USApp — American Politics and Policy Blog: Having undocumented parents actually makes children more likely to be politically active as adults Page 1 of 2

Having undocumented parents actually makes
children more likely to be politically active as adults

About 5 million children born in the US live with at least one undocumented parent. In new research,
Alex Street investigates what having an undocumented parent means for their children’s’ interest in
civic and political engagement later on in life. Rather than having a chilling effect, as might be expected,
he finds that the children of undocumented immigrants have the same level of interest in community
involvement, and are actually more likely to be activists on immigration issues.

According to Pew, as of 2015, there were about 11 million undocumented immigrants in the US. That the US has a
large undocumented population is not a new finding; less well known is the fact that most have lived in the United

States for a decade or more, and that many have US-citizen family members. This is largely because the 14th
Amendment to the US Constitution ensures that almost everyone born in the country is a US citizen.

An estimated 5 million US-born children live with one or more undocumented parents, and millions more grew up in
such families but have now started households of their own. Since most undocumented immigrants are Latino,
studying the experiences and views of these young Americans is especially important for understanding the future of
Latino politics.

One possibility is that growing up with undocumented parents has a chilling effect on civic and political engagement.
Some prior research describes psychological distress among children who fear that their undocumented parents will
be deported. Other scholars find that undocumented parents are so wary of contact with government officials that
they tend to avoid educational and welfare programs for which their US-born children are eligible. Parents typically
play crucial roles in “socializing” their US-citizen children into habits of civic and political engagement, but this may be
much harder for undocumented parents. We might therefore expect the children of undocumented parents to show
lower levels of civic and political engagement than their peers.

In contrast, other research implies that the experience of growing up with undocumented parents may push young
Americans towards activism. Research on social movements suggests that one of the factors that make people feel
they must organize and protest, rather than leaving this work to others, is when strong cultural norms—such as
family unity—are violated. This may help explain why “Stop Separating Families” is one of the most common
slogans for immigration activists and why so many children joined the large Immigrants’ Rights marches of 2006.
Following this logic, we might expect the children of undocumented immigrants to be more politically active than their
peers, at least on immigration issues.
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In new research, we used a new survey of young US-born Latinos to test these alternatives. We find no clear
differences by parental legal status in levels of community involvement. People who grew up with undocumented
parents are just as likely to join a school’s Parent-Teacher Association, attend meetings or volunteer for a church or
charity. This implies there are no “chilling” effects of parental legal status in this area. The US-born children of
undocumented migrants are apparently learning much the same habits as their peers, either because their parents
have not been scared away from the civic sphere or because schools and local networks have filled in any gaps.

Moreover, we also find signs of “activating” effects of growing up with undocumented parents, when it comes to
immigration issues. Even controlling for other factors, the children of the undocumented are more likely to have
participated in marches or rallies for immigrants’ rights. And they are up to 20 percentage points more likely to say
that they think protest is an effective way to demand political change.

As is so often true in the social sciences, it is hard to prove that these differences are due only to parental legal
status, since people differ in all sorts of other ways. So we ran some extra tests. In particular, we compared
otherwise similar people whose parents happened to arrive before or after a date in the early 1980s that was later
used as the cut-off for an amnesty program for undocumented migrants under the 1986 immigration reform. The
results support the claim that having undocumented parents actually causes the US-born offspring to be especially
active on immigration politics, as they emerge into early adulthood.

More than three decades have now passed since the last big US immigration reform, in 1986. In that time, the
federal government has passed many laws and regulations to make it harder to cross the US-Mexico border and to
make it easier to deport migrants who are not authorized to stay and work in America. Few Americans are satisfied
with the combined result of inaction on migration policy along with harsh enforcement measures: a large, long-settled
population of fearful immigrants. Even as President Trump doubles down by creating harsh new forms of border
enforcement and deterrence, a new generation of immigration activists is pushing for the country to break with this
regime of mass illegality. If they succeed, the US-citizen children of undocumented migrants are likely to play a
central role in this movement.

o Acknowledgments: This research was made possible by funding from the Russell Sage Foundation and the
Cornell University Institute for the Social Sciences. This paper was named the 2018 Best Article on migration
and citizenship by the American Political Science Association’s Migration and Citizenship section.

e This article is based on the paper, “Political Effects of Having Undocumented Parents” in Political Research
Quatrterly, co-authored with Michael Jones-Correa of the University of Pennsylvania and Chris Zepeda-Millan of
the University of California, Berkeley.
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Note: This article gives the views of the author, and not the position of USAPP — American Politics and Policy, nor
the London School of Economics.
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