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INTRODUCTION
& SUMMARY

As a country, we have an obligation to protect and support children and families. This obligation is not
conditional. It extends to all families, whether they have lived here for generations or just arrived.

Today, there are more than 44 million immigrants living in the United States, and one in four children
live in immigrant families.! Immigrants hail from all corners of the globe.? They have varied educational
backgrounds and work in a wide range of industries.® They also have diverse legal statuses. About half of
immigrants are naturalized citizens, about a quarter are lawful permanent residents or legal residents
on temporary visas, and about a quarter, or 11 million, are undocumented.* Most children in immigrant
families have parents with legal status. Just over a third, or about 5 million children, live with at least one
undocumented parent, and the vast majority of these children are U.S. citizens.®

As a nation, we must ensure that immigrant families are able to fully participate in their commmunities
and ultimately thrive in the U.S. The Census Bureau predicts that immigration will become the main
driver of U.S. population growth by 2030, bolstering our long-term economic growth.® Ultimately, ensur-
ing that all families have what they need to succeed will not only benefit those families, but it will enrich
our culture, our economy, and our society.”

Rather than promoting families’ well-being, however, our current system of immigration enforcement is
threatening it. At the southern border, families seeking to enter the United States may be interrogated
by law enforcement officers who have no training to interact with children, detained in jail-like settings
without adequate food and medical care, and separated because of the misguided application of poli-
cies that themselves have not been shaped with the well-being of children and families in mind. Within
the United States, parents may be arrested and separated from their children and loved ones without
notice, detained in facilities that are hundreds of miles from their homes, jobs and communities, and
deported without any consideration of the impact of their deportation on the children and family they
leave behind. Families without legal status and with varying legal statuses are most directly harmed by
this interior enforcement, but it effects entire communities, as millions live in fear of the next immigra-
tion raid and avoid requesting the services and supports they need or attending community events—or
even school—because it might bring them into contact with enforcement.
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Immigrant families and communities have not al-
ways faced these threats. Until the 1980s, enforce-
ment at the southern border was limited, there
was no real system of immigrant detention, and
the deportation of immigrants—particularly par-
ents with children and families to support—was
relatively rare.® But over the last three decades, a
series of policy decisions has created an immigra-
tion enforcement bureaucracy that is unprece-
dented in its size and scope. The government's ca-
pacity to detain adults, children, and families has
ballooned, so that today more than 50,000 people
are detained daily, including up to 3,500 children
and parents held in family detention centers.®
Annually, hundreds of thousands of people are
deported, leaving thousands of children and family
members behind. In Fiscal Year 2018, more than
256,000 people were removed from the U.S° In
the previous calendar year, the most recent year
for which we have data, more than 27,000 parents
of U.S. citizen children were removed." Every day,
an inestimable number of children and families
are impacted by the detention of a loved one, and
by worksite and home raids carried out by Immi-
gration and Customs Enforcement (ICE), which
have increased significantly under the Trump
administration.”?

While these policies have had a devastating im-
pact on immigrant families of all backgrounds,
families of color are more likely to experience
these harms. The expansion of the enforcement
system was made possible by the proliferation of
deeply racist imagery in which immigrants, and
Latinx immigrants in particular, were depicted
as criminals who deserved to be locked up and
deported.” Today, Latinx and black immigrants—
groups which frequently overlap—are detained
and deported at disproportionately high rates,"
and they are more likely to be caught up in en-
forcement because of the entanglement of the
immigration system with the criminal justice sys-
tem, which itself is rife with inequities.””

Our current system of immigration enforcement
is deeply inequitable, and actively threatens the
well-being of children and families. What would it
look like, if we did things differently?

Ultimately, this is about who we want to be, as a
nation. As an organization that is commmitted to
building a racially, socially, and economically just
society in which all children, youth, and families
can thrive, we believe that all families should be
treated with dignity and respect. Across policies
and systems, we believe we should protect, and
when possible promote, well-being.

Child and family-serving systems have learned,
over years working with families, basic lessons

for protecting and promoting well-being. First,
families come in many forms. Adults do not need
to be legal guardians or related to children by
blood or marriage in order to play an important
role in children’s lives. The child welfare system
recognizes that the close and caring relationships
that children forge with extended and fictive kin
can help support them through difficult times.”®
Second, that family unity is critical for well-being.
Families support each other through stressful and
traumatic events, and child well-being is depend-
ent on the presence of caring and reliable adults
who can help buffer this stress.” Though there are
instances when removing children from their fam-
ilies is necessary to protect their immediate safety,
whenever possible children should be kept with
relatives with whom they have close and support-
ive relationships. Finally, at points in their lives, all
families need access to supports and services so
that they can live and thrive together. In order to
be effective, these services—whether legal, social,
and economic—should be adapted to families’
circumstances and respect and respond to their
cultural and linguistic needs.”®

In this report we chart a path forward, offering

a framework for an equitable immigration sys-
tem that protects and promotes well-being—for
families seeking to enter the United States at the
southern border or other ports of entry, as well

as for families who are already living here. As we
explain in more detail below, such a system would
discard the punitive policies and practices that
have been most harmful for families. It would pro-
tect families from further harm by ensuring that,
whatever course the legal immigration process
may take, it does not cause additional trauma. And
finally, it would actively promote well-being by
providing services that support immigrant chil-
dren and families. Each of these decisions has the
potential to reinforce and compound the others—
doing more to protect and promote well-being
together than they do individually.

It was not long ago that we had an immigration
system that looked more like this, and creating a
system that builds on what we know worked in
the past and reflects more recent research and les-
sons about how to protect and promote well-be-
ing is within our reach. Immigration policy debates
are divisive, and even like-minded experts disagree
over the specific reforms that are necessary. This
report does not make detailed recormmendations,
but outlines the basic principles that should be
recognized in order to protect and promote the
health and well-being of children and families. Ul-
timately, incorporating these principles into policy
and practice will benefit families, communities,
and the country as a whole.
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HOW WE GOT

HERE

The system of immigration enforcement that
developed over the last three decades was not
created with families in mind. Rather, lawmakers
expanded the enforcement bureaucracy out of fear
for our national security and concern for undocu-
mented immigration, which at the time consisted
primarily of single men crossing the southern bor-
der to look for work in the United States.

Undocumented immigration was a problem that
the immigration system itself helped create. Start-
ing in the 1970s, undocumented migration began
to grow because of changes to immigration law
that imposed the first numerical limits on immigra-
tion from Mexico and other Western Hemisphere
countries and ended the temporary worker pro-
gram that had brought hundreds of thousands

of Mexicans to work on American farms over the
previous decades. Though actual migration pat-
terns between Mexico and the United States did
not change significantly in the years that followed,
the number of undocumented immigrants living in
the United States grew dramatically as people who
once moved legally between the two countries,
now moved, or stayed, illegally. Lawmakers turned
to enforcement in response.’”

The Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986
(IRCA), Congress’s first attempt to address the
growth in undocumented immigration in a com-
prehensive way, granted nearly 2.7 million previ-
ously-unauthorized people legal status, but also
expanded border security to deter unauthorized
immigration and imposed the first sanctions on
employers who hired unauthorized workers. The
lllegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Re-
sponsibility Act (IIRAIRA) and the Antiterrorism and
Effective Death Penalty Act (AEDPA), both passed
in 1996, did not address the growing number of
people living in the United States without doc-
umentation, but further increased resources for
border enforcement, and significantly expanded
the government’s capacity to arrest, detain, and de-
port immigrants who are already here—including
undocumented immigrants as well as immigrants
with legal status who have been convicted of a
criminal offense.?°

The laws that fundamentally re-oriented the U.S.
immigration system toward enforcement were
not designed with families in mind, and it should
come as no surprise that they have caused signif-
icant harm to families over time. But the situation

The Laws that Built the Immigration
Enforcement Apparatus and Threaten
Family Well-Being?

Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986:
Imposed sanctions on employers who hired

unauthorized workers; increased border
security to deter unauthorized entries; and
established a legalization program for long-
term unauthorized immigrants.

lllegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant

Responsibility Act of 1996: Authorized
significant funding for border and interior

enforcement; expanded offenses leading to
removal; stripped immigration judges of much
of their discretion to grant relief from removal;
limited judicial review of removal orders.

The Anti-Terrorism and Effective Death
Penalty Act of 1996: Expanded criminal
grounds for deportation; limited relief from
removal; restricted judicial review, and
expanded mandatory detention.

The Personal Responsibility and Work

Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996:
Restricted immigrants’ access to public

benefits.

has worsened in recent years, as more families
have come into contact with enforcement. Though
undocumented immigration overall has declined,
families living in the United States continue to be
separated at high rates by detention and deporta-
tion because of the increased capacity for interior
enforcement and laws and policies that subject

a larger share of our population to detention and
deportation.? In addition, at the southern border,
even though apprehensions overall are among the
lowest levels we have seen in decades, a growing
share of people seeking entry to the United States
at the border are coming as families.® In Decem-
ber 2018, a record 27,518 individuals who came as
part of families were apprehended at the border,
along with 4,766 unaccompanied children, making
up more than half of the 50,753 individuals appre-
hended that month.?* Many of these children and
families are fleeing violence and poverty in Central
America, and presenting themselves to immigra-
tion officials to apply for asylum.?> Our immigration
system, however, rather than protecting these
families while their request for asylum is lawfully
considered, often further traumatizes them.

Center for the Study of Social Policy 5



A FRAMEWORK

FOR WELL-BEING IN THE
IMMIGRATION SYSTEM

DISCARD HARMFUL POLICIES

FOR FAMILIES AT THE BORDER FOR FAMILIES IN THE INTERIOR

Do not separate families - Limit arrests, detenition, and
deportaition

Do not detain families
Ensure future enforcement is
humane and mitigates harm
to children and families

PROTECT FROM FURTHER HARM
(D

FOR FAMILIES AT THE BORDER FOR FAMILIES IN THE INTERIOR

Ensure that facilities are fam- - Grant families legal status
ily-friendly and meet basic and a path to citizenship
needs
Enact reforms so a large
Ensure that families interact population without legal
with trained personnel status does not develop in
the future

PROMOTE WELL-BEING
L/

FOR FAMILIES AT THE BORDER FOR FAMILIES IN THE INTERIOR

Help families connect to ser- - Ensure that immigrant fam-

vices upon their release ilies have access to services
on the same terms as citi-
zens

Bolster additional supports
for immigrant families to
promote their full inclusion
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PROTECTING &
PROMOTING

THE WELL-BEING OF FAMILIES ENTERING THE

UNITED STATES

Families who seek to enter the United States, whether at or between ports of entry, should be treated
with dignity and respect. It is not only the right thing to do and the lawful thing to do, but it is in our na-
tional interest. Many of the families seeking to enter the United States without prior authorization have
extensive family connections, claims to immigration relief, or both. They can and will become members
of our communities, and ensuring that their first moments in the United States protect their safety and
well-being will allow them to more easily integrate into and contribute to those communities.

DISCARD HARMFUL POLICIES:
Do not separate or detain families

Currently, when families are apprehended at the
border or they present themselves at a port of
entry, they experience the threat of both separa-
tion and detention. The Department of Homeland
Security (DHS) uses an extremely narrow definition
of family as being only a parent or legal guardian
and a minor child,?® which compels border patrol
to separate young children from the older siblings,
grandparents, aunts, and uncles who may be their
caretakers.?” Border patrol officers may also sep-
arate families because they think there may be a
threat to a child’s safety, because of the constraints
imposed by detention space, or as we have seen in
the first two years of the Trump administration, be-
cause they have been instructed to do so in order
to deter further migration to the United States.?®
Meanwhile families are usually detained—all are
held in Customs and Border Protection (CBP) facil-
ities while their information is processed, typically
for a day or longer, at which point some may be
transferred to Immigration and Customs Enforce-
ment (ICE) detention facilities, where they may be
held for weeks.?®

Being forcibly separated from a caregiver is a high-
ly stressful experience for a child. If this stress is not
mitigated, it can become toxic, and have a lifelong
impact on that child's development.*° Loving and
supportive caregivers can help buffer children from
highly stressful experiences, but are unable to do
so if they are separated. As the American Academy
of Pediatrics has observed, “highly stressful experi-
ences, like family separation, can cause irreparable
harm, disrupting a child’s brain architecture and
affecting his or her short- and long-term health.”

Detention also threatens children’s health and
well-being. Studies have found high rates of post-
traumatic stress disorder, depression, and anxiety
among children who have been detained, and
psychologists agree that “even brief detention can
cause psychological trauma and induce long-term
mental health risks for children.”*? Dr. Luis Zayas,
Dean of the School of Social Work at the Univer-
sity of Texas at Austin and an expert on child and
adolescent mental health, interviewed families in
immigration detention facilities and found “re-
gressions in children’s behavior; suicidal ideation
in teenagers; nightmares and night terrors; and
pathological levels of depression, anxiety, hopeless-
ness, and despair.”*?

The American Academy of Pediatrics and the
American Medical Association have both issued
policy statements opposing family detention,*
and the Department of Homeland Security’'s own
Advisory Committee on Family Residential Centers
concluded that “detention is generally neither
appropriate nor necessary for families—and that
detention or the separation of families for purpos-
es of immigration enforcement or management
are never in the best interest of children.”** In
recognition of the harm detention poses to chil-
dren, a federal court decision known as the Flores
Settlement Agreement requires that DHS release
children "without unnecessary delay"—in practice,
however the Flores Settlement is often honored in
the breach.®®

It is our obligation to ensure that we do not inflict
the harms resulting from separation and deten-
tion on children and families in the future. Families
should not be separated unless there is a serious
threat to a child’'s immediate safety, determined
by professionals with training in child abuse and
neglect, discussed in more detail in the next sec-
tion. Following child welfare best practice, chil-
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dren's relationships with kin and fictive kin should
be recognized. While it can understandably be
difficult to evaluate the nature of a child’s relation-
ship with another relative or adult in the circum-
stances which families present themselves at the
border, the harm posed by separating a child from
any close relative who plays a caregiving role is too
significant to ignore.®” This is why it is critical that
trained professionals be involved whenever there
is a concern, and that they follow best practice in
keeping children with their loved ones unless their
immediate safety is threatened.

Finally, families should never be placed in immi-
gration detention.®® Any time that families spend in
DHS custody should be kept to an absolute mini-
mum, after which time families should be released
on their own recognizance.®

PROTECT FROM FURTHER HARM:
Ensure that facilities are family-friendly

and meet basic needs, and that families
interact with trained personnel

Currently, the first people families meet after cross-
ing the southern border are usually CBP officers,

in CBP facilities. CBP describes itself as “one of the
world'’s largest law enforcement organizations,” and
its mission is to “safeguard America’s borders there-
by protecting the public from dangerous people
and materials while enhancing the Nation's global
economic competitiveness by enabling legitimate
trade and travel.”® CBP facilities, which often look

like jails, reflect this mission. CBP guidance says
that the holding cells in which many families spend
the night should be made of concrete and mini-
mally furnished—they are not designed for sleep-
ing, and do not have beds.# When asked whether
they've received any training to interact with chil-
dren and families, border patrol officers have told
researchers that the training is “on the job” or that
because they “have children, nieces or nephews of
their own, they have sufficient experience to deal
with children."?

Customs and Border Protection plays a critical role
protecting our borders and overseeing trade and
travel, but its interactions with families should be
circumscribed. CBP officers will often be the first
people families meet on U.S. soil, and they need

to receive training in how to interact with children
and families who have experienced trauma, so that
they do not compound that trauma. They should
also be trained in how to identify signs of abuse
and trafficking. Ultimately, however, even trained
border patrol officers should not have prolonged
interactions with families. And families should not
be detained in facilities that look like jails.

Instead, families’ information should be processed
as expeditiously as possible in family-friendly facil-
ities that meet their basic needs and protect their
well-being. Ideally, these facilities would not be run
by CBP, which has a mission that is at odds with
protecting family well-being.”* CBP Commissioner
Kevin McAleenan himself admitted the his agen-
cy's holding cells were “incompatible” with the new
reality of parents with children coming across the

8 Center for the Study of Social Policy



border to request asylum, after two children died in
CBP custody in December of 2018. “Our Border Pa-

trol stations were built decades ago to handle male
single adults in custody, not families and children,”

he told lawmakers.44

Instead of jails, the facilities where immigrant fam-
ilies’ information is processed should be designed
to promote healing after families’ journey to the
border. If families must stay there for more than a
few hours, there should beds so that they may rest.
There should be adequate food and water. There
should be developmentally-appropriate toys, books,
and recreational spaces for children. There should
be private spaces where families can go if inter-
views and screenings are necessary, and parents
should have access to child care if they are being
interviewed and asked to disclose protection-relat-
ed information which they may not want to share
in front of their children.

If any interviews or screenings of families are neces-
sary before their release, they should not unnec-
essarily prolong the process for families and they
should be conducted by human services and other
professionals who are extensively trained to inter-
view children and their caregivers. One promising
model that is widely used in child welfare systems
is multidisciplinary teaming. For years, child welfare
systems have recognized that bringing togeth-

er professionals with different disciplinary back-
grounds and expertise to work with families helps
agencies better understand their circumstances
and needs when there is a concern about abuse or
neglect.** Systems have also found that multidisci-
plinary teaming can foster critical analysis that can
mitigate individual and systemic racial bias. In child
welfare, multidisciplinary teams may include pro-
fessionals from health, housing, education, social
work, and other sectors, but all members of teams
have training in child-friendly, developmentally
appropriate approaches to interviews, and they
work to ensure that any investigation is tailored to
the needs of the family, and that children are not
further traumatized by the process.“®

Teaming is now a routine aspect of child welfare
practice, and it can easily be adapted by the immi-
gration system at the border for families that need
additional screening. If there is a concern about
abuse or trafficking, a caseworker with training

in conducting child welfare and trafficking inves-
tigations should be on the team, and conduct

any screening necessary. Any medical and men-
tal health screening and immediately necessary
health care should be provided by trained profes-
sionals. If families will need to be interviewed by
asylum officers or other immigration officials, those
officials should have training in how to interact
with families, and families should be given an

opportunity to talk first with an attorney to learn
about their rights.

All members of these multidisciplinary teams
should have training in cultural responsiveness, and
be proficient in one or more of the most common
languages spoken by families apprehended at the
border.#” Interactions with families should occur in
the family’s native language, and if team members
do not speak that language, an interpreter should
either be present or contacted via telephone—and
teams should be held accountable for using inter-
preters when they are necessary. Team members
should all have training in trauma-informed, heal-
ing centered, interview skills. Ultimately, the goal of
this teaming is to ensure that families’ health and
well-being are protected.*® The goal of the entire
process, however, must be to release families quick-

ly.

PROMOTE WELL-BEING:
Help families connect to services upon
release

Currently, when families are released from DHS
custody—whether CBP or ICE—they are given little
information about where to go or how to access
services and supports to meet their most basic
needs. While at times immigration enforcement
officials inform local community-based organiza-
tions when they will be releasing families from de-
tention, so that they might greet the families and
offer them shelter and guidance as they prepare
for their journey to their final destinations, at other
times they do not.*®

In advance of their release, families should be given
information about the availability of help as they
plan for their journeys and their future in the Unit-
ed States, however long that might be. Ideally, offi-
cials at the border facility will give families informa-
tion about an organization that offers services and
supports at their point of release (should they need
it) as well as at their final destination. If families en-
gage with an organization at their point of release,
that organization should ideally provide a “warm
hand off” to the organization at their final destina-
tion, calling it directly to facilitate their connection.
In health, early education, child welfare, and other
family-serving systems, warm hand offs are widely
recognized as the most effective method to coordi-
nate services for families.*°

When families arrive at their final destinations,

the organization with which they were put it con-
tact should offer them voluntary services, again
through multidisciplinary teams. For many families,
lawyers will be critical members of their multidis-
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ciplinary teams going forward. Experts have found The members of the multidisciplinary teams at
that the lack of appointed counsel has a dramatic  families' final destinations should, like those at bor-
impact on case outcomes and undermines the rule der facilities, be trained in providing culturally-re-

of law.” In a survey of immigration judges, more sponsive, trauma-informed, developmentally-ap-
than 80 percent reported that “competent counsel propriate care. And they should be embedded in a
improved the court's operations.”>? Caseworkers larger network of services and supports designed
will also be critical members of this team, as they to promote the inclusion of immigrant families,
can connect families with the wide range of ser- discussed in more detail below.

vices they may need. Recent experience with case
management programs for families in immigration
proceedings has underlined how important holistic
services—that is, services that address social-emo-
tional and physical health, housing, employment,
legal, and other needs—are for promoting families’
well-being, as well as the timely resolution of their
immigration cases.>

10 Center for the Study of Social Policy



PROTECTING &
PROMOTING

THE WELL-BEING OF FAMILIES LIVING IN THE

UNITED STATES

Immigrant families who are already in the United States should, like all families, be protected from harm
and offered the services and supports they need to thrive. Protecting and promoting the well-being of
immigrant families is a prerequisite to realizing our national vision of equality and fairness, and to en-
suring our future growth and prosperity. Mitigating the harm that our current system of immigration
enforcement inflicts on families and communities is a critical step toward protecting and promoting

overall well-being.

DISCARD HARMFUL POLICIES:
Limit arrests, detentions, and
deportations, and ensure future
enforcement is humane and mitigates
harm to children and families

Within the United States, immigration enforce-
ment most directly harms families when an
adult—often a parent—is arrested by ICE, and then
sometimes detained and deported. Children may
witness the arrest of a parent, especially when it
occurs at home or around other community insti-
tutions that families frequent together, and wit-
nessing a parent’s apprehension can be particularly
traumatizing.> At other times, parents or other
loved ones may be arrested during a workplace
raid or while otherwise not with their children, and
children may be left wondering what happened to
them.

Separation may then be prolonged if family mem-
bers are detained after their arrest, and the hard-
ship for children and families only grows if they

are then deported. Studies of families separated

by workplace immigration raids document steep
declines in income, increases in housing instability
and food insufficiency, and widespread changes

in child behavior. More than half of children were
more afraid, and more than a third were more
anxious, withdrawn, clingy, angry, or aggressive,
after a parent was arrested.>® The fear that enforce-
ment instills in immigrant communities also has
follow-on effects, leading families to withdraw from
programs and services that help them meet their
basic needs for fear that utilizing those services, of-
ten for the benefit of their citizen children, will lead
to detection and arrest.

Protecting child and family well-being requires
discarding the policies that have led such large

numbers of families living in the United States to
experience arrest, detention, and deportation by
immigration enforcement, and to reducing the
harm of these enforcement measures when they
do occur.

Ultimately, more families are experiencing enforce-
ment because of changes in immigration law in
1996 that made more people deportable, mandat-
ed their detention before deportation, and limited
judge’s discretion to prevent deportations if depor-
tation posed a hardship to families. These laws also
strengthened the link between the criminal justice
system and immigration systems, introducing new
inequities into immigration, and resulting in im-
migrants often being punished twice for the same
crime.®®

In order to reduce the harm caused by immigration
enforcement, we need to roll back the policies that
have led the system to negatively intervene in so
many lives. We should sever the link between the
criminal justice and immigration systems, so that
the immigrants who commit crimes receive fair
and equitable treatment. We should expand discre-
tion in the immigration system, to ensure that law
enforcement officers, prosecutors, and judges can
consider an immigrant’s family and community ties
when deciding whether to arrest, detain, or deport
someone.®” And we should significantly reduce the
use of detention, ending mandatory detention and
ensuring that the presumption is that immigrants
in deportation proceedings will be released into the
community while they await their court dates—just
as they should be if apprehended at the border.

Finally, we need to take steps to ensure that when
enforcement does occur, that it is humane. People
should be protected from apprehension at sensi-
tive locations, so that families do not avoid sending
their children to day care, school or to the doc-
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tor’s office in order avoid arrest.>® Protocols should
ensure that enforcement is avoided when children
are present, and if children are present, parents are
given an opportunity to designate a caregiver and
make the necessary phone calls to arrange care. All
agents who interact with families should be trained
in how to minimize the trauma that their actions
cause children.® In addition, other public and pri-
vate agencies that work with immigrant families
and provide services and supports that help them
meet their basic needs should not work with immi-
gration enforcement, and they should clearly com-
municate their privacy policies to clients to limit the
chilling effect that enforcement has on access to
services and supports. Finally, children and families
who are involved with immigration enforcement

in the interior should be offered the support of a
multidisciplinary team—just like families who have
recently crossed the border—that can provide legal,
counseling, and other services to help them as
their immigration cases unfold and they consider
their options for the future.

PROTECT FROM FURTHER HARM:

Grant families legal status and a path to
citizenship and enact reforms so a large

population without legal status does not
develop in the future

While immigration enforcement directly threatens
the well-being of immigrant families and commu-
nities today, for many, their tenuous legal status is
a fundamental barrier to well-being even absent
harmful enforcement. Undocumented workers are
paid lower wages than workers with legal status,®
and they are more likely to work in industries where
wage theft and other labor violations are rampant.®
Meanwhile, parents who are undocumented are
more likely to avoid social services which support
economic security, and to which their U.S. citizen
children may be entitled, out of fears of disclosing
their legal status.?? As a result, having undocu-
mented status, or living with parents who do, leads
to worse outcomes for children and youth. Chil-
dren and youth who are undocumented or live in
mixed-status families are less likely to be engaged
in education, from early childhood through high
school, so that by the time they are young adults
they have received on average five fewer years of
education. These same children and youth also
have higher levels of food insecurity, are less likely
to visit health care providers, and are more likely to
live in poverty.®?

There is significant evidence that laws and ad-
ministrative decisions that have granted people
legal status in the past have improved well-being
and economic mobility. For example, people who

received legal status as a result of the Immigration
Reform and Control Act (IRCA) of 1986, which grant-
ed lawful permanent residence to 1.7 million unau-
thorized immigrants through its “general” legali-
zation program and 1.3 million through a “Special
Agricultural Workers” program, soon earned higher
wages, moved on to better jobs, and invested more
in their education.®* Similarly, a 2018 survey of bene-
ficiaries of the Deferred Action for Childhood Arriv-
als (DACA) program—which allows people without
documentation who came to the United States

as children and meet certain eligibility criteria to
work with authorization and to receive temporary
protection from deportation—found that it signif-
icantly improved their economic circumstances.
Ninety-six percent of DACA recipients who re-
sponded were currently employed or in school, and
their average hourly wage increased from $10.29

to $18.42 after receiving DACA. Six percent started
their own business after receiving DACA, outpacing
the general population, who started businesses at a
much lower rate.®> Policies like DACA, however, fall
short of providing long-term security, because they
can be rescinded—as the Trump administration
has tried to do.%®

Families need the permanency and stability that
comes with permanent legal status in order to
thrive. For decades, the child welfare system has
recognized how important permanency is for chil-
dren, and it is a central goal of child welfare servic-
es.?” Immigrant families living in the United States
similarly need and should have permanency and
stability.

There are many proposals to reform the immigra-
tion system to realize this goal.®® Ultimately, in order
to promote well-being, any solution must grant
families currently in the United States a permanent
path to legal status and citizenship, and reform the
system of legal immigration so that a large popula-
tion without legal status does not develop again in
the future.

When considering these long-term reforms, law-
makers should recognize the importance of family
and community ties. There should be a process to
allow undocumented immigrants who have been
in the United States for a substantial period of time
and developed strong familial and community ties
to apply for permanent legal status.®®

There should also be a process to allow people
living in the United States to sponsor their close
family members living abroad to immigrate. Un-
der the current system, some families are able to
bring loved ones to join them in the United States
through the family-preference visa system, but
many are thwarted by narrow definitions of family
and per-country limits on visas that have made it
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significantly harder for family members from cer-
tain countries—notably, Mexico, India, China, and
the Philippines—to come to the United States.” In
addition, some families are not able to take advan-
tage of family preference visas because the loved
ones they would like to sponsor are already living in
the United States without legal status, and cannot
receive green cards without leaving the United
States for years at a time.”" In order to be truly equi-
table, families must have an equal opportunity to
sponsor their loved ones for residence in the United
States—regardless of their country of origin, or the
current legal status of their relatives.”? And, as the
child welfare system does already, the immigra-
tion system should recognize the critical role that
extended family members play in the lives of many
immigrant families, and expand access to visas for
other close relatives.

Ensuring that families have a path to permanent
legal status and citizenship will benefit families,
and ultimately benefit us all by guaranteeing that
all families in the United States have a prerequisite
to full inclusion.”

PROMOTE WELL-BEING:

Ensure that families have access to ser-
vices on the same terms as citizens and
bolster additional supports for immigrant
families to promote their full inclusion

All families at times need access to supports and
services in order to thrive, but immigrants, whether
or not they have legal status, are less likely to ac-
cess the services and supports they need. Undoc-
umented immigrants are almost entirely ineligible
for public benefits such as cash, food, and medical
assistance. The Personal Responsibility and Work
Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996, which
overhauled the nation’s system of public assis-
tance, severely limited lawful permanent residents’
access to these benefits.”* As a result, low-income
immigrant families use public benefits at lower
rates than low-income families who were born in
the United States.” For example, about half of poor
citizen children living in citizen households receive
nutrition assistance through the Supplemental Nu-
trition Assistance Program, compared to one-third
of non-citizen children and two-fifths of citizen
children in non-citizen headed families.” When we
look across programs, we see that the exclusion

of immigrants from public benefits systematically
disadvantages their citizen children. That is, these
citizen children consistently have less access to the
benefits and services that help people meet their
most basic needs simply because they were born
to immigrant parents.

Immigrant families should have access to services
and supports on the same terms as citizens. They
also should have access to additional supports to
promote their inclusion and integration. A land-
mark report by the National Academies defines
integration as “the process by which members

of immigrant groups and host societies come to
resemble one another” and it “depends on their
participation in major social institutions such as
schools and the labor market, as well as their social
acceptance by other Americans.””” Both Republi-
can and Democratic administrations have recog-
nized the importance of immigrant integration.”
Currently, a diverse array of governmental and
non-governmental organizations provide support-
ive services for immigrants to facilitate their inclu-
sion and integration. But the services are ad-hoc
and inadequate. Two experts on immigrant inte-
gration describe it as a “threadbare, loose patch-
work of integration initiatives.””” A Government
Accountability Office study reported that “all rep-
resentatives we interviewed from 15 governmental
and nongovernmental offices indicated a need for
a national immigrant integration strategy, federal
coordination for immigrant integration efforts, or
both."80

Across the country, in cities large and small, there

is an immediate need for an integrated system of
culturally and linguistically appropriate services to
support immigrant families.® Community-based
organizations have taken the lead serving im-
migrant families in the past, and they have built
trust in immigrant commmunities. These organiza-
tions should continue to be the primary contact

for immigrant families in the future, working with
immigrant communities as well as municipalities,
states, and the federal government to meet fami-
lies’ needs. The necessary services will vary depend-
ing on the local context, but the goal of the services
should be to support immigrant families’ economic
security and health and well-being. And these ser-
vices must be truly accessible to families—available
to them at schools, doctor’s offices, and other in-
stitutions that they frequent. Organizations should
specifically consider co-locating services, so that a
range of services are offered in the same location to
ease access.

The federal government can play an important role
in supporting immigrant family inclusion. It can
provide grants to build the capacity of communi-
ty organizations that currently support and serve
immigrant families to provide these services.® And
it can offer states and localities guidance on how
to most effectively work with community-based
organizations to support and include immigrants—
particularly those with less experience working
with and supporting immigrant communities.®
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THE WAY FORWARD

This vision, of an immigration system that eliminates the policies that inflict the most harm on fami-
lies, protects families against further harm, and promotes well-being, is far from the landscape we have
today. But the costs of our current policies are too significant to ignore. It is in our national interest and
we have an obligation to protect and support children and families. The changes we should make are
feasible and make economic and common sense.

If we re-orient our immigration system toward protecting and promoting family well-being, it opens

up opportunities for immigrant children and families to pursue their aspirations and fully participate

in American society. It will allow children to attend school, with no greater fear than whether they are
prepared for a quiz or test. It will help parents earn an adequate living, and apply for and receive food
assistance in times that they do not. It will give families who have walked thousands of miles to seek
protection in the United States the opportunity to heal and grow. Ultimately, we will all benefit—because
immigrant families are as crucial to our future as they have been to our past.
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