or crossing border); the total number
of deportations from the US, and a measure for
deportations from Mexico (1 = one or more de-
portations, 0 = none), as research suggests that
immigration enforcement in Mexico is associ-
ated with curbing the remigration intentions
of deported migrants from NCA (Flores 2020).
We also incorporate a continuous variable in-
dicating the number of months spent in US
detention prior to deportation, with values
ranging from 0 to 12 months. Cases where de-
tention exceeded 12 months are recoded as 12
months to address the skewed distribution of
the data (see Saadi et al. 2025). Lastly, to con-
trol for potential time trends and seasonality,
we control for the month and year of the sur-
vey, which is also the date when respondents
were deported.

Qualitative Data and Analysis

The qualitative data for this article come from
a larger ethnographic study focusing on how
Central American youth experience violence
while transiting through Mexico. During this
project, the first author conducted twelve for-
mal interviews (plus participant observation)
with adult migrants who had been deported
from the US at least once and were migrating
through Mexico as they attempted to return to
the US without authorization—the basis for
their inclusion in the sample here. These inter-
views and field notes were collected throughout
2018 and 2019 at three different migrant shel-
ters in Mexico, operated by civil and religious
organizations. The shelters provide a range of
services, including meals, basic medical atten-
tion, shelter, and legal aid, and also function as
spaces where migrants can rest while travel-
ing.® The goal of the interviews was to under-
stand migrants’ motivations for migrating to
the US and their experiences while migrating

8. Services vary greatly from shelter to shelter.
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through Mexico. All participants gave their con-
sent prior to the interviews and were provided
with a sheet with relevant information about
the study.

Of the twelve participants, eleven were men,
aged 32 to 44; seven were from Honduras, three
were from Guatemala, and two from El Salva-
dor. The twelfth participant was a woman from
Honduras. All participants had lived in the US
for at least a year and a half prior to their de-
portation and had partners and children resid-
ing there. All but one were traveling alone
through Mexico; one was traveling with his
cousin. None were assisted by a smuggler or
other organization. Instead, they relied on their
prior knowledge and experience to navigate the
journey, believing that it was not worth the
time or money to hire someone to help them
cross to the US. Most respondents described
their deportations as unexpected.

Regarding their deportations from the US,
five participants were detained while driving,
four in connection with domestic violence dis-
putes, and one for drinking alcohol on the
street.” Two did not disclose the reasons for
their apprehension and subsequent deporta-
tion. In all cases, deportation followed within
weeks of being detained, and all respondents
reported having little to no contact with immi-
gration attorneys. After returning to their home
countries, nine of the twelve migrants set out
for Mexico within a week—two of them imme-
diately after leaving their home country’s recep-
tion facilities. Another three returned briefly to
their home villages and cities to visit parents
and siblings before beginning their journeys.
Four participants had been deported from Mex-
ico at least once.

The interview data and ethnographic field
notes were open-coded using MAXQDA soft-
ware for data analysis, and patterns were iden-
tified as central themes in the experiences of
deported migrants traveling through Mexico.
Data analysis followed a grounded theory ap-
proach, drawing on open-ended interviews
conducted in Spanish and detailed field notes

9. Four of the migrants mentioned being detained because of traffic violations. Each was initially arrested by a

police officer who then turned them over to ICE.
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to identify patterns related to the research
question (Lareau 2021; Weiss 1995). All identifi-
able information was anonymized, including
names, specific locations, and details related
to respondents’ detention and deportation
from both the US and Mexico. The only par-
ticipant characteristics that were not anony-
mized were gender, age, and nationality.

The small sample size is partly due to the
methodology used and the vulnerability of the
population. The first author’s primary method
for meeting migrants in transit through Mexico
was ethnography, which emphasizes depth in
sharing and understanding people’s experi-
ences before conducting formal interviews.
Thus, interviews were conducted only after
establishing a certain level of rapport with the
respondents. This research methodology was
slow and time-consuming and limited the
number of migrants who could be interviewed
during fieldwork. However, given the precari-
ous and violent conditions in which these mi-
grants move through Mexico, the first author
found this approach effective in creating an
ethical space where migrants felt comfortable
sharing their personal experiences and views.

The method and field site also limited the
scope of the sample to a specific type of mi-
grant. Central Americans who move through
migrant shelters in Mexico are, for the most
part, men and are poorer than other migrants
who can afford the services of smugglers
(which is a faster way to arrive at the border).
Thus, the sample is likely skewed toward
poorer migrants and men. However, given that
the sample is composed of deported migrants
with family in the US, its scope helps to trian-
gulate the quantitative findings of this study,
which focuses specifically on this subsample of
Central American migrants in transit through
Mexico.

In the next section, we discuss the results of
both analyses and conclude that separation
from minor children in the US is significantly
associated with reporting remigration inten-
tions among recently deported Central Ameri-
cans, especially if they are also separated from
a partner in the US or are single parents, com-
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pared to their single peers without children. In
turn, the eagerness and urgency to return to
their family in the US shape the way deported
migrants approach their journeys through Mex-
ico.

QUANTITATIVE FINDINGS

Table 1 presents summary statistics for the
sample of deported migrants across family
structure. Overall, the majority of respondents
identified as male (83 percent), with an average
age of 28. About 60 percent were apprehended
on the street or highway, and, on average, had
been deported 1.34 times by US authorities.
Over half (52 percent) also reported intentions
to return to the US in the future, with 29 per-
cent of those reporting short-term intentions
to remigrate within the next 30 days. As for re-
spondents’ transnational family structures, 54
percent of deported migrants who separated
from minor children in the US also reported
having a partner in the US. In contrast, de-
ported parents without minor children in the
US were more likely to have a partner in NCA
(63 percent), while nonparents were more likely
to report not having a partner (91 percent).
Reporting intentions to remigrate to the US
also varied by family structure: 65 percent of
respondents with minor children in the US re-
ported intentions to return in the future, com-
pared to 51 percent and 49 percent of deported
migrants without minor children in the US and
nonparents, respectively. Similarly, parents
separated from minor children in the US re-
ported higher intentions to return within 30
days compared to the overall sample (36 per-
cent versus 29 percent). Moreover, deported
parents with minor children in the US had
more prolonged contact with the immigration
enforcement apparatus, spending an average
of 4.06 months in detention prior to deporta-
tion, nearly double the average for the total
sample (2.06 months).

We now turn to multivariable logistic regres-
sion models to examine the relationship be-
tween deported migrants’ transnational family
structure and their intentions to remigrate to
the US. Table 2, model 1a estimates the asso-

10. In analyses not shown, we found that men were more likely than women to have minor children and a partner
in the U.S., as well as to be a single parent with minor children living in the US.
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Table 1. Summary Statistics by Transnational Family Structure

Children
Minor in US No Minor in US Nonparents All
Percent or Percent or Percent or Percent or
Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD)

Intent to return

In the future 0.65 0.51 0.49 0.52

Within thirty days 0.36 0.27 0.27 0.29
Partner characteristics

Partner in US 0.54 0.05 0.02 0.10

Partner in NCA 0.07 0.63 0.07 0.30

No partner 0.39 0.32 0.91 0.61
Country of origin

El Salvador 0.60 0.45 0.49 0.49

Guatemala 0.26 0.31 0.31 0.30

Honduras 0.14 0.24 0.20 0.21
Gender

Male 0.92 0.82 0.81 0.83

Female 0.08 0.18 0.19 0.17
Age 32.84 (7.51) 31.52 (8.51) 23.54 (5.60) 27.89 (8.26)
Speaks English 0.46 0.11 0.12 0.16
Speaks an Indigenous language 0.07 0.09 0.10 0.09
Education level

Primary or no education 0.40 0.46 0.28 0.37

Secondary education 0.30 0.29 0.30 0.30

High school 0.27 0.23 0.36 0.30

Higher education 0.03 0.02 0.05 0.04
Years in US (last spell) 6.75 (7.62) 0.96 (3.70) 0.94 (2.96) 1.62 (4.47)
No coyote 0.30 0.29 0.25 0.27
Months detained by US authorities 4.06 (10.26) 1.73 (7.50) 1.87 (5.21) 2.06 (6.98)
Total deportations by US authorities 1.56 (1.07) 1.37 (0.76) 1.26 (0.64) 1.34 (0.76)
Deportation by Mexican authorities 0.03 0.06 0.04 0.05
Apprehension location

Border crossing attempt 0.16 0.37 0.35 0.34

Home 0.12 0.02 0.02 0.04

Work 0.05 0.01 0.01 0.01

Street/highway 0.64 0.59 0.61 0.60

Other 0.03 0.01 0.01 0.01

N 2,318 8,181 9,470 19,969

Source: Authors’ compilation based on EMIF Sur 2014-2018.

Note: The number of observations for the subset of deported migrants reporting intentions to return
within 30 days is smaller (N = 10,296). Percentages may not add up to 100 because of rounding. Minor
in US refers to children under the age of fifteen in the US.
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ciation between separation from minor chil-
dren in the US and intentions to return in the
future. Table 2, model 2a adjusts for partner
location, and model 3a examines the interac-
tion effect between separation from minor chil-
dren and partner location. Table 2, models 1b
through 3b are similar to models 1a through 3a;
however, these models include results for
short-term remigration intentions among the
subset of respondents who reported intentions
to return in the future. All models include ro-
bust standard errors to account for heterosce-
dasticity. They also control for the demo-
graphic and migration-related characteristics
discussed above, as well as country of origin
and survey month and survey year fixed effects.
For parsimony, we report only the results for
our two explanatory variables; full model esti-
mates, including coefficients for covariates, are
available in the online appendix table A.2. We
present regression results as odds ratios (OR).

Intentions to Return in the Future: In table 2,
model 1a, we observe that the odds of reporting
intentions to remigrate in the future are 1.61
times higher (p <.001) for deported migrants
separated from minor children in the US, com-
pared to nonparents. We found no statistically
significant results for parents who were not
separated from minor children in the US. How-
ever, after adjusting for partner controls in ta-
ble 2, model 2a, we found that parents of minor
children in the US (OR, 1.44, p <.001) and par-
ents without minor children in the US (OR, 1.18,
p <.001) had higher odds of reporting inten-
tions to return in the future than nonparents.
Turning to partner characteristics, deported
migrants with a partner in the US had 1.33
times higher odds of reporting intentions to
remigrate compared to those without a partner,
while having a partner in NCA reduced these
odds (OR, 0.79, p <.001).

To illustrate the interaction between separa-
tion from children and partner location in ta-
ble 2, model 3a, figure 1 presents the predicted
probability of reporting intentions to remigrate
to the US in the future, stratified by partner lo-
cation and separation from minor children,
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with covariates held at their means. We observe
that deported migrants with a partner in the US
and the non-partnered have the highest pre-
dicted probability of reporting intentions to re-
turn in the future compared to respondents
with a partner in NCA. Among those with a
partner in the US and the non-partnered, de-
ported migrants separated from minor chil-
dren in the US have a higher predicted prob-
ability of reporting intentions to remigrate (.46
and .36, respectively) compared to nonparents.
However, the confidence intervals overlap for
those with a partner in the US. The predicted
probability of reporting intentions to remigrate
to the US is higher for deported migrants sepa-
rated from both minor children and a partner
in the US, compared to singles without chil-
dren (.46 vs. .29, p = 0.001)."

Intentions to Return in the Short-Term: The re-
sults in table 2, model 1b indicate that the odds
of reporting intentions to return within 30 days
are 1.57 times higher among respondents with
minor children in the US who reported inten-
tions to return in the future, relative to those
without minor children (p <.001). Table 2,
model 2b continues to show a significant and
positive association between being separated
from minor children in the US and reporting
intentions to return within 30 days, relative to
nonparents (OR, 1.52, p < 0.001). No significant
results were found for partner characteristics.
The significant interaction term in table 2,
model 3b shows that short-term intentions vary
by the partner characteristic of deported mi-
grants who were separated from minor chil-
dren in the US.

Figure 2 shows that, among respondents
who reported intentions to remigrate in the fu-
ture, single parents separated from minor chil-
dren in the US and deported migrants sepa-
rated from both minor children and partners
in the US have a higher predicted probability
(.22 and .20, respectively) of also reporting
short-term remigration intentions compared
to singles without children. Notably, there is
evidence that among deported migrants sepa-
rated from minor children in the US, those with

11. In analyses not shown, we examined heterogeneity in results with subgroup analyses by gender and found
consistent patterns. However, due to the small sample size, we could not examine women'’s short-term remigra-

tion intentions.
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Figure 1. Predicted Probability of Reporting Intentions to Return to the US in the Future, by Partner and

Children Characteristics
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a partner in NCA had the lowest predicted
probability of also reporting an intention to re-
turn within 30 days (.12), compared to .22 re-
spondents without a partner and .20 among
those with a partner in the US.

Overall, we find that deported parents sepa-
rated from minor children in the US report sig-
nificantly higher intentions to remigrate to the
US in the future and the short-term, especially
when they were also separated from a partner
in the US or were single parents, compared to
singles without children. In particular, separa-
tion from minor children and a partner in the
US emerged as a crucial factor in increasing the
probability of reporting intentions to remigrate
in the future, while being a single parent of mi-

nor children in the US increased the probabil-
ity of also reporting intentions to remigrate
within the next thirty days.

QUALITATIVE FINDINGS

While our quantitative results are telling, they
do not fully capture how and why deported par-
ents with minor children in the US navigate the
urgency of remigrating. Thus, we now turn to
our qualitative results to explore the mecha-
nisms that shape the migration journeys of
these parents as they pursue their remigration
intentions. For undocumented immigrants,
precarity and the threat of deportation lurk at
every stage of the journey through Mexico. Ris-
ing rates of detention and deportation of Cen-
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Figure 2. Predicted Probability of Reporting Intentions to Return to the US Within Thirty Days, by

Partner and Children Characteristics
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tral Americans in Mexico, combined with Mex-
ico’s increasingly restrictive migration policies
and pervasive violence and insecurity in the re-
gion, have transformed the journey to the US
Southwest border by land into a potentially
deadly passage. We identify three key ways sep-
aration from family in the US affects the transit
experience of deported NCA migrants. First,
sudden deportations disrupt family economic
and social dynamics, often leaving loved ones
in the US to grapple with the collateral conse-
quences of deportation. This instability inten-
sifies the deported person’s urgency to remi-
grate as quickly as possible to stabilize their
family’s situation, especially when they are the
primary economic provider. Second, these fam-
ily pressures lead migrants in transit to take

greater risks to hasten their return journey.
Third, despite facing several obstacles during
their transit, including deportations, assaults,
and health issues, deported parents exhibited
remarkable determination throughout their
journey through Mexico. These themes are ex-
plored in greater detail in the following subsec-
tions.

The Nuclear Family and

Urgency to Return

Consistent with previous research, deported
adults described their deportations as a shock-
ing event for themselves and their families (An-
drews 2023). This study’s novel contribution
lies in revealing how family separation as a re-
sult of deportation intensifies the urgency mi-
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grants feel to return to the US as quickly as pos-
sible.

When asked about their main reasons for
returning to the US, all twelve respondents
noted the harm their absence was causing their
families, especially economically. For instance,
Rodrigo, a 34-year-old man from Honduras, ex-
pressed his urgent need to return to the US to
stabilize his family’s financial situation: “Right
now, what most worries me is getting there [to
Texas] as soon as possible and paying off what
we owe. My wife right now is working more, but
that’s still not the same as me working in con-
struction. And it’s not the same either with our
son, who has to stay home alone now. Our fam-
ily members already gave us money, and we
have to pay it back. That’s what I'm thinking
about right now. It’s what most worries me, and
the longer it takes, the worse our situation will
get with all the debt.”

Rodrigo further explained that if he did not
return to the US soon, his wife would likely
have to sell his cars to cover rent and food, and
to send him money as he moved through Mex-
ico. Since coyotes often charge Central Ameri-
cans between $15,000 and $19,000 to travel
from their home countries to their destinations
in the US, many deported migrants, like Ro-
drigo, request only the minimum amount, typ-
ically just enough to cover the coyote fee to
cross the US-Mexico border. Deported parents
did this as a strategy to avoid placing addi-
tional financial strain on their families. In Ro-
drigo’s case, he expected that once he reached
the US-Mexico border, his wife and extended
family (such as his cousins) would likely need
to send a much larger sum to pay coyotes for
his crossing and to finance the final leg of his
journey to Texas. As a result, many opted for
the cheapest mode of transportation through
Mexico: walking without the assistance of coy-
otes to save money.

Given these financial pressures, migrants of-
ten prioritized returning quickly despite the
precarious conditions, sometimes even hatch-
ing return plans while still in US detention cen-
ters or on their repatriation flights. Rodrigo, for
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example, described his thoughts during the
flight back to Honduras: “When they put me on
the plane, that’s when I knew they were going
to kick me out. And since then, I've been think-
ing about what I could do to get back quickly to
my family. With my wife. I got there [to Hondu-
ras], got off the plane, and the Honduran gov-
ernment gives you a lot of speeches. But I al-
ready knew that I wasn’t going back to stay. I
was going to return fast.”

Even those who were no longer living with
their children or had separated from their part-
ners felt pressured to return to the US to cover
their family’s expenses, such as rent and car
payments. They also expressed fear that their
cars might have to be sold, leaving them with-
out transportation to get to work or visit their
families.”

While discussions about returning to the US
were often centered on family finances, some
deported parents also emphasized the emo-
tional difficulty of being separated from their
families. Six out of the twelve respondents
mentioned feelings of loneliness and isolation
due to their separation from children and part-
ners, as well as anxiety about their loved ones’
well-being. On one occasion, a man was seen
leaving a migrant shelter to stand outside alone
for an extended period. Later, he shared that he
was trying to stay calm and hold back tears af-
ter a phone conversation with his children.

Our findings reveal that the economic con-
cerns of deported migrants in our study are
twofold: In the immediate term, they feel an
urgent need to return to the US to ease finan-
cial woes; in the longer term, they fear being
unable to reunite with their families and stabi-
lize their financial situation, especially if de-
portation leads to job loss or forces them to sell
their belongings. These economic pressures
are further compounded by deep feelings of
loneliness and isolation during their perilous
journey back to the US. The last point is espe-
cially salient for deported migrants from NCA,
who, compared to their Mexican counterparts,
face a longer and more expensive journey. In
the following section, we explore how this ur-

12. In addition, two men mentioned that their employers were holding jobs for them, but they were worried the
jobs would not remain available for long. Thus, their urgency to return was motivated by their need for employ-
ment and their concern that they could lose their jobs and have to start over.
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gency to return shapes their approach to cross-
ing Mexico.

Balancing Risk and Reward:

Approaches to the Journey

While eager to reunite with their families in the
US, deported Central Americans are acutely
aware of the perils of crossing Mexico. All re-
spondents recalled their previous experiences
as migrants moving through Mexico, describing
the journey as arduous and tiring. They were
also aware of the increasing risk of delinquency
and robbery along the route. Each of the twelve
respondents expressed fear and concern for
their safety, noting that they would likely go
hungry, sleep in fields or on the streets, and face
the threat of robbery and kidnapping. This
sense of insecurity was not confined to the US-
Mexico border—which is often the focus of
studies on Mexican migration (for example, An-
drews 2023)—but persisted throughout their en-
tire time and journey through Mexico. Despite
these dangers, their strong desire to reach the
border often led them to take calculated risks
to keep advancing.

These opposing forces—fear and urgency—
were a recurring theme in interviews. Brandon,
a forty-three-year-old migrant from Honduras
interviewed in Northern Mexico, explained:
“Right now, all I want is to get to [the US-Mexico
border city of] Tijuana and cross as soon as
possible. That’s why I am not staying in this
[shelter] for very long. I am not planning to rest
much these days; I just want to move as fast as
I can to the border.” While Brandon recognized
that rest and careful planning would be benefi-
cial as he traversed the most dangerous stretch
of desert in Mexico, his urgency to reunite with
his family pushed him forward. Brandon left
the shelter early the next morning, after spend-
ing just one night.

In fact, many respondents chose to sacrifice
rest in favor of moving more quickly, driven by
the urgency of their situation. Sergio, a twenty-
eight-year-old man from Guatemala, acknowl-
edged his fatigue and the potential dangers of
sleep deprivation, but he saw it as a necessary
tradeoff for a faster return to the US. As he ex-
plained: “Many people here tell us about how
hard the crossing is, and I'm already feeling it

THE US DEPORTATION SYSTEM AND ITS AFTERMATH

this week I've spent traveling. But I try not to
think about it because right now, my family
comes first.” Others took even greater calcu-
lated risks. For example, Yoni, a forty-two-year-
old man from Honduras traveling through
southern Mexico, decided to join a group of
men preparing to leave a shelter and head
north, despite feeling that they were neither re-
liable nor trustworthy. He decided the risk of
traveling with them was worth it if it meant
reaching the US as fast as possible. Some re-
spondents also braved harsh weather condi-
tions, such as traveling through pouring rain
or extreme heat, and traversed areas notorious
for violence or danger. At a migrant shelter near
the Arizona-Mexico border, for example, a
group of three migrants preparing to cross the
desert expressed that they were terribly afraid
of what awaited them. Still, they viewed this
route as the quickest way to return to the US
and calculated that this path would reduce the
likelihood of being apprehended by immigra-
tion authorities.

The urgency to reunite with their family as
quickly as possible impacted how deported mi-
grants approached their journey through Mex-
ico. Most were not interested in staying in Mex-
ico and applying for legal protection, as they
believed doing so would prolong their stay in
the country for at least a few months. One re-
spondent described attempting to apply for
asylum in southern Mexico but quickly becom-
ing disheartened. The distance from his family
weighed heavily on him, and he grew anxious
about the suffering they were enduring in the
US. Unable to endure the wait, he abandoned
his asylum petition and resumed his journey
north, explaining that he “couldn’t keep wait-
ing.”

Migrant Determination

The urgency to reunite with family in the US
remains strong even among those who have en-
dured violence or forced removal while transit-
ing through Mexico. Six of the twelve respon-
dents had been robbed at some point in Mexico
before the interview, and four had been de-
ported from various parts of Mexico to their
home countries following an earlier deporta-
tion from the US. One respondent also suffered
a severe concussion after falling from a train,
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likely due to exhaustion. These traumatic expe-
riences of violence, removal, and danger are
known to negatively impact migrant mobility
(Diaz de Ledn 2023; Galli 2023; Vogt 2018). Yet,
despite the toll these experiences took, they did
not quell migrants’ overwhelming desire to
continue moving and reunite with their fami-
lies in the US as quickly as possible.

Being deported from Mexico and having to
start over can place considerable mental strain
on migrants and double the already expensive
costs for those who have hired smugglers. How-
ever, for the four migrants deported from Mex-
ico, the setback of another deportation did not
deter them from their goal. While it created ad-
ditional suffering and uncertainty, they viewed
deportation from Mexico as merely a tempo-
rary delay in their arrival in the US. For in-
stance, when Luis, whose story is introduced at
the beginning of the article, was asked about
his feelings after being deported from Mexico
back to El Salvador, he described it as a de-
pressing moment, mostly due to the need to
start over and the temporary loss of communi-
cation with his family. He also knew that upon
arriving in El Salvador, he would need to ask his
wife for more money to restart the journey. De-
spite the stress and frustration, none of the mi-
grants reported that deportation from Mexico
led them to abandon their efforts. Instead, de-
portations from Mexico led migrants to explore
alternative migration strategies. For example,
Felipe, a thirty-three-year-old Honduran inter-
viewed near the Mexico-Guatemala border,
had initially attempted to migrate cheaply with-
out borrowing money from his family in the
US. However, after his deportation from Mex-
ico, he sought a loan from his US relatives to
travel more quickly, such as by bus. He believed
this borrowed money would allow him to reach
his destination, resume earning money, and re-
unite with his family more quickly. In this case,
subsequent deportations increased his urgency
to return by the fastest means possible.

Regarding crime, half of our interviewees re-
ported being robbed at some point during their
journey through Mexico. They were stripped of
cash and cellphones, and, in some cases, they
were also subjected to physical assault. Such
experiences were demoralizing and stressful,
making them more cautious about their move-

ments and the routes they took thereafter.
However, they remained undeterred in their
goal of reaching the US as soon as possible. For
example, Francisco, a thirty-five-year-old Salva-
doran, described being robbed near a train
track in southern Mexico: “I mean, it does sting
when they rob you, but at least they didn’t do
anything else to me. It doesn’t make you want
to give up. But it does make you think, like what
if this keeps happening? What if I don’t make
it? What will happen to my family? And you
think about how you have to be careful, be-
cause you have to make it [to the US]. You just
have to keep advancing as much as you can,
because you have to get there.”

Francisco’s account illustrates how, despite
the violence and loss, the urgent need to reunite
with family as quickly as possible remained a
driving force. While incidents of robbery made
them reconsider their approach to the journey,
they did not alter their ultimate goal.

Migrants were acutely aware of the tension
between moving as quickly as possible and ex-
posing themselves to additional risks. Oscar, a
forty-three-year-old from Honduras, spoke of
the “contradiction” between his urgency to
reach the US and the dangers that could derail
his journey. He had already fallen from a train
after dozing off, nearly losing a hand under the
wheels of the train car. Still, he said, “I'm going
to keep risking my life to get there, that’s just
how it is.” Oscar’s words reflect the pull of fam-
ily reunification—strong enough to compel de-
ported migrants to take on additional risk
while transiting through Mexico, even as they
remain painfully aware of the challenges in-
volved in reaching the US-Mexico border. His
words also reflect the profound legal violence
that deported migrants endure under restric-
tive immigration policies (Escamilla Garcia
2024; Menjivar and Abrego 2012). These policies
not only separate families but also make safe
and legal avenues for reunification nearly im-
possible, leaving many deported migrants with
little to no choice but to take life-threatening
risks in order to be reunited with their loved
ones.

CONCLUSION
In this article, we investigate the remigration
intentions of deported Central Americans and
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the transit experiences that shape their peril-
ous return journeys through Mexico as they
attempt to reach the US undetected. Specifi-
cally, we examine how involuntary transna-
tional family structures, focusing on separa-
tion from minor children and partners in the
US, are associated with future and short-term
intentions to remigrate, and how the urgency
to reunite with these family members affects
deported migrants’ transit through Mexico.
Findings from our analysis of survey data on
recently deported NCAs, along with interviews
with deported NCA migrants in transit through
Mexico, tell a powerful story: Deported mi-
grants separated from minor children in the
US report greater intentions to remigrate to
the US— particularly when they are also sepa-
rated from a partner in the US or are single
parents. Despite the perils of crossing Mexico
in an era of intensified border externalization,
deported parents remain determined to follow
through with their plans, constantly weighing
how to make the journey as quickly and safely
as possible.

This article contributes to the post-
deportation literature in several ways by dem-
onstrating that deportation is neither an iso-
lated nor a final event—it implicates entire
social structures, while also affecting people at
the most individual level. First, we build on ex-
isting literature that demonstrates how family
separation is linked to the remigration of de-
ported parents. We further expand on this
finding by demonstrating that separation from
minor children and a partner in the US signifi-
cantly increases the probability of reporting in-
tentions to remigrate to the US in the future.
Of those who reported future intentions to re-
turn, being a single parent of minor children in
the US increases the probability of also report-
ing intentions to return in the short-term, com-
pared to single people without children. Mean-
while, deported parents with minor children in
the US and a partner in NCA were the least
likely to report short-term remigration inten-
tions. These findings reveal important differ-
ences related to transnational family structures
and the timing or urgency of return.

Second, this article advances the literature
on remigration by examining how deported mi-
grants navigate their return journey to the US

THE US DEPORTATION SYSTEM AND ITS AFTERMATH

amid the context of border externalization. By
focusing on Central American migrants’ experi-
ences as they traverse Mexico, we highlight the
role of the nuclear family in motivating at-
tempts to remigrate, even in adverse condi-
tions. Respondents’ narratives illustrate the
economic and emotional disruptions caused
by deportation, which spur their urgent at-
tempts to return and alleviate their family’s suf-
fering. Furthermore, interviews reveal that mi-
grants perceive their families’ economic
situations worsening the longer they are away,
which contributes to a sense of urgency. How-
ever, migrants are also aware that transit
through Mexico is dangerous, often leading
them to move rapidly and take significant risks
to minimize their exposure to violence and ex-
pedite their arrival in the US.

Future research can build on this study’s
contributions while addressing some of its lim-
itations. First, future research should incorpo-
rate more dynamic measures related to the
children of deported migrants, such as their
age, gender, nativity, legal status, and primary
place of residence. This would, for instance, al-
low for a better understanding of the remigra-
tion intentions of parents with minor children
in NCA, who may support their children
through remittances, an important question
our data cannot answer. Second, future re-
search should examine remigration experi-
ences across different groups of deported mi-
grants, such as women, children, the elderly,
and those who reenter the US with the assis-
tance of a coyote, as each group may have dis-
tinct motivations for remigrating that could af-
fect their movement and transit experiences to
the country of deportation. Finally, compara-
tive studies of deported migrants who have set-
tled in Mexico after being unable to reach the
US could offer valuable evidence into the exter-
nalization of the US-Mexico border, which in-
creasingly continues to expand into countries
like Guatemala and Honduras.

Our findings challenge the assumption that
deportations and border externalization effec-
tively deter or reduce unauthorized migration
to the US. Instead, they point to the need for a
fundamental rethinking of how migration to
the US is understood in an era increasingly de-
fined by heightened immigration enforcement
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and mass deportations. As we demonstrate,
forceful removal has not curbed unauthorized
migration; rather, it has produced a distinct
flow of migrants—those who return to the US
after deportation. As Carolina Valdivia (2025,
this issue) reminds us, “for many deportees, it
is often a matter of when to attempt reentry,
not if.” This dynamic is especially salient for
deported parents who are separated from their
nuclear family in the US. Given the legal barri-
ers that make it nearly impossible for families
to reunite through legal channels, deported
parents may see unauthorized reentry as their
only viable option, one that exposes them to
significant legal risks and dangerous condi-
tions during their return journeys (Boehm
2017).

The need to understand the remigration in-
tentions and experiences of deported migrants
has become even more urgent amid the second
Donald J. Trump administration’s intensified
efforts to detain and deport undocumented im-
migrants, which has in turn heightened the
risk of family separation. One recent example
is the termination of Temporary Protected Sta-
tus for Honduras, leaving nearly 72,000 Hondu-
rans without protection from deportation (Kim
2025). This urgency is further amplified by US
and Mexican immigration control policies—
namely, deportation and border externaliza-
tion—that create a hostile and deadly immigra-
tion environment in Mexico for migrants
attempting to reenter without authorization.
Thus, this study underscores the need for im-
migration policies that move beyond deter-
rence and punishment and instead focus on
keeping families together.

REFERENCES

Abrego, Leisy J. 2014. Sacrificing Families: Navigat-
ing Laws, Labor, and Love Across Borders. Stan-
ford University Press.

Allen, Brian, Erica M. Cisneros, and Alexandra Tellez.
2015. “The Children Left Behind: The Impact of
Parental Deportation on Mental Health.” Journal
of Child and Family Studies 24 (2): 386-92.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-013-9848-5.

Amuedo-Dorantes, Catalina, Susan Pozo, and Thit-
ima Puttitanun. 2015. “Immigration Enforcement,
Parent-Child Separations, and Intent to Remi-
grate by Central American Deportees.” Demogra-

phy 52(6): 1825-51. https://doi.org/10.1007
/s13524-015-0431-0.

Andrews, Abigail. 2023. Banished Men: How Mi-
grants Endure the Violence of Deportation. Uni-
versity of California Press.

Andrews, Abigail, and Fatima Khayar-Camara. 2022.
“Forced out of Fatherhood: How Men Strive to
Parent Post-Deportation.” Social Problems 69(3):
699-716. https://doi.org/10.1093/socpro
/spaa061.

Asad, Asad L, and Filiz Garip. 2019. “Mexico-U.S.
Migration in Time: From Economic to Social
Mechanisms.” Annals of the American Academy
of Political and Social Science 684(1): 60-84.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002716219847148.

Boehm, Deborah A. 2017. “Separated Families: Barri-
ers to Family Reunification After Deportation.”
Journal on Migration and Human Security 5(2):
401-16. https://doi.org/10.1177/2331502417
005002009.

Brigden, Noelle K. 2015. “Transnational Journeys
and the Limits of Hometown Resources: Salva-
doran Migration in Uncertain Times.” Migration
Studies 3(2): 241-59. https://doi.org/10.1093
/migration/mnu044.

Brigden, Noelle K. 2018. The Migrant Passage: Clan-
destine Journeys from Central America. Cornell
University Press.

Capps, Randy, Heather Koball, Andrea Campetella,
Krista Perreira, Sarah Hooker, and Juan Manuel
Pedroza. 2015. Implications of Immigration En-
forcement Activities for the Well-Being of Chil-
dren in Immigrant Families. Urban Institute and
Migration Policy Institute.

Cardoso, Jodi Berger, Erin Randle Hamilton, Nestor
Rodriguez, Karl Eschbach, and Jacqueline Hagan.
2016. “Deporting Fathers: Involuntary Transna-
tional Families and Intent to Remigrate Among
Salvadoran Deportees.” International Migration
Review 50 (1): 197-230. https://doi.org/10.1111
/imre.12106.

Cerodn, Adriana, and Grace Kao. 2025. ‘Bias Victim-
ization and Perceptions of Threat During COVID-
19: The Effect of Race and Political Ideology.”
Ethnic and Racial Studies 1-21. https://doi.org/10
1080/01419870.2025.2462705.

Comision Nacional de los Derechos Humanos
(CNDH). 2021. Informe especial de la CNDH so-
bre el estado que guarda el trafico y el secuestro
en perjuicio de personas migrantes en México
2011-2020. November 2021. https://www.cndh

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES


https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-013-9848-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13524-015-0431-0
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13524-015-0431-0
https://doi.org/10.1093/socpro/spaa061
https://doi.org/10.1093/socpro/spaa061
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002716219847148
https://doi.org/10.1177/233150241700500209
https://doi.org/10.1177/233150241700500209
https://doi.org/10.1093/migration/mnu044
https://doi.org/10.1093/migration/mnu044
https://doi.org/10.1111/imre.12106
https://doi.org/10.1111/imre.12106
https://doi.org/10.1080/01419870.2025.2462705
https://doi.org/10.1080/01419870.2025.2462705
https://www.cndh.org.mx/sites/default/files/documentos/2021-11/IE_Migrantes_2011-2020.pdf

214 THE US DEPORTATION SYSTEM AND ITS AFTERMATH

.org.mx/sites/default/files/documentos/2021-11
/IE_Migrantes_2011-2020.pdf.

Creighton, Mathew J. 2013. “The Role of Aspirations
in Domestic and International Migration.” Social
Science Journal 50(1): 79-88. https://doi.org/10
1016/j.s0scij.2012.07.006.

Crocker, Rebecca M., Robin C. Reineke, and Maria
Elena Ramos Tovar. 2021. “Ambiguous Loss and
Embodied Grief Related to Mexican Migrant Dis-
appearances.” Medical Anthropology 40(7): 598-
611. https://doi.org/10.1080/01459740.2020.1860
962.

De Leodn, Jason. 2015. The Land of Open Graves: Liv-
ing and Dying on the Migrant Trail. University of
California Press.

Diaz de Ledn, Alejandra. 2023. Walking Together:
Central Americans and Transit Migration Through
Mexico. University of Arizona Press.

Dingeman, Katie. 2018. “Segmented Re/Integration:
Divergent Post-Deportation Trajectories in El
Salvador.” Social Problems 65(1): 116-34. https://
doi.org/10.1093/socpro/spw049.

Dominguez Villegas, Rodrigo, and Victoria Rietig.
2015. “Migrants Deported from the United States
and Mexico to the Northern Triangle: A Statisti-
cal and Socioeconomic Profile.” Migration Policy
Institute. Accessed May 9, 2023. https://www
.migrationpolicy.org/sites/default/files/
publications/RMSG-CentAmDeportations.pdf.

Dreby, Joanna. 2012. “The Burden of Deportation on
Children in Mexican Immigrant Families.” Journal
of Marriage and the Family 74(4): 829-45. http://
www.jstor.org/stable/41678758.

Dreby, Joanna. 2015. “U.S. Immigration Policy and
Family Separation: The Consequences for Chil-
dren’s Well-Being.” Social Science & Medicine
132: 245-51. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socsci
med.2014.08.041.

Dreby, Joanna, and Eric Macias. 2023. “The After-
math of Enforcement Episodes for the Children
of Immigrants.” Law & Society Review 57(1): 103-
23. https://doi.org/10.1111/lasr12640.

Escamilla Garcia, Angel A. 2022. “The ‘Borderland-
ization” of Mexico: Mexico’s New Policies of De-
portation and Detention of Minor Migrants and
Their Effects on Migrant Movement.” In Children
and Youths’ Migration in a Global Landscape. Em-
erald Publishing Limited.

Escamilla Garcia, Angel A. 2024. “The Externaliza-
tion of Legal Categories: How U.S. Immigration
Law Shapes Central American Youth Migrants’

Journeys Through Mexico.” Ethnic and Racial
Studies 48(4): 906-26. https://doi.org/10.1080
/01419870.2024.2404490.

Flores, Fernanda Martinez. 2020. “The Effects of En-
hanced Enforcement at Mexico’s Southern Bor-
der: Evidence from Central American Deportees.”
Demography 57(5): 1597-623. https://doi.org/10
1007/s13524-020-00914-3.

Galli, Chiara. 2023. “Wolves in Sheep’s Clothing?
What Central American Unaccompanied Minors
Know About Crossing the US-Mexico Border.”
Journal of Borderlands Studies 38(6): 975-93.
https://doi.org/10.1080/08865655.2023.220
0828.

Gathmann, Christina. 2008. “Effects of Enforcement
on lllegal Markets: Evidence from Migrant Smug-
gling Along the Southwestern Border.” Journal of
Public Economics 92(10-11): 1926-41. https://doi
.org/10.1016/j.jpubeco.2008.04.006.

Golash-Boza, Tanya. 2014. “Forced Transnational-
ism: Transnational Coping Strategies and Gen-
dered Stigma Among Jamaican Deportees.”
Global Networks 14(1): 63-79. https://doi.org
/10.1111/glob.12013.

Golash-Boza, Tanya. 2015. Deported: Immigrant Po-
licing, Disposable Labor and Global Capitalism.
New York University Press.

Golash-Boza, Tanya. 2019. “Punishment Beyond the
Deportee: The Collateral Consequences of De-
portation.” American Behavioral Scientist 63(9):
1331-49. https://doi.org/10.1177/000276421
9835259.

Goodman, Adam. 2020. The Deportation Machine:
America’s Long History of Expelling Immigrants.
Princeton University Press.

Hagan, Jacqueline, Karl Eschbach, and Nestor Rodri-
guez. 2008. “U.S. Deportation Policy, Family Sep-
aration, and Circular Migration.” International Mi-
gration Review 42(1): 64-88. https://doi.org/10
A111/j1747-7379.2007.00114.x.

Hamilton, Erin R., Claudia Masferrer, and Paola
Langer. 2023. “U.S. Citizen Children De Facto
Deported to Mexico.” Population and Develop-
ment Review 49(1): 175-203. https://doi.org
/10.1111/padr.12521.

Hamilton, Erin R., Claudia Masferrer, Angelita
Repetto, and Nicole Denier. 2025. “De Facto De-
portation from the United States to Mexico,
2015-2020." RSF: The Russell Sage Foundation
Journal of the Social Sciences 11(4): 176-95.
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2025.11.4.08.

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES


https://www.cndh.org.mx/sites/default/files/documentos/2021-11/IE_Migrantes_2011-2020.pdf
https://www.cndh.org.mx/sites/default/files/documentos/2021-11/IE_Migrantes_2011-2020.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.soscij.2012.07.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.soscij.2012.07.006
https://doi.org/10.1080/01459740.2020.1860962
https://doi.org/10.1080/01459740.2020.1860962
https://doi.org/10.1093/socpro/spw049
https://doi.org/10.1093/socpro/spw049
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/sites/default/files/publications/RMSG-CentAmDeportations.pdf
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/sites/default/files/publications/RMSG-CentAmDeportations.pdf
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/sites/default/files/publications/RMSG-CentAmDeportations.pdf
http://www.jstor.org/stable/41678758
http://www.jstor.org/stable/41678758
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2014.08.041
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2014.08.041
https://doi.org/10.1111/lasr.12640
https://doi.org/10.1080/01419870.2024.2404490
https://doi.org/10.1080/01419870.2024.2404490
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13524-020-00914-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13524-020-00914-3
https://doi.org/10.1080/08865655.2023.2200828
https://doi.org/10.1080/08865655.2023.2200828
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpubeco.2008.04.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpubeco.2008.04.006
https://doi.org/10.1111/glob.12013
https://doi.org/10.1111/glob.12013
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002764219835259
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002764219835259
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1747-7379.2007.00114.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1747-7379.2007.00114.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/padr.12521
https://doi.org/10.1111/padr.12521
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2025.11.4.08

URGENT RETURNS

Hamilton, Erin R., Caitlin Patler, and Robin Savinar.
2021. “Transition into Liminal Legality: DACA's
Mixed Impacts on Education and Employment
Among Young Adult Immigrants in California.”
Social Problems 68(3): 675-95. https://doi.org
/10.1093/socpro/spaa016.

Kim, Juliana. 2025. “DHS Ends Temporary Protected
Status for Thousands from Nicaragua and Hon-
duras.” NPR. Accessed August 18, 2025. https://
www.npr.org/2025/07/07/g-s1-76373/trump
-immigration-tps-nicaragua-honduras.

Lareau, Annette. 2021. Listening to People: A Practi-

cal Guide to Interviewing, Participant Observation,

Data Analysis, and Writing It All Up. University of
Chicago Press.

Leyva-Flores, René, Cesar Infante, Juan Pablo
Gutierrez, Frida Quintino-Perez, Mariajose
Gomez-Saldivar, and Cristian Torres-Robles.
2019. “Migrants in Transit Through Mexico to
the US: Experiences with Violence and Related
Factors, 2009-2015." PLOS ONE 14(8):
e0220775. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal
.pone.0220775.

Linares, Albinson. 2023. “Una trampa mortal”:
Nueva investigacion revela detalles del incendio
de la estacion migratoria en Ciudad Juarez.” Tel-
emundo. Accessed July 20, 2024. https://www
telemundo.com/noticias/noticias-telemundo
/internacional/una-trampa-mortal-nueva
-investigacion-revela-detalles-del-incendio
-de-rcnal44350.

Martinez, Daniel E., Jeremy Slack, and Ricardo D.
Martinez-Schuldt. 2018. “Repeat Migration in the
Age of the ‘Unauthorized Permanent Resident’: A
Quantitative Assessment of Migration Intentions
Postdeportation.” International Migration Review
52(4): 1186-217. https://doi.org/10.1177
/0197918318767921.

Masferrer, Claudia, and Bryan R. Roberts. 2012. “Go-
ing Back Home? Changing Demography and Ge-
ography of Mexican Return Migration.” Popula-
tion Research and Policy Review 31(4): 465-96.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11113-012-9243-8.

Massey, Douglas S. 2020. “The Real Crisis at the
Mexico-U.S. Border: A Humanitarian and Not an
Immigration Emergency.” Sociological Forum
35(3): 787-805. https://doi.org/10.1111/socf
12613.

Massey, Douglas S., Jorge Durand, and Karen A.
Pren. 2015. “Border Enforcement and Return Mi-
gration by Documented and Undocumented

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION

215

Mexicans.” Journal of Ethnic and Migration Stud-
ies 41(7): 1015-40. https://doi.org/10.1080/13691
83X.2014.986079.

Medina, Dulce, and Cecilia Menjivar. 2015. “The
Context of Return Migration: Challenges of
Mixed-Status Families in Mexico's Schools.” Eth-
nic and Racial Studies 38(12): 2123-39. https://
doi.org/10.1080/01419870.2015.1036091.

Menjivar, Cecilia. 2000. Fragmented Ties: Salvadoran
Immigrant Networks in America. University of
California Press.

Menjivar, Cecilia, and Leisy J. Abrego. 2012. “Legal
Violence: Immigration Law and the Lives of Cen-
tral American Immigrants.” American Journal of
Sociology 117(5): 1380-421. https://doi.org/10
1086/663575.

Menjivar, Cecilia, Juliana E. Morris, and Néstor P. Ro-
driguez. 2018. “The Ripple Effects of Deporta-
tions in Honduras.” Migration Studies 6(1): 120-
39. https://doi.org/10.1093/migration/mnx037.

Olsen, Wendy. 2004. “Triangulation in Social Re-
search: Qualitative and Quantitative Methods
Can Really Be Mixed.” In Developments in Sociol-
ogy, vol. 20, edited by Martin Holborn. Mac-
millan.

Patler, Caitlin, and Bradford Jones. 2025. “The US
Deportation System: History, Impacts, and New
Empirical Research.” RSF: The Russell Sage
Foundation Journal of the Social Sciences 11(4):
1-24. https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2025.11.4.01.

Roberts, Bryan, Cecilia Menjivar, and Néstor P. Ro-
driguez. 2017. “Voluntary and Involuntary Return
Migration.” In Deportation and Return in a
Border-Restricted World, edited by Bryan Rob-
erts, Cecilia Menjivar, and Néstor P. Rodriguez.
Springer International Publishing.

Saadi, Altaf, Caitlin Patler, and Paola Langer. 2025.
“Duration in Immigration Detention and Health
Harms.” JAMA Network Open 8(1): e2456164.
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2024
.56164.

Schuster, Liza, and Nassim Majidi. 2013. “What
Happens Post-Deportation? The Experience of
Deported Afghans.” Migration Studies 1(2): 221-
40. https://doi.org/10.1093/migration/mns011.

Schuster, Liza, and Nassim Majidi. 2015. “Deporta-
tion Stigma and Re-Migration.” Journal of Ethnic
and Migration Studies 41(4): 635-52. https://doi
.org/10.1080/1369183x.2014.957174.

Small, Mario Luis. 2011. “How to Conduct a Mixed
Methods Study: Recent Trends in a Rapidly

JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES


https://doi.org/10.1093/socpro/spaa016
https://doi.org/10.1093/socpro/spaa016
https://www.npr.org/2025/07/07/g-s1-76373/trump-immigration-tps-nicaragua-honduras
https://www.npr.org/2025/07/07/g-s1-76373/trump-immigration-tps-nicaragua-honduras
https://www.npr.org/2025/07/07/g-s1-76373/trump-immigration-tps-nicaragua-honduras
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0220775
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0220775
https://www.telemundo.com/noticias/noticias-telemundo/internacional/una-trampa-mortal-nueva-investigacion-revela-detalles-del-incendio-de-rcna144350
https://www.telemundo.com/noticias/noticias-telemundo/internacional/una-trampa-mortal-nueva-investigacion-revela-detalles-del-incendio-de-rcna144350
https://www.telemundo.com/noticias/noticias-telemundo/internacional/una-trampa-mortal-nueva-investigacion-revela-detalles-del-incendio-de-rcna144350
https://www.telemundo.com/noticias/noticias-telemundo/internacional/una-trampa-mortal-nueva-investigacion-revela-detalles-del-incendio-de-rcna144350
https://www.telemundo.com/noticias/noticias-telemundo/internacional/una-trampa-mortal-nueva-investigacion-revela-detalles-del-incendio-de-rcna144350
https://doi.org/10.1177/0197918318767921
https://doi.org/10.1177/0197918318767921
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11113-012-9243-8
https://doi.org/10.1111/socf.12613
https://doi.org/10.1111/socf.12613
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2014.986079
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2014.986079
https://doi.org/10.1080/01419870.2015.1036091
https://doi.org/10.1080/01419870.2015.1036091
https://doi.org/10.1086/663575
https://doi.org/10.1086/663575
https://doi.org/10.1093/migration/mnx037
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2025.11.4.01
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2024.56164
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2024.56164
https://doi.org/10.1093/migration/mns011
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183x.2014.957174
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183x.2014.957174

216 THE US DEPORTATION SYSTEM AND ITS AFTERMATH

Growing Literature.” Annual Review of Sociology
37(1): 57-86. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.soc
.012809.102657.

Torre Cantalapiedra, Eduardo. 2023. “Criminal Vic-
timization of Central American Migrants in Tran-
sit Through Mexico.” International Migration Re-
view 57(2): 603-28. https://doi.org/10.1177/0197
9183221118911.

US Department of Homeland Security (DHS). 2014.

ICE Enforcement and Removal Operations Report:

Fiscal Year 2014. U.S. Immigration and Customs
Enforcement. https://www.ice.gov/doclib/about
/offices/ero/pdf/2014-ice-immigration-removals
.pdf.

US Department of Homeland Security (DHS). 2023.
2022 Yearbook of Immigration Statistics. Office
of Immigration Statistics.

US Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE).
2020. U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforce-
ment Fiscal Year 2020 Enforcement and Removal
Operations Report. https://www.ice.gov/doclib
/news/library/reports/annual-report/eroReport
FY2020.pdf.

Valdivia, Carolina. 2025. “Hyper-lllegality, Reentry,
and Everyday Life in the United States Post-
Deportation.” RSF: The Russell Sage Foundation
Journal of the Social Sciences 11(4): 217-37.
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2025.11.4.10.

Vargas Valle, Eunice D., Erin R. Hamilton, and Pedro
P. Orraca Romano. 2022. “Family Separation and
Remigration Intentions to the USA Among Mexi-
can Deportees.” International Migration 60(3):
139-53. https://doi.org/10.1111/imig.12905.

Vogt, Wendy A. 2013. “Crossing Mexico: Structural
Violence and the Commaodification of Undocu-
mented Central American Migrants: Migration,
Violence, and Commodification.” American Eth-
nologist 40(4): 764-80. https://doi.org/10.1111
/amet.12053.

Vogt, Wendy A. 2018. Lives in Transit: Violence and
Intimacy on the Migrant Journey. University of
California Press.

Ward, Nicole, and Jeanne Batalova. 2023. “Central
American Immigrants in the United States.” Mi-
gration Policy Institute. Accessed May 9, 2023.
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/central
-american-immigrants-united-states.

Weber, Rosa, and Douglas S. Massey. 2023. “Assess-
ing the Effect of Increased Deportations on Mexi-
can Migrants’ Remittances and Savings Brought
Home."” Population Research and Policy Review
42(24). https://doi.org/10.1007/s11113-023
-09772-4.

Weiss, Robert. 1995. Learning from Strangers: The
Art & Method of Qualitative Interview Studies.
Free Press.

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES


https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.soc.012809.102657
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.soc.012809.102657
https://doi.org/10.1177/01979183221118911
https://doi.org/10.1177/01979183221118911
https://www.ice.gov/doclib/about/offices/ero/pdf/2014-ice-immigration-removals.pdf
https://www.ice.gov/doclib/about/offices/ero/pdf/2014-ice-immigration-removals.pdf
https://www.ice.gov/doclib/about/offices/ero/pdf/2014-ice-immigration-removals.pdf
https://www.ice.gov/doclib/news/library/reports/annual-report/eroReportFY2020.pdf
https://www.ice.gov/doclib/news/library/reports/annual-report/eroReportFY2020.pdf
https://www.ice.gov/doclib/news/library/reports/annual-report/eroReportFY2020.pdf
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2025.11.4.10
https://doi.org/10.1111/imig.12905
https://doi.org/10.1111/amet.12053
https://doi.org/10.1111/amet.12053
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/central-american-immigrants-united-states
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/central-american-immigrants-united-states
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11113-023-09772-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11113-023-09772-4

Hyper-lllegality, Reentry, and ()
Everyday Life in the United
States Post-Deportation

CAROLINA VALDIVIA

This article centers on the experiences of an understudied segment of the undocumented population: indi-
viduals who reenter the United States post-deportation without authorization and their family members.
The state classifies unauthorized reentry after deportation as a criminal offense rather than a civil violation,
thereby designating these individuals as felons. On the basis of 113 in-depth interviews with undocumented
returnees and their relatives, I find that this criminal labeling leads families to internalize a sense of crimi-
nality, experience intensified fear and anxiety, and adopt more extreme strategies to evade detection. Their
experiences are a prime example of what I term hyper-illegality—an enduring condition of legal precarity or
liminal status whereby individuals are permanently marked by conditional inclusion and heightened vulner-
ability to state surveillance and punishment.

Keywords: illegality, hyper-illegality, immigration enforcement, US immigration policies,
criminalization of immigrants

In the contemporary US context, migrant ille- 2007; Menjivar 2021).! This includes the approx-
gality (that is, the legal and social condition of  imately 10.3 million people who are undocu-
being undocumented) represents an axis of so- mented and the estimated 16.2 million people
cial inequality that affects millions (Asad and who are part of mixed-status families where at
Clair 2018; Flores and Schachter 2018; Massey least one member is undocumented (American
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1. To be sure, there are specific policies and practices that create the legal category and political identity of the
illegalized (or the undocumented) (Chavez 2007; De Genova 2002; Menjivar and Kanstroom 2013; Ngai 2004;
Willen 2007). In broad terms, the theoretical concept of migrant illegality captures both its production (that is,
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Immigration Council 2021). As such, migrant
illegality impacts how millions of people in the
United States not only navigate legal and social
systems but also experience everyday life as in-
dividuals and as members of families and com-
munities (Abrego 2014; Dreby 2015; Gonzales
2015; Menjivar and Kanstroom 2013).

Illegality carries vast economic, social,
and psychological consequences for undocu-
mented immigrants and their loved ones. The
lack of legal status can compel undocumented
immigrants to alter their behavior and routines
to avoid encounters with enforcement (Garcia
2019; Valdivia 2019). It can also derail undocu-
mented students’ educational trajectories and
aspirations (Abrego 2006; Gonzales 2015). Un-
documented immigrants also contend with
acute levels of fear, stress, and anxiety and face
difficulty accessing health-care services (Gon-
zales et al. 2013; Menjivar and Abrego 2012). Its
effects can extend to individuals who have been
granted temporary legal protection such as
Temporary Protected Status or Deferred Action
for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) (Burciaga and
Malone 2021; Hamilton et al. 2021; Menjivar
2006) or among US citizen children whose par-
ents are undocumented (Abrego 2019; Zayas
2015). At the family level, illegality results in
economic hardships and psychological dis-
tress, especially following a parent’s deporta-
tion (Dreby 2015; Patler and Gonzalez 2023;
Valdivia 2021).

Despite great advances in the literature, ex-
isting studies on illegality have largely over-
looked the unique experiences of undocu-
mented individuals who are deported from the
United States and subsequently return (that is,
undocumented returnees).? This is a critical
gap in the literature, given that individuals with
existing deportation histories represent a grow-
ing segment of the undocumented and de-
portee populations. According to data obtained
by the Transactional Records Access Clearing-
house (TRAC) at Syracuse University, individu-
als with existing deportation records accounted
for more than half of all deportations con-
ducted by Immigration and Customs Enforce-
ment (ICE) between fiscal years 2003 and 2016.°
In fiscal year 2015 alone, 63 percent of deported
individuals had an existing deportation record.
This reveals that the disparity between the
number of people who are deported with an
existing deportation record and the number of
people who are deported without one is grow-
ing (see figure 1). As the state increases depor-
tations, a growing proportion of deportees may
have been deported before. In this context,
many undocumented people who enter the US
may be reentering the country but with depor-
tation records that compound the challenges
and dangers of doing so.

There is an urgent need to understand the
experiences of individuals who return to the
United States post-deportation without autho-

the policies that make people undocumented) and its condition (that is, the practices that regulate the movement
of people who are undocumented). Among scholars who closely examine the latter, the term illegality is typically
employed to refer to an individual’s awareness of their lack of legal immigration status and their experiences
navigating the wide range of limitations and barriers associated with being undocumented (Abrego 2014; Dreby
2015; Gonzales 2011, 2015). lllegality must also be understood as a racialized legal status (Asad and Clair 2018;
Menjivar 2021), which has become especially synonymous with Mexican-ness (Armenta 2017; De Genova 2004;
Flores and Schachter 2018; Menjivar and Kanstroom 2013).

2. While the term returnee is typically associated with individuals who migrate to the United States and subse-
quently return to their countries of birth either by voluntary or coerced means (see, for example, Guzman Elizalde
2022; Silver and Manzanares 2023), here, | employ it to refer to individuals who have returned to the US post-
deportation given their deep and familial ties to the United States, as well as to recognize their hopes and inten-
tions to live there.

3. Statistics come from TRAC's “Historical Data: Immigration and Customs Enforcement Removals,” which
focuses on removals conducted by ICE during the respective fiscal years (2003-2016). It is important to note
that some deportations were initiated by a different agency—for example, Customs and Border Patrol or law
enforcement through Section 287(g) agreements—and, at some point, those apprehensions were transferred
over to ICE for removal proceedings (https://trac.syr.edu/phptools/immigration/removehistory/).
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Figure 1. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) Removals
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Source: Chart created by author using data from the Transactional Records Access Clearinghouse
(TRAC), Syracuse University, https://tracreports.org/phptools/immigration/remove/.

rization, and for this, we must refine concep-
tualizations of migrant illegality to better re-
veal and account for new and compounded
layers of illegality. To this end, this article
draws on 113 in-depth interviews with individ-
uals who have returned to the United States
post-deportation or have an immediate family
member who has. Given the legal conse-
quences of deportation, which I explain in de-
tail, individuals who attempt to return to the
US post-deportation often must do so through
clandestine means. This makes their status
even more precarious as they become com-
poundingly unauthorized upon their return.
That is, once they reenter without legal status
post-deportation, they not only return to their
former experience as undocumented immi-
grants but also face a changed and more severe
relationship to the state. This status involves
harsher legal classifications and punishments.
Specifically, their reentry is no longer just a
civil issue but is considered a criminal one.
The state treats undocumented returnees as
felons, and there are significant penalties as-
sociated with this classification.*

These interviews form the basis for my the-
orization of what I refer to as hyper-illegality—
an enduring condition of legal precarity or

4.8 U.8S.C. §1325.

liminal status whereby individuals are perma-
nently marked by conditional belonging and
heightened vulnerability to state surveillance
and punishment. The production of hyper-
illegality involves the state’s escalation from
lesser to more severe legal classifications and
punitive measures for specific actions (such as
an unauthorized reentry after deportation)
through evolving policies and enforcement
practices. This escalation leads to a significant
qualitative shift in the consciousness and lived
experiences of those directly targeted and their
immediate family members. More specifically,
the state classifies unauthorized reentry after
deportation as a criminal offense rather than
a civil violation, thereby designating these in-
dividuals as felons—a process that constitutes
the production of hyper-illegality. This legal
transition not only marks a shift in an indi-
vidual’s enforcement status (Valdivia, forth-
coming), from deportee to returnee, but also
transforms an individual’s consciousness
and behavior: As part of the production of
hyper-illegality, returnees and their family
members internalize a sense of criminality.
This internalization, in turn, contributes to the
condition of hyper-illegality, which is marked
by intensified fear and anxiety, as well as the
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adoption of more extreme strategies to evade
detection. Although the concept of hyper-
illegality can be applied to other segments of
the population (an issue I will return to in the
discussion section), the experience of undocu-
mented returnees brings hyper-illegality into
sharper focus.

In the immigration context, the concept of
hyper-illegality helps us recognize the changed
relationship individuals have with the state ow-
ing to their undocumented status and deporta-
tion history. This concept reveals the unique
set of challenges undocumented returnees face
in negotiating their lack of legal status and
their deportation record. For individuals who
return to the US post-deportation clandes-
tinely, both their undocumented status and
their previous deportation(s) bar them from
pathways to legal protection, instill in them a
sense of criminality, compound their traumas
and fears, and prevent them from accessing
resources otherwise available to undocu-
mented immigrants who do not have a depor-
tation record. In many ways, my research
shows, individuals’ deportation history exac-
erbates the barriers and worries that are typi-
cally associated with being undocumented. By
distinguishing the hyper-illegalized nature of
undocumented returnees’ experiences, this
concept offers immigration scholars, policy-
makers, and other stakeholders a nuanced
framework from which to recognize the unique
challenges faced by a growing segment of the
immigrant population and the broader dynam-
ics of (hyper-)illegalization, including its spill-
over effects, amid increasing deportations and
post-deportation reentries.

THE US DEPORTATION SYSTEM AND ITS AFTERMATH

POLICY BACKGROUND

Undocumented individuals who have been de-
ported from the United States are generally
barred from legally returning. How long a per-
son is barred varies. Under the Immigration
and Nationality Act (INA) sections 212(a)(9)(B)
(1)(I) and (II), and 212(a)(9)(C)(i)(I), there are
three types of unlawful presence bars for
which a noncitizen may be found inadmissible
unless an exception applies. There is the three-
or ten-year bar, as well as the permanent bar.’
The three-year bar applies to individuals who
“seek admission within three years of depart-
ing the United States, after having accrued
more than 180 days but less than one year of
unlawful presence during a single stay and be-
fore removal proceedings begin” (USCIS 2022).
The ten-year bar applies to individuals who ac-
crued a longer period of unlawful presence
(one year or more) during a single stay and
subsequently departed. The permanent bar ap-
plies to individuals who “accrued more than
one year of unlawful presence in the aggregate
during one or more stays in the United States”
(USCIS 2022). Notably, these bars are triggered
the moment an individual departs or is or-
dered to be removed from the United States,
whether through a formal deportation, a re-
moval order, or a voluntary return.® Individu-
als who are subjected to the three- or ten-year
bar are expected to wait for the duration of the
bar before they can apply for an adjustment of
status or other means of legal reentries such
as a tourist visa if they meet all other eligibility
requirements.” In addition to possibly trigger-
ing an unlawful presence bar, individuals who
are deported are generally barred from return-

5. See Patler and Jones (2025, this issue) for a discussion of how these bars shape migrants’ entry into the US

deportation system.

6. Depending on the nature of the voluntary return, immigration agencies may or may not have records of the

departure.

7.0n March 25, 2022, the Northwest Immigrant Rights Project (NWIRP) filed a class action lawsuit in the state
of Washington known as Velasco v. USCIS, No. 22-cv-368, challenging USCIS's previous policy interpretation
requiring noncitizens to spend the applicable statutory three-year or ten-year period outside the United States
or maintain continuous lawful presence during that time. On June 24, 2022, USCIS issued new guidance rec-
ognizing that noncitizens subjected to the three-year or ten-year bar may complete the period in the United
States. For details, see https://www.nwirp.org/our-work/impact-litigation/assets/velasco/VelascoPAdraft

-v.41final.pdf.
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ing to the United States for a minimum of five
years.®

Because of changes in US immigration pol-
icy in the last century, individuals who clandes-
tinely return after deportation are subjected to
new legal classifications and harsher punish-
ments. In 1929, for example, Congress enacted
the Undesirable Aliens Act, which for the first
time criminalized unauthorized reentry into
the United States and subjected undocumented
returnees to up to two years’ imprisonment.’
Decades later, the INA built on this framework,
further establishing that individuals who re-
turn or attempt to return unlawfully after de-
portation could be prosecuted and charged as
felons.*

During recent years, the practice of prose-
cuting undocumented returnees has become
more common. The Department of Justice, for
example, has actively prosecuted reentry with-
out inspection along the US-Mexico border
through practices such as Operation Stream-
line, which began in December 2005 in Del Rio,
Texas (Dowling and Inda 2013)." Prosecutions
for entry-related violations reached an all-time
high in fiscal year 2019 when the US Attorneys’
Offices charged 25,426 people with a felony
for reentering the country without legal docu-
mentation (US Department of Justice 2019).
Tellingly, prosecutions for immigration-related
offenses represent one of the leading charges
in federal courts in recent years (NIJC and
NIPNLG 2022).

Under an amendment set forth by the Illegal
Immigration Reform and Immigrant Respon-
sibility Act in 1996, the punishment for those
who are charged with an unauthorized reentry
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was increased to include a fine and up to twenty
years in prison. To be sure, incarceration time
can vary greatly. According to a report by the
US Sentencing Commission, the average prison
sentence for individuals prosecuted for un-
authorized reentry was eighteen months.*
Moreover, not everyone who is arrested post-
deportation without authorization is incar-
cerated. They might be held in an immigration
detention center or immediately deported with-
out necessarily being sent to jail. There are a
few ways through which this may happen. First,
immigration officers might deport returnees
under a reinstatement order of removal.”* In fis-
cal year 2020, reinstatement orders accounted
for 40 percent of all removals (American Immi-
gration Council 2022). Alternatively, immigra-
tion officers may use their discretion to detain
returnees without necessarily transferring
them to prison, though it is difficult to ascer-
tain how common this practice is using data
presently available. Immigration officers may
also place returnees under expedited removal
if they are apprehended within one hundred
miles of the US border within fourteen days of
entering the United States (Kanstroom 2018).
Taken together, these practices arguably render
undocumented returnees forever subject to im-
mediate deportation entirely outside the pur-
view of immigration courts (see also, for exam-
ple, Koh 2018).

THE SPECTRUM OF ENFORCEMENT

AND ITS CONSEQUENCES

In conversation with recent efforts to expand
conceptualizations of deportation as a system
consisting of multiple phases (Patler and Jones

8. See Immigration and Naturalization Act, 8 U.S.C. § 1182(a)(9).

9. For a discussion about the legislative history and racist origin and implementation of the Undesirable Aliens
Act of 1929, see Eric Fish’s (2021) article, “Race, History, and Immigration Crimes.”

10. See 8 U.S. Code § 1326 of the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965.

11. These practices are being actively challenged because of concerns regarding immigrants’ due process rights

and access to adequate legal counsel (Boehm 2016).

12. “lllegal Reentry Offenses.” https://www.ussc.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/research-and-publications
/research-projects-and-surveys/immigration/2015_lllegal-Reentry-Report.pdf.

13. Under INA Section 241(a)(5), individuals who return to the United States unlawfully following a deportation
or removal order may have their initial removal order automatically reinstated (Chacdn 2005).
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2025, this issue) and a corridor encompassing
different sites and actors (Drotbohm and Has-
selberg 2015), this article examines how hyper-
illegality is experienced across a broader spec-
trum (or continuum) of enforcement where,
upon direct contact with the enforcement ap-
paratus, it becomes increasingly difficult—if
not nearly impossible—for individuals to exit
the spectrum of enforcement with some form
of legal status (Valdivia 2020). Rather than
treating each (re)entry attempt, arrest, deten-
tion, and deportation as separate administra-
tive events, the concept of the spectrum of en-
forcement situates these as part of a larger
process in which each stage introduces its own
set of challenges and compounds individuals’
vulnerability. As individuals advance along the
spectrum, the consequences from each stage—
from initial entry to detention, deportation,
and reentry—accumulate and enact a type of
enforcement status onto the entire family
(Valdivia, forthcoming).

Undocumented returnees are particularly
vulnerable during their reentry attempts as
they have undergone the physical harms and
financial strains associated with the journey
at least twice—once during their initial migra-
tion and again while seeking to return post-
deportation—and often much more than that.
Such journeys have become increasingly diffi-
cult for individuals attempting to enter without
authorization through the US-Mexico border
(Andreas 2009; Massey et al. 2002; Slack and
Whiteford 2011). This is in part because of the
intensification of enforcement practices
through federal initiatives such as Prevention
Through Deterrence that channel migrants
through increasingly dangerous routes (De
Leon 2015). These changes in policy, funding,
and practice at the border have exposed mi-
grants to a growing number of risks, including
dehydration, hypothermia, and even death
(Abrego 2014; Coutin 2005; De Leon 2015;
Holmes 2013). For most migrants who cross
with the assistance of a coyote (a person who
helps migrants cross the border), the costs have
also significantly increased (Menjivar and
Abrego 2012; Ortmeyer and Quinn 2012).

Returnees are also grappling with the dis-
tress and trauma associated with deportation

THE US DEPORTATION SYSTEM AND ITS AFTERMATH

proceedings, which typically entail direct con-
tact with immigration officers (and sometimes
with police officers), a period of detention or
incarceration, and ultimately deportation. To
be sure, interactions with police officers—even
for minor traffic violations—can place undocu-
mented individuals in deportation proceed-
ings (Armenta 2017; Golash-Boza 2015; Varsanyi
et al. 2012). Consequently, undocumented im-
migrants and their loved ones (regardless of
their individual immigration status) have
learned to fear police officers (Enriquez 2015;
Valdivia 2019). Indeed, the mere sight of law
enforcement can engender psychosomatic
symptoms such as a rapid heartbeat, sweaty
palms, or sudden emotional breakdowns, even
among US citizens whose parents are undocu-
mented (Valdivia 2019). For returnees whose
deportation was the result of an initial encoun-
ter with the police, these symptoms may be
even more pronounced. Similarly, direct en-
counters with immigration officers are trau-
matic for both the individual who is being ap-
prehended and any family members who
witness the arrest (Lopez 2019). Immigration
officers often rely on tactics of intimidation,
deceit, and physical violence to conduct an ar-
rest (Lopez 2019; Phillips et al. 2002; Valdivia
2020). Immigrant detention, too, has been
found to be traumatic (Becerra et al. 2022;
Ortega et al. 2015; Saadi et al. 2020; von Wertern
et al. 2018). Having lived through the often-
traumatic experiences of an arrest, detention,
incarceration, and deportation, returnees may
be even more worried about experiencing the
entire process once again.

Returnees are also contending with signifi-
cant financial hardships. An immigration ar-
rest abruptly cuts household income in half
(Chaudry et al. 2010) and requires spouses and
adult children to assume greater financial re-
sponsibility (Dreby 2015; Golash-Boza 2019;
Gonzalez and Patler 2020; Valdivia 2021). There
is also the stigma associated with deportation,
which makes it difficult for deportees to se-
cure employment even in their countries of
birth (Andrews 2023; Golash-Boza 2015). These
circumstances may be compounded for re-
turnees, who often undergo prolonged and
repeated periods of separation during each de-
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tention, incarceration, deportation, and re-
entry attempt.

With respect to deportees’ intentions to re-
turn to the US, Jaqueline Hagan and colleagues
(2008) note that many deportees have lived in
the country for years prior and formed deep
social ties; nearly 79 percent of respondents in-
dicated that they had a spouse or child who
lived in the United States. In a separate study
conducted among Jamaican deportees, average
time in the United States was twelve years
(Headley et al. 2005). These ties—to loved ones,
homes, schools, work, and communities—of-
ten compel deportees to seek reentry (Martinez
et al. 2018; Vargas Valle et al. 2022). Intentions
to return to the US are particularly high among
deportees separated from young children (Es-
camilla Garcia and Cer6n 2025, this issue), es-
pecially among mothers (Vargas Valle et al.
2022). Thus, for many deportees, it is often a
matter of when to attempt reentry, not if.

There is a need, therefore, for new concep-
tual tools that consider and analyze the inten-
sification and deepening of the legal, material,
socioemotional, and physical hardships that
individuals encounter as they attempt to re-
cross the US-Mexico border and navigate every-
day life unauthorized in the United States post-
deportation. To some extent, these hardships
certainly overlap with those encountered pre-
deportation, and as such are experienced by un-

Table 1. Participant Characteristics
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documented immigrants who live in the coun-
try without previous deportation records. There
is also overlap in experiences between those
who reenter post-deportation and those who
have been deported and never returned. How-
ever, because of the repeated and often chronic
nature of immigration arrests, detentions, de-
portations, and reentry attempts, I argue that
we should recognize a spectrum along which
there is, after deportation, a significant point of
transition for individuals—from illegality to
hyper-illegality—that is characterized by a new
legal classification, harsher punishments, and
accumulated hardships. In the remainder of
this article, I utilize qualitative data to further
theorize the socio-legal production of hyper-
illegality and the compounding experiences of
hardship and inequality that undocumented re-
turnees and their loved ones endure.

METHODS

In this article, I draw from 113 in-depth inter-
views with undocumented returnees and their
family members (see table 1 for a summary of
participant characteristics). Data come from
two separate but related studies. The first study
centered on the consequences of immigration
enforcement on young adults and their fami-
lies, including how deportations impact their
well-being, family life, and educational experi-
ences, among other key facets of their lives.

Number of participants 113
Age of participants (range) 18-74 years old
Year when latest deportation occurred (range) 1995-2022
Sex

Female 68

Male 45
Country of birth

Mexico 64

United States 47

Central America 2
Contact with enforcement

Directly experienced a deportation 21

Has an immediate family member who was deported 92

Source: Author's compilation.
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The second study focused solely on the experi-
ences of undocumented returnees and their
families. In most cases, those deported were
husbands or fathers. Notably, some individuals
experienced the deportation of more than one
family member (that is, both parents, or a par-
ent and a sibling, were deported, either to-
gether or on separate occasions). Participants
primarily resided in southern California, in-
cluding San Diego, Orange County, and Los An-
geles.

Several participants experienced one depor-
tation and, at the time of the interview, were
living in the United States without authoriza-
tion once again. Others experienced anywhere
from two to twelve separate deportations or re-
unifications. Deportations in this sample were
often initiated by contact with police while driv-
ing. This parallels existing literature on enforce-
ment that documents the police-to-immigration
custody pipeline (Armenta 2017; Golash-Boza
2015). There were also instances in which em-
ployers reported individuals to immigration au-
thorities. Given the hardships associated with
seeking a legal reentry, most participants re-
turned to the United States unauthorized. Thus,
the findings primarily focus on those experi-
ences. The very few individuals who were able
to return legally had to secure legal representa-
tion, widespread public support, and approved
waivers of inadmissibility.

To recruit participants, I (with support from
research assistants) drew on preexisting net-
works and snowball sampling. This included
relationships I had fostered over the years with
immigrant rights organizers, teachers, counsel-
ors, social service providers, and immigration
lawyers—many of whom kindly shared the re-
cruitment flyer with the people they serve. Par-
ticipants then self-selected after reviewing the
flyer, which included project information and
eligibility requirements. Participants were also
reminded before and during the interview that
they could discontinue at any time; however,
no one chose to do so. At the end of each inter-
view, participants were encouraged to share in-
formation about the project with anyone they
knew who might be interested. Some partici-
pants opted not to share the flyer with family
members (often because they felt their loved
ones were not ready to discuss the topic) or

THE US DEPORTATION SYSTEM AND ITS AFTERMATH

shared it but their relatives did not follow up to
schedule an interview.

Many participants were women and young
adults whose loved ones were deported. This
reflects the larger population of women and
adult children who are often left behind in the
aftermath of a father’s deportation (Dreby 2015;
Golash-Boza and Hondagneu-Sotelo 2013). Be-
cause most participants were women and
young adults who had lived in the US for over
adecade and were part of immigrant networks,
the findings in this article may be more repre-
sentative of individuals who have some level of
support, even if limited in many cases. More-
over, the stories captured in this study likely
reflect the experiences of those who were, to
some extent, emotionally able to engage in con-
versations about deeply distressing situations.
As a result, those who endured particularly se-
vere trauma may have been unintentionally ex-
cluded. For many participants, the interview
marked the first opportunity to reflect on their
encounters with enforcement—particularly
with someone outside their immediate family.
Many had been navigating these experiences in
isolation. Consequently, the interviews illumi-
nate the profound and often enduring harms
suffered by returnees and their loved ones,
both in the immediate aftermath and over
time.

Given the legal and physical hardships as-
sociated with reentering the United States post-
deportation without authorization, I was espe-
cially concerned with participants’ privacy,
safety, and confidentiality from the outset of
this work. Thus, I created a robust data security
plan for both studies that was approved by the
Institutional Review Board (IRB). I also secured
a Certificate of Confidentiality from the Na-
tional Institutes of Health (NIH), which allows
researchers to legally refuse to disclose infor-
mation that may identify the participant in any
federal, state, or local civil, criminal, adminis-
trative, legislative, or other proceedings, for ex-
ample, if there is a court subpoena (National
Institutes of Health 2024). T have replaced the
names of participants, their relatives, and
friends with pseudonyms.

A team of graduate and undergraduate re-
search assistants, along with me, read the
seventy-one transcripts closely, line-by-line,
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and created labels using Dedoose (qualitative
coding software) to identify emerging patterns.
(The other forty-two interviews came from a
separate study that I conducted alone. I read
and coded through those interviews indepen-
dently.) We created labels to categorize partici-
pants’ responses that reflected themes within
and outside the existing literature on illegality
and enforcement. This included labels such as
“apprehension,” to capture instances where
participants spoke about the nature and type
of arrest; “reentry attempts,” to refer to the
method and costs of reentry; “deportation:
housing,” to capture families’ decisions about
where to live following a loved one’s deporta-
tion; “family: strategies,” to describe the set of
strategies that individuals adopted to protect
their families from experiencing another sepa-
ration; and, “reunification: factors,” to capture
families’ decisions about reuniting post-
deportation. The analysis followed a construc-
tivist grounded theory approach (Charmaz
2000; Glaser and Strauss 2017), as I was primar-
ily concerned with understanding how partici-
pants made sense of their own experiences and
their interpretations of their various deporta-
tions, separations, and reunifications. Through
the lens of undocumented returnees and their
loved ones, we can better understand the pro-
duction and condition of hyper-illegality.

THE LEGAL PRODUCTION OF
HYPER-ILLEGALITY: A CHANGED
RELATIONSHIP TO THE STATE
Individuals who have been deported under-
stand that returning to the United States after
deportation introduces a new legal classifica-
tion and additional risks. Although respon-
dents rarely used the term “felon” to describe
such classification, many used words such as
“criminal,” “charges,” and “records,” and
phrases like “getting caught” or “locked up” to
describe their experiences following reentry.
Their sense of criminality often crystallized
upon their return to the United States, particu-
larly at the moment they were apprehended
once again—frequently in their homes or work-
places—and found to be unauthorized. This ex-
perience of rearrest powerfully reinforced their
internalization of criminal status. More than a
dozen participants brought this up organically
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during interviews—not in response to direct
questions about criminality, but when reflect-
ing on the circumstances of their arrest. Carlos,
a sixty-five-year-old returnee who was arrested
outside his work upon returning to the US post-
deportation, recalled that during his arrest he
“was freaking out. Like, ‘What the hell is going
on? Yeah, I came back undocumented. I didn’t
kill anybody. I didn’t rob anybody.’ I couldn’t
believe what was happening.” While the nature
of immigration arrests varies, it typically con-
sists of armed agents surrounding a person in
ways that resemble police raids (Lopez 2019).
These tactics cement returnees’ association
with criminality. Respondents often rejected
this form of criminalization by making a dis-
tinction between immigration violations,
which in their view should not be considered
crimes, and what they perceived to be actual
crimes that involve drinking, drugs, violence,
or murder.

This sense of criminality also extends to US
citizens who bear witness to their loved ones’
arrests. Sonia, who was born in San Diego and
whose parents returned to the US post-
deportation, was with them the day ICE officers
rearrested them at their home. She described
the moment as follows:

It was maybe a good two years since they’d
returned [from their previous deportation]
when I don’t know how ICE found out my par-
ents were back in the United States, and they
surrounded our house. So, I witnessed them;
at the moment I didn’t know it was ICE. I
would watch a lot of movies, so I thought it
was like a squad or something else. I was just
like, “What’s going on, why are they here?”
But Iremember my parents telling me, “Duck
down! Don’t make noise.” So, I felt like a crim-
inal at the moment because we were hiding
from the law, from these people.

When describing their new legal classification,
respondents often used the terms “criminal”
and “bad” interchangeably. Sonia, for example,
added that ever since the arrest, she “started
distrusting authority because I felt like I was
the criminal, or I felt like I was the bad one on
the other end of that spectrum.” It is crucial to
understand these distinctions within the
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broader public narrative that categorizes im-
migrants into two groups: “good” and “bad”
(Andrews 2018; Patler and Gonzales 2015). The
“good immigrant” generally represents some-
one who is hardworking, academically driven,
and possesses a clean criminal record, and is
thereby deemed deserving of citizenship rights.
In contrast, the “bad immigrant” is often de-
fined by their involvement in criminal activity.
However, the emergence of hyper-illegality
complicates this dichotomy. Returnees—who
might have once exemplified the good immi-
grant archetype—are now being reclassified
and treated as bad immigrants, even when they
continue to exhibit attributes traditionally as-
sociated with a good immigrant, such as dili-
gence and industriousness.

As returnees and their family members
struggle with this new legal characterization,
they draw clear distinctions between their ex-
periences having returned to the US post-
deportation and those of people who are also
undocumented but have no deportation his-
tory. Through the lens of returnees, individuals
who have never been deported have a different
perception. Mauricio, a sixty-nine-year-old man
who had been deported on multiple occasions,
explained that “while the person that has never
been deported knows, ‘Oh I'm gonna [get] sent
back to Mexico,’ and that’s as far as it goes. And
this person probably thinks, ‘Oh I'll go back, I
[have] family here and have money in the bank
.. . whereas a person who [has been deported]
knows that they can go back to prison if they
get caught.” Returnees like Mauricio are sub-
jected to a double risk: deportation and incar-
ceration. This important distinction character-
izes the legal production of hyper-illegality for
undocumented returnees and leads to a differ-
ent type of consciousness when compared to
undocumented individuals who have never
been deported. Like Mauricio, others similarly
shared examples of how undocumented indi-
viduals without deportation records may think
or behave differently from them to illustrate
the new legal considerations that they—as un-
documented returnees—must navigate. More
than two dozen participants mentioned this
double risk organically, often when discussing
their hesitation to reunite with family in the
United States post-deportation or their height-
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ened fears about encountering immigration of-
ficers.

The double risk of deportation and incar-
ceration that returnees contend with is also
compounded. Having gone through the experi-
ence of being arrested, detained, incarcerated,
and deported, returnees know how traumatiz-
ing the entire process is and are fearful of hav-
ing to relive it. Laura, a fifty-five-year-old
mother of five children, for example, was ini-
tially deported after falling victim to notary
fraud. ICE officers arrested Laura in her home
and proceeded to detain her before deporting
her to Mexicali, Mexico. Years later, two of Lau-
ra’s children were deported on separate occa-
sions and for different reasons. At the time of
the interview, Laura was living in the United
States once again post-deportation. When
asked to reflect on her experiences in the
United States while undocumented—both be-
fore and after her deportation—she said,
“Truthfully, I was not afraid before. I was after.
After this [her deportation and subsequent re-
turn] happened, it’'s when you live in fear all the
time, in fear that anything can happen, and
yow’ll have another deportation. Additionally,
I'm also suffering all the time because some of
my children are over there [in Mexico].” Follow-
ing her return to the United States, Laura lived
in great fear of being deported once again. She
recalled that her fear was particularly acute
during the first few years; she suffered from
deep anxiety and struggled to sleep. At one
point, Laura began blocking her front door
with furniture for fear that ICE officers could
break into her home. Laura’s experience is il-
lustrative of the acute fear that returnees expe-
rience. Like Laura, Carlos aptly noted, “I had
gone through [a deportation] before, and to
know what was ahead was terrible.” Over the
course of their lives, many returnees like Laura
are also impacted by the deportation of others,
including that of immediate family members.
Those deportations are the source of additional
suffering, especially when they puncture close
relationships between spouses, siblings, or par-
ents and their children.

The double risk of deportation and incar-
ceration is a primary concern for entire fami-
lies as they contemplate the prospect of reuni-
fication. Karen, a twenty-five-year-old US
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citizen whose father was deported in 2019, ex-
plained that their “biggest concern was getting
caught again. Just because in 2019, my mom
kept saying stuff and friends and family kept
saying, ‘Oh, if he gets caught, he’s not going to
get deported and sent back; he’s going to go to
jail’ So, getting caught, overall [means] getting
jail time.” Aware of the risks associated with
unauthorized reentries, families may be extra
cautious during their loved one’s reentry at-
tempts. They may, for example, refrain from
telling others about their plans to reenter, or
they may go to great lengths to try and guaran-
tee a successful reentry.

Other returnees and their families may feel
resigned to remain separated. Sergio, for exam-
ple, is a thirty-eight-year-old whose ex-wife and
children reside in the United States while he
lives in Mexico. After his first deportation, Ser-
gio managed to return to the US without autho-
rization, but he was apprehended and detained
again. He then served forty-four months in fed-
eral prison for unlawfully reentering post-
deportation. At the time of the interview, Sergio
was living in Durango, Mexico, with a new part-
ner and had no plans of attempting to cross the
border again, though he hoped that he might
someday adjust his immigration status.

Many others eventually gave up hope of ob-
taining some type of legal protection. Roughly
twenty-five participants indicated consulting
with an immigration lawyer about their case (or
their loved one’s) to no avail. Lawyers either
refused to take their case or informed them
that there were no options for adjusting under
current US immigration law given their depor-
tation history. In some cases, lawyers recom-
mended that clients obtain their immigration
records to better evaluate their situation; how-
ever, fear of being flagged in the immigration
system often deterred them from doing so. Ri-
cardo, a twenty-eight-year-old man who re-
turned to the US post-deportation without au-
thorization, consulted with multiple lawyers to
see if he could qualify for DACA. Although Ri-
cardo met most of the eligibility requirements,
he had an existing deportation record. Every
lawyer that Ricardo spoke to cautioned him
against applying for DACA and encouraged him
instead to obtain his immigration records to
see what kind of deportation he had undergone
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(that is, a voluntary departure or a formal de-
portation). Ricardo eventually stopped looking
into DACA, adding, “Lawyers are not cheap;
they’re not cheap. So, I have to pay a lawyer ev-
ery time I go and talk to them just to tell me
that they can’t help me because of the letters
[of deportation]. There was no point for me to
continue, so I just gave up.” The inability to ap-
ply for some form of legal protection represents
a legal consequence—or punishment—for re-
turnees who have strong ties to the United
States. Many often reach a point where they
give up hope and stop seeking consultations.
This type of legal barrier marks an important
distinction and a turning point among undoc-
umented returnees—many of whom held on to
the hope of being able to adjust their immigra-
tion status before their deportations and
shortly after—with harmful repercussions on
their well-being and long-term prospects.

Similarly, Radl, a forty-seven-year-old man,
eventually felt hopeless about his ability to le-
gally return to the United States post-
deportation. He was initially deported after ap-
plying for his driver’s license in California
under Assembly Bill 60 (AB 60). At the time, im-
migration officers issued him the ten-year bar
and warned him against attempting to return.
Raul explained, “[Immigration officers] told me
that if I returned, they would detain me in
prison, but they didn’t. It’s a deportation when
they say, ‘you’re deported, and you can’t come
back.’ And they told me that I had ten years [of
a bar], and I went again, but they didn’t send
me to prison.” During his attempt to reenter
the United States without authorization, immi-
gration officers apprehended Raul and pro-
ceeded to deport him. Since then, Rautl has
lived in Mexico, but struggles with securing em-
ployment and making ends meet. At the time
of the interview, Raul had given up hope that
he would one day be able to adjust his status
because of his deportation history.

Carrying the responsibility of securing a
loved one’s safe return or resolving their im-
migration status—and coping with the dis-
illusionment that can follow—can be an
overwhelming burden for the children of
undocumented returnees. When Agustin, a US
citizen, turned twenty-one-years-old, he con-
sulted with an immigration attorney about the
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possibility of adjusting his parents’ immigra-
tion status. This is when Agustin learned that
it would be safer for them to submit only his
mother’s application because she did not have
a previous deportation, whereas his father did.
Agustin described this painful recognition as
follows: “I remember after the immigration
[lawyer]| appointment, I went to go talk to my
dad, like, ‘Oh this is what they told us.” He
didn’t say anything. So, I felt like a bad son, or
I don’t know how to ... putting in the paper-
work for my mom and excluding my dad. I
don’t know. That guilt made me not want to go
and proceed with the paperwork anymore.”
Agustin’s experience mirrors existing studies
that discuss the ripple effects of illegality on
the entire family (Abrego 2019; Castafieda 2019;
Dreby 2015; Gonzales 2015; Valdivia 2019), and
young adults’ unique role in seeking legal
immigration-related advice and services for
their parents (Delgado 2020; Garcia Valdivia
2022; Valdivia 2021). At a deeper level, the expe-
riences of young adults like Agustin reveal how
hyper-illegality creates a new type of division
within undocumented and mixed-status fami-
lies—one based not only on an individual’s im-
migration status but also on whether the indi-
vidual has a previous deportation record. In the
context of hyper-illegality, the guilt that US cit-
izen children may internalize when they are
prevented from extending their citizenship
privileges to a loved one is further complicated
by the realization that, while they may be able
to seek an adjustment of status request for one
parent (who is undocumented and has never
been deported), they cannot extend the same
privilege to the other parent (who is undocu-
mented and has an existing deportation re-
cord).

THE CONDITION OF HYPER-
ILLEGALITY: COMPOUNDING

BARRIERS AND HARMS

Having established hyper-illegality as an
emerging sociolegal category that is character-
ized by harsher legal classifications and pun-
ishments, I next turn to its condition from the
perspective of undocumented returnees and
their loved ones. Just as hyper-illegality can be
understood as representing a changed struc-
tural relationship to the state in legal terms, my
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research suggests that it alters social norms
marked by heightened financial instability,
emotional and psychological trauma, and so-
cial exclusion.

Hyper-illegality often deepens and intensi-
fies families’ already precarious conditions.
Upon returning to the US post-deportation, in-
dividuals take great caution to avoid potential
encounters with law or immigration enforce-
ment. To this end, some refrain from driving
altogether and rely instead on rides or public
transportation. This poses significant chal-
lenges to their ability to work in occupations
that require extensive travel. Others are con-
cerned about returning to their previous jobs
for fear of being detected again and either re-
frain from working altogether or opt for jobs
that are relatively safer. Alyssa, a twenty-four-
year-old US citizen whose mother returned to
the United States in 2011 after being deported
that same year, explained, “Before she was de-
ported, she was working at a different job. At
that job, I believe ICE showed up. She was
working at a restaurant job, and when she got
there one morning to get to work, that’s when
she was deported. And then when she came
back, she didn’t want to work there anymore
because she didn’t want that situation to hap-
pen again, so she took some time off work to
find a better and safer job where immigration
raids don’t happen.” While Alyssa’s mother was
ultimately able to secure employment in the
service industry once she returned to the US
post-deportation, this did not come without a
cost. Following reentry, undocumented return-
ees often undergo periods of unemployment as
they search for jobs that may be safer. While
these new jobs may afford them some level of
protection, they are often characterized by
lower wages or vulnerable working conditions.
Some, for example, felt safer working in jobs
that paid in cash. This allowed them to avoid
having their names and other personal infor-
mation stored in employment records, yet it
exposed them to the possibility that their em-
ployer would not compensate them adequately
or on time.

In concert with, but also in addition to, such
financial hardships, undocumented returnees
are coping with accumulated trauma alongside
added distress and anguish when attempting
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to reunite. Financial and emotional hardships
can coexist in ways that prevent the hyper-
illegalized from returning to their previous
roles. When asked about the main challenges
that her family encountered following her fa-
ther’s return to the United States post-
deportation, Alexis (a twenty-five-year-old) re-
counted:

I think one thing was the financial difficul-
ties. I think the arrest really affected my dad.
I'm not sure. Iwouldn’t say self-esteem. I just
think his persona. I think he also lived with
this fear that he couldn’t just get any job any-
more. I don’t know. I think just a level of
stress. Maybe he was just scared to have to
experience what he went through because ob-
viously we don’t . .. he didn’t share with us,
as we got older, all the stuff that happened to
him and then things like that. But I think he
was probably experiencing some form of
PTSD from what he experienced. So, he was
probably emotionally just going through a
lot, and I think it just took a lot from him to
be able to live in the United States. I think
there was this fear of not wanting to go to
places because of whatever it is. So, I think it
did take time for him to step into this finan-
cially providing role once again.

These conditions compelled Alexis’s mother to
continue working additional jobs even after her
father returned to the United States. The finan-
cial and emotional toll of each subsequent ar-
rest can linger and intensify as members grap-
ple with the legal ramifications of a deportation
history.

Although individuals with an unauthorized
entry or reentry endure the omnipresent threat
of deportation, subjective levels of risk can vary
according to several factors, such as age at mi-
gration, city and state of residence, gender,
race-ethnicity, and their perceived (in)visibility
to record-keeping institutions (Abrego 2011;
Asad 2020; Garcia 2019; Schmalzbauer 2014;
Simmons et al. 2021). I demonstrate that an-
other key point of divergence stems from
whether the individual has an existing deporta-
tion history. Participants frequently made com-
parisons to their previous selves (that is, as un-
documented immigrants without deportation
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records) and explained that they began to expe-
rience “more,” “added,” “different,” or “extra”
fears the moment they returned to the US post-
deportation without authorization. Through
their lens, the moment of reentry marked a sig-
nificant shift in their subjective levels of fear
and vulnerability.

Family members, too, observed these
changes. Ponce, a twenty-four-year-old whose
parents returned to the US after deportation,
explained, “I guess each time that they came
... they came back more worried.” Claribel, a
mother of four whose partner is in the US post-
deportation without authorization, similarly
explained that “when we arrived in this country
...1t’s the fear of the police and ICE. You see a
sheriff and you’re scared. The fear that stays
after a deportation is double.” Ana, a forty-year-
old woman, also noted, “You can imagine, with-
out papers you already live with that fear, and
then having a deportation record—it is like
adding even more to the fear.” More than forty
participants directly expressed their (or their
loved one’s) added fears and worries following
reentry after deportation, including instances
of becoming more “reserved,” “obsessive”
(about knowing their loved one’s whereabouts
to ensure their safety), “paranoid,” “vigilant,”
and, for one person, “aggressive.”

When Ricardo, a father of four, reunited
with his family in the US post-deportation,
there was a brief period of sheer joy, relief, and
hope that things would return to normal. Yet it
was difficult for the family to feel entirely safe
and relieved. Ricardo’s son, Victor, recalled,
“We were just overwhelmed with happiness.
We wanted to be back with our old routine . . .
having coffee . . . but my dad was always para-
noid. He’s like, ‘hold on,” He would always be
following his instincts, just looking around. I
just think the way his behavior was, in a way,
just like the military . . . PTSD.” Victor and his
sister (Karina) both described noticeable
changes in their father’s mindset and behavior
upon his return. They spoke about the way
their father started to question unfamiliar ve-
hicles that parked near their home and be-
came suspicious that there were cameras in-
side those vehicles spying on them. These
preoccupations did not exist before Ricardo’s
deportation. Rather, they began the moment
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he returned to the United States without autho-
rization. Others similarly noticed that their
loved ones “never came back the same” or that
it was not “the same person that returned.”
Tellingly, even formerly undocumented re-
turnees who eventually gain a legal reentry into
the United States may grapple with the effects
of hyper-illegality, including a set of height-
ened fears. In 2022, I interviewed Rosa (a US
citizen who was formerly undocumented for
more than five years) and her daughter Sophia
(a US-born citizen). They both recounted how
Ismael (the head of the household) was de-
ported on two separate occasions. After his first
deportation, he returned unauthorized. At that
point, Rosa and Sophia explained, it was rela-
tively easier to cross the US-Mexico border clan-
destinely. After his second deportation, it took
extensive help (from an immigration lawyer,
media coverage, more than one hundred letters
of support from community members who had
come to know Ismael, and his family, who gath-
ered supporting evidence about his moral char-
acter and contributions to the country) for im-
migration officers to allow Ismael to legally
return through parole. Yet the Mireles family
continued to live in fear. Rosa described these
mixed emotions: “We cried a lot, but even
though we had that victory, because it was a
victory that no one could believe, even then
there was a void. An awful fear. He didn’t want
to leave the house. He said he felt strange. We
were all living with an awful fear even though
he was able to legally return.” The Mireles fam-
ily continued to live with this awful fear for at
least another year and a half while Ismael
awaited a decision about his ability to stay in
the country permanently. Under the terms of
his parole, he had been granted only a one-year
period of lawful stay, after which the family had
to apply for a more permanent solution. How-
ever, before the Mireles family heard about the
results of Ismael’s application, he was diag-
nosed with terminal cancer and passed away
shortly after. The doctor and family did not
know the exact cause of Ismael’s cancer (he was
otherwise healthy). Nevertheless, they agreed
that the extreme stress he endured while un-
documented—facing deportation proceedings
twice and navigating reentry twice—had a se-
vere impact on his mental and physical health.

THE US DEPORTATION SYSTEM AND ITS AFTERMATH

In the present era of mass deportations and
diminishing pathways to US citizenship (Chen
2020; Golash-Boza 2015), the effects of hyper-
illegality are likely felt on a larger scale and for
longer periods, with even legal reentry unable
to shield returnees from its detrimental im-
pact. This is especially the case if individuals
are allowed to return only on a temporary basis
such as through parole. If individuals are al-
lowed to reenter on a more permanent basis,
or with the promise of future security, the ef-
fects of hyper-illegality may be significantly re-
duced.

The acute level of fear, vigilance, and para-
noia that is associated with hyper-illegality can
impact the entire family for prolonged periods,
regardless of members’ individual immigration
status. Participants and their loved ones expe-
rienced sudden emotional breakdowns, recur-
rent immigration nightmares, and increased
levels of stress. Esmeralda, a college student,
shared that her younger brother, who is a US
citizen, continues to have immigration-related
nightmares even years after their father’s re-
turn to the United States. In chilling detail, Es-
meralda described one of his recent night-
mares: “I think two days ago my little brother
woke up scared. He said that he dreamt that
everybody was gone. I was like, ‘What do you
mean?’ He’s like, ‘Yeah, I got home, and every-
body was gone.” And I was like, ‘Well, what do
you mean we were gone?’ He’s like, ‘Yeah, I
dreamt that nobody was home.” Esmeralda in-
terpreted this nightmare as a sign that her
brother was still grappling with their father’s
deportation and subsequent return. Now that
their father had returned, so did the fear that
he could be taken away once again. Rather than
creating a sense of relief and closure, their fa-
ther’s return instead engendered acute fear and
anxiety.

These increased levels of fear and vigilance
following reentry impact family members’ abil-
ity to access various services, resources, and
opportunities. Families avoid interacting with
a wider range of institutions, including hospi-
tals and dental clinics. Ana Paola powerfully
described her partner “as a ghost” because he
was absent from key institutions, records, and
public spaces even though he was back in the
country. Others are careful not to leave traces
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of their loved one’s whereabouts. They remove
pictures of them from social media. They leave
out their contact information from school or
medical forms. In other instances, they leave
out their names from apartment leases and in-
surance plans. Some of the young adults I in-
terviewed refrained from including their par-
ent’s name, address, employment, and income
information on their Free Application for Fed-
eral Student Aid application even though they
qualified and needed the financial assistance.
Such added fears frequently prevent undoc-
umented returnees from applying for a driver’s
license. Alma, a twenty-nine-year-old US citi-
zen, told her mother—who returned to the US
post-deportation without authorization—not
to apply for a driver’s license: “My fear is if she
goes to try and attempt to get a driver’s license
that ICE can come and pick her up if they find
her location due to her not having legal status.
I just feel like they can come pick her up from
home.” Notably, Alma and her mother live in
California, where eligible undocumented im-
migrants can receive a driver’s license under
AB 60 as of January 5, 2015."* However, I find
that families like Alma’s, who are subjected to
hyper-illegality, are especially vigilant about
their interactions with social service providers
and government authorities. This is in part be-
cause they have heard from news media outlets
or others that immigration officers have access
to databases maintained by the Department of
Motor Vehicles (the agency responsible for is-
suing driver’s licenses, including those under
AB 60) and that they use the information to tar-
get individuals who have returned to the US
post-deportation without authorization.”
Awareness about this differential treatment
and criminalization compels returnees and
their loved ones to forgo opportunities other-
wise available to undocumented immigrants
without a deportation record. Laura explained
the difference in treatment and fears (and ulti-
mately in the ability to obtain a driver’s license)
based on whether an individual has a deporta-
tion record or not. She noted, “I haven’t gone
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because I'm scared to apply. Because they [the
DMV] can share my information with immigra-
tion. In my case, because I have a previous de-
portation, I feel like it’s more complicated. If
I hadn’t gone through a deportation, I would
apply. I know people who don’t have papers
but haven’t gone through a deportation, and
they have their licenses. Because I know that
here in California, a person can apply for a li-
cense. But I'm scared because of what I went
through.” Like Laura, other participants drew
comparisons between what undocumented
immigrants could do depending on whether
they had an existing deportation record. They
also frequently made comparisons across their
own life spans—between their “pre” and
“post” reentry experiences. Having a deporta-
tion record marked an important transforma-
tion in their own legal and relational con-
sciousness that uniquely shaped their
participation—or lack thereof—across various
social institutions.

From the literature on system avoidance, we
know that individuals who have some type of
contact with the criminal legal system limit
their interaction with other social service insti-
tutions (Brayne 2014, 2021; Goffman 2009;
Haskins and Jacobsen 2017). A similar pattern
emerges in the immigration context, where in-
dividuals from undocumented and mixed-
status families limit their engagement with
surveillance institutions (Asad 2020; Desai et
al. 2019; Patler and Gonzalez 2021). In the con-
text of hyper-illegality, families are particularly
concerned that information about their immi-
gration status and their deportation history
may be revealed to immigration authorities
during the process of accessing resources. As
they navigate everyday life in the US after de-
portation, returnees and their families come to
develop a unique frame of reference, where an
existing deportation record represents a source
of new barriers and limitations, and subse-
quently requires a new set of strategies. Thus,
the concept of hyper-illegality reveals the po-
tential for segments of the immigrant popula-

14. Under AB 60, eligible undocumented immigrants can receive a driver’s license in the state of California.

15. These fears are not unfounded. As the geographies of deportability expand and intensify, an increasing
number of settings and social actors are becoming implicated in the enforcement of immigration law (Valdivia

2019).
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tion to endure more extreme forms of system
avoidance.

DISCUSSION

The concept of hyper-illegality makes visible
how the growing criminalization of immi-
grants—and other particular groups within the
context of incarceration—produces cyclical
and compounding forms of legal and social ex-
clusion. For instance, undocumented return-
ees often face escalating legal penalties with
each deportation and subsequent clandestine
reentry, moving from five- to ten-year bars and
eventually to permanent exclusion. Similarly,
in the context of incarceration, individuals re-
leased on probation or parole risk accumulat-
ing sanctions or punishments if they violate
the terms of their release, further entrenching
their criminalized status (Alexander 2010; Lin
2010). These dynamics contribute to an endur-
ing condition of legal precarity among noncit-
izens and citizens alike, whereby individuals
occupy a liminal status akin to being “citizens-
with-an-asterisk”—permanently marked by
conditional belonging and heightened vulner-
ability to state surveillance and punishment
(see also, for example, Chacén 2015). These
findings reveal the stickiness of deportation
and criminal histories in an individual’s life
course.

The political climate also matters for how
hyper-illegality is produced and experienced.
In the case of Donald J. Trump’s second presi-
dential administration, the implementation of
the Alien Registration Requirement (ARR) re-
vives Section 262 of the INA that requires non-
citizens fourteen years or older who are “pres-
ent in the United States without admission or
parole” to register, have their fingerprints
taken, and carry with them registration docu-
ments (USCIS 2025). Among scholars, immigra-
tion lawyers, policymakers, and organizers
alike, the ARR raises significant concerns about
the ability of the state to identify and criminal-
ize individuals who fail to register or carry
proof of registration with them. Notably, non-
citizens who do not register could be charged
with a fine of up to $5,000 or up to six months’
imprisonment, and those who do not carry
proof of registration face similar punishments
(a fine of up to $5,000 or up to 30 days’ impris-
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onment) (NILC 2025). The ARR represents a re-
cent and clear example of hyper-illegality—in
this case, by subjecting both undocumented
immigrants and green card holders who may
have never been in contact with either law or
immigration enforcement to the criminal jus-
tice system. In this scenario, the revival of Sec-
tion 262 of the INA represents the state’s at-
tempt to enact harsher punishments for a
growing segment of the immigrant popula-
tion—namely, noncitizens who are in the US
without admission or parole, and those who
are lawfully present but fail to carry proof of
registration.

The concept of hyper-illegality allows us to
gain a deeper understanding of the process
through which individuals internalize and con-
test notions of criminality. Among undocu-
mented returnees, their sense of being treated
as a criminal or bad person often solidified at
the moment immigration officers arrested
them once again after reentering the country.
Notably, it was not the initial arrest that in-
stilled a sense of criminality; rather, the subse-
quent arrest(s) following reentry did. Relatedly,
many of them rejected the state’s attempt to
criminalize their behavior and drew a line be-
tween immigration-related violations (such as
an unauthorized entry or reentry) and criminal
charges involving alcohol or drug use, murder,
or violence.

By focusing on the experiences of undocu-
mented returnees and their loved ones, we also
come to see that individuals benchmark
changes in their legal conditions over the
course of their lives in ways that scholars have
not yet fully appreciated. Returnees are often
cognizant of their undocumented experience
both pre- and post-deportation, including
changes in their perception, emotions, and be-
haviors. They also compare their legal circum-
stances to those of others who may be undocu-
mented but do not have a deportation record.
This type of personal benchmarking helps re-
turnees make sense of their current situation,
including their prospects for legalization.

To be sure, participants in this study knew
that they had an existing deportation history
and could remember aspects of their deporta-
tion experience. Although it is outside the
scope of this article, there is another group af-
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fected by hyper-illegality that warrants further
attention. This includes individuals who have
been deported in absentia. That is, they may
have been ordered deported but never attended
court. This group may be living in the United
States unaware they have a deportation order,
or outside the country, having unknowingly ex-
ecuted their deportation order when they left
for an emergency (Caldwell 2019). Future stud-
ies can explore the role that self-awareness of
one’s enforcement status plays in how people
experience the effects of hyper-illegality.

Another dimension of hyper-illegality that
necessitates further research concerns the use
of surveillance and technology to increasingly
target individuals with existing deportation
histories. Here, the work of legal scholar Anil
Kalhan (2014) on the “immigration surveillance
state” and sociologist Ana Muiiz (2022) on
“borderland circuitry” can be particularly help-
ful. Research questions requiring additional at-
tention include: How do immigration agencies
collect, store, share, and utilize information
about an individual’s arrest, detention, and de-
portation records? How does the fact that an
individual’s deportation history follows them
throughout their life shape their interaction
with—or avoidance of—various social institu-
tions over the long term?

As an emerging sociolegal construct, hyper-
illegality presents significant themes that war-
rant further investigation. For example, analy-
ses on the benefits and limitations of DACA,
which has helped to ease some of the fear as-
sociated with deportation (Abrego 2018; Aranda
et al. 2021; Gonzales et al. 2014; Gonzales 2015;
Patler et al. 2021; Wong and Valdivia 2014),
could be deepened by incorporating the experi-
ences of those who are excluded because of
criminal or deportation records (see, for exam-
ple, Muiiz 2022 for a discussion on how young
men who were profiled and labeled in gang da-
tabases were left out of DACA). Similarly, our
understanding of processes of disclosure and
concealment as they relate to one’s immigra-
tion status (Cebulko 2014; Patler 2018) could be
enriched by examining how families affected
by hyper-illegality engage in double disclosures
and concealments (see, for example, Valdivia
and Monreal 2024). Future research could also
examine how political rhetoric may mitigate or
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exacerbate the production and condition of
hyper-illegality. In other areas of scholarship,
the concept of hyper-illegality can facilitate
conversations about the state’s ability to im-
pose harsher punishments on select groups
and, in turn, shape consciousness and behavior
among those directly targeted and their fami-
lies. For all these avenues of inquiry, and more,
the theorization of hyper-illegality offers an im-
portant step toward better understanding an
understudied yet growing segment of the un-
documented—and more broadly, criminal-
ized—population.
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