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Abstract
Purpose of Review To identify how recent immigration policies have affected the health of children in immigrant families 
(CIF).
Recent Findings As the number of children and families arriving to the US border has increased, so too have immigration 
policies directly targeting them.
Summary Anti-immigrant policies increase the dangers experienced by children migrating to the USA, while also limiting 
access to needed resources and medical care for CIF inside the country, including many who are US citizens. The resultant 
deprivation and toxic stress are associated with adverse consequences for children’s physical and mental health.
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Introduction

Rising xenophobic political rhetoric spurred hundreds of 
changes to immigration policy in recent years, while the 
number of migrant families and unaccompanied children 
arriving at the border reached record highs. Children in 
immigrant families (CIF)—who have at least one immigrant 
parent or are immigrants themselves—represent 25% of the 
US pediatric population, but policies designed to protect 
them are increasingly treated as legal “loopholes” in need of 
closure to deter migration. Children are uniquely vulnerable 
to the long-term health effects of toxic stress, and policy 
changes targeting immigrant families have taken a toll on the 
physical and mental health of foreign born and US citizen 
children alike.

Immigration Policies Targeting Youth 
and Families

The journey to the border is notoriously difficult and dan-
gerous, but many children and families undertake it out of 
desperation. Research conducted at the US-Mexico border 
by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees in 
2013 suggested that the majority of unaccompanied children 
arriving from the Northern Triangle countries of El Salva-
dor, Honduras, and Guatemala met criteria for international 
protection on the basis of experiencing abuse or threats in 
their home communities. Other powerful drivers of migra-
tion commonly cited by the children included poverty and 
family reunification [1].

Yet policies like the Migrant Protection Protocols (MPP), 
which forced migrants to “Remain in Mexico” pending 
their asylum hearings, and Title 42, which prohibits asylum 
seekers from entering the USA during the COVID-19 pub-
lic health emergency, have further endangered this already 
vulnerable population. More than 16,000 children, including 
500 infants, were sent back to dangerous areas of Mexico in 
just the first 9 months of MPP, and hundreds were kidnapped 
while awaiting their hearings in squalid camps [2]. At least 
350 children in MPP crossed into the USA unaccompanied 
after their parents determined it was too dangerous for them 
to wait any longer in Mexico, or after their caregivers fell 
victim to cartel violence and disappeared [3]. Thousands of 
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unaccompanied children were also expelled to Mexico under 
Title 42 [4], during the process of which hundreds were tem-
porarily detained in hotels utilizing private contractors with 
no independent oversight of detention conditions, despite 
ample capacity to accommodate such children at Office of 
Refugee Resettlement (ORR) shelters [5].

Processing conditions for children encountered at the bor-
der in recent years were also notoriously unsafe. As migrant 
family apprehensions surged in late 2018 and 2019, children 
were detained for prolonged periods of time in increasingly 
crowded and unhygienic Customs and Border Protection 
(CBP) facilities, where many were subjected to abnormally 
cold temperatures, inadequate access to shower facilities 
and basic hygiene products, open toilets, poor sleeping con-
ditions, inadequate nutrition or clean drinking water, and 
confiscation of needed medications without provision of 
replacements [6••, 7–11]. Government lawyers argued in 
court that maintaining “safe and sanitary” conditions for 
children in CBP custody did not require providing them 
with soap, even after five children died from infectious dis-
eases in immigration custody between September 2018 and 
May 2019 [12]. A sixth child in custody died from com-
plications of congenital heart disease, and a seventh died 
of complications from infection shortly after release. Still, 
in August 2019 the federal administration issued a regula-
tion—subsequently enjoined—that would have permitted 
the government to ignore custody standards for unaccom-
panied children in emergency situations. Congress attempted 
to improve the safety of detention conditions by increasing 
CBP’s funding for “consumables and medical care,” but a 
Government Accountability Office report found that CBP 
misspent a substantial amount of the appropriation to instead 
fund its canine program and purchase enforcement equip-
ment like dirt bikes and riot helmets [13].

The most infamous policies undermining migrant chil-
dren’s wellbeing hinged on family separation. A Justice 
Department inspector general report quotes then-Attorney 
General Jeff Sessions as stating that in order to deter unau-
thorized border crossings, “We need to take away children” 
[14]. The administration quietly initiated a pilot program 
of family separation in the El Paso sector in 2017, which it 
then formalized as the “Zero Tolerance Policy” across the 
entire US-Mexico border in April 2018 despite the El Paso 
pilot finding that reunifying separated children with their 
parents would be difficult [15]. The policy weaponized legal 
protections for migrant children against them, arguing that 
all adults who committed the civil offense of unauthorized 
entry into the USA must be detained and criminally pros-
ecuted without their children, since prolonged detention of 
children was prohibited under a legal agreement known as 
the Flores settlement.

Internal memos indicate that the government antici-
pated separating as many as 26,000 children from their 

parents under the Zero Tolerance Policy. However, the 
practice met with swift public condemnation and was offi-
cially terminated in June 2018, by which time approxi-
mately 4000 children had been affected; the true number 
remains unknown, as by its own admission the government 
lacked adequate technological infrastructure to track the 
children it separated [16]. Nevertheless, “for-cause” fam-
ily separations continued in 2019 at twice the rate as in 
late 2016, with more than 1150 separations documented 
between the end of “Zero Tolerance” and March 2020 
[17••]. “For-cause” separations have been justified using 
concerns as minor as old traffic citations or a parent not 
changing a child’s diaper promptly enough [18]. Other 
cases have involved border patrol agents incorrectly doubt-
ing parentage, leading a federal court to rule in January 
2020 that CBP must conduct rapid DNA testing before 
separating children from caregivers based on such suspi-
cions [17••].

As family separation became a less viable deterrence 
strategy, the federal administration instead issued a rule in 
August 2019—blocked in court—that would have permitted 
indefinite detention of migrant families. In spring 2020, as 
COVID-19 cases began to surge in immigration detention 
facilities, a judge ordered the prompt release of all children 
in Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) family 
detention to minimize their risk of infection. ICE refused to 
release their parents, effectively forcing families to choose 
between family separation or indefinite detention. The judge 
subsequently rescinded her order to protect the children from 
this prospect. Meanwhile, unaccompanied children experi-
enced increasing lengths of stay in ORR custody as new 
information-sharing agreements between ORR and ICE led 
to the arrest and deportation of at least 170 potential spon-
sors, frightening many children’s families out of trying to 
claim them [17••].

All the while, the indiscriminate militarization of the bor-
der increased, with troop deployments, new wall construc-
tion, and extensive application of concertina wire. US border 
security officials lobbed tear gas across the border at migrant 
groups including children several times and even considered 
utilizing a microwave “heat ray” weapon designed to make 
subjects feel as though their skin was burning [19, 20]. The 
Defense Department issued guidance authorizing troops to 
use deadly force at the border if they had “reasonable belief” 
that harm was imminent, even as a case was pending before 
the Supreme Court against a border patrol agent for shooting 
into Mexico and killing an unarmed child in 2010 [17••, 21].

Proliferating barriers to seeking asylum at ports of entry 
pushed families to attempt more dangerous routes into the 
USA. The year 2019 saw a record 20 pediatric deaths at the 
border, ten of which were caused by drowning, and five of 
which were attributed to dehydration, exposure, or hyper-
thermia [22].
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Interior immigration enforcement also escalated after 
the 2016 election, with one of the new President’s first 
acts including issuance of an executive order making “all 
removeable aliens” a priority for enforcement, as opposed 
to only those with criminal convictions and prior orders of 
removal. Hundreds of CBP and ICE officers were dispatched 
to surveil immigrants in sanctuary cities, and renewed 
emphasis on workplace immigration raids culminated in the 
“largest single-state workplace enforcement action in US 
history” on the first day of school in Mississippi, leaving 
many children without parents to come home to [23]. ICE 
deports tens of thousands of parents of US citizen children 
each year [24], disproportionately increasing the share of 
Latinx children in foster care [25].

Protections for immigrant families were rescinded, with 
the Deferred Action for Parents of Americans and Law-
ful Permanent Residents (DAPA) program terminated in 
June 2017. A similar attempt to end the Deferred Action 
for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) program—which protects 
644,000 young people brought to the USA as children from 
deportation—was blocked by the Supreme Court in June 
2020, but new restrictions on the program were implemented 
immediately thereafter [17••].

Limiting Access to Resources and Medical 
Care

Anti-immigrant rhetoric and policy proposals since the 2016 
campaign made more than half of US Latinx residents in one 
study feel unsafe regardless of their immigration status and 
caused some undocumented Latinx patients to delay seeking 
emergency medical care by days [26]. Patients with limited 
English proficiency (LEP) were also more likely to miss 
scheduled medical appointments after immigration enforce-
ment increased in 2017 [27].

At baseline, immigrant patients face numerous challenges 
to accessing medical care, including language barriers, 
identification requirements, opaque bureaucratic systems 
contributing to confusion about the US medical system, 
financial and transportation constraints, discrimination, 
shame, and lack of health insurance [28•]. Only six states 
offer comprehensive insurance coverage to all income-eli-
gible children regardless of immigration status, with several 
others providing limited coverage. As a result, more than a 
quarter of undocumented immigrant children are uninsured; 
however, due to confusion and fear around accessing public 
services, so are 17% of lawfully present immigrant children 
and 10% of US citizen children with at least one non-citizen 
parent, as compared to only 4% of citizen children with citi-
zen parents [29•].

The chilling effect of anti-immigrant policies extends 
beyond health care to social services as well [30]. Localities 

with 287(g) immigration enforcement agreements between 
local police and ICE have higher rates of food insecurity for 
immigrant families with children [31]. The related Secure 
Communities immigration enforcement program led to sig-
nificant declines in SNAP and SSI enrollment among mixed-
citizenship status households eligible for such benefits, 
though the effect was notably muted for Latinx households 
in sanctuary cities [32].

These effects were exacerbated by issuance of an updated 
public charge rule in 2019, which stipulated that immigrants 
could be prevented from obtaining lawful permanent resi-
dent status (i.e., green cards) if they received certain pub-
lic benefits. The rule caused significant fear and confusion 
among immigrant communities, creating chilling effects 
even for people and programs to which the rule did not 
apply. In the wake of the rule change, health care centers 
noted a reduction in immigrant patients seeking care for 
themselves and their children, and many observed immigrant 
parents disenrolling or declining to enroll their eligible chil-
dren in public health insurance [33, 34]. Twenty percent of 
adults in immigrant families with children, including 29% of 
those with low income, reported avoiding one or more non-
cash public benefits or other assistance with basic needs in 
2020 due to concerns about potential ramifications for their 
immigration status. Eight percent of such families reported 
avoiding public health insurance and free care clinics, while 
10% reported avoiding public nutrition benefits [35].

The official implementation of the public charge rule in 
February 2020 coincided almost exactly with the beginning 
of the COVID-19 pandemic in the USA, to devastating effect 
[36]. Immigrants were disproportionately represented among 
essential workers during the pandemic, and they suffered 
disproportionate infection rates due to factors like crowded 
housing, reliance on public transportation, inability to advo-
cate for workplace protections, and inaccessibility of reliable 
public health information in languages other than English 
[37, 38]. They also bore the economic brunt of the pan-
demic, with nearly half of immigrant families with children 
reporting lost income, 28% reporting food insecurity, 18% 
reporting difficulty paying their bills, and 17% reporting dif-
ficulty paying their rent or mortgage [35].

Housing stability had already become a particular con-
cern for immigrant families in 2019, when the Department 
of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) proposed a rule 
barring mixed status families (i.e., families with at least one 
undocumented member) from receiving federal housing aid. 
The rule would have precipitated the eviction of 55,000 low-
income children who were US citizens or legal residents 
[39].

The right of undocumented children to access a public edu-
cation, protected for the past 40 years by the Supreme Court 
ruling in Plyler v. Doe, has also come under threat [40]. Fed-
eral officials explored ways to overturn the decision in 2017 
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[41], and in 2022 the governor of Texas openly discussed try-
ing to challenge the legal precedent [42].

Mental Health Implications

The harmful mental health effects of anti-immigrant rhetoric 
and policies on CIF extend from shame and stigma, to fears of 
violence and family separation, to coping with the economic 
and emotional ramifications of parental deportation [43, 44].

Lack of legal immigration status creates a sense of vul-
nerability and impermanence in families that can hinder 
children’s development by restricting access to founda-
tional pathways. This may manifest in early childhood as 
sub-optimal cognitive development, disadvantages in school 
readiness, and slowed educational progress [45]. By middle 
school, undocumented children and children in mixed status 
families become cognizant of fear in their families and com-
munities, which can impede participation in normative ritu-
als and predispose to anxiety and depression as they progress 
through adolescence into young adulthood [46–48].

If a caregiver is detained by immigration enforcement, the 
family unit structure is destabilized, increasing anxiety and 
social isolation which may cascade into behavior problems 
among children left behind [49–52]. Even awareness of strict 
immigration policies among school age CIF is associated 
with classroom behavior problems and anxiety [53], which 
can predispose to higher rates of dropping out or being held 
back a grade [54].

CIF, regardless of their own immigration status, are 
vulnerable to increased rates of emotional distress, fear, 
confusion, and anxiety related to stigma and conflation of 
“foreignness” with illegality [45, 55••]. Indeed, immigrant 
children are more likely to experience bullying in school 
than their US-born peers, an experience with adverse effects 
on their emotional and physical health [56].

Programs that provide deportation relief have demonstra-
ble positive effects on CIF’s mental health. DACA recipi-
ents, for example, can more readily access foundational 
pathways and normative experiences, such as attending 
college or obtaining a driver’s license [46]. They enjoy an 
increased sense of safety and belonging that translates into 
better mental health [57]. The benefits extend to their fami-
lies and communities, as DACA recipients’ access to educa-
tion and employment enables them to contribute to their full 
potential [58].

Physical Health Implications

Immigration enforcement actions lead to toxic stress and behav-
ior changes that can adversely affect immigrants’ health [59]. 
Some US citizen Latinx adolescents from immigrant families 
have demonstrated sleep difficulties and blood pressure changes 

associated with the anxiety of perceived immigration policy vul-
nerability [60]. Regardless of citizenship status, self-reported 
physical and mental health is worse among Latinx individuals 
living in areas with harsher anti-immigrant policies [61].

The physical health ramifications of aggressive immigra-
tion enforcement are manifested even among the youngest 
children. Latinx parents in areas with 287(g) agreements are 
more likely to delay seeking prenatal care [62]. The rate of 
low birth weight infants born to Latinx parents—immigrants 
and US citizens alike—increased in the wake of a major 
immigration raid [63]. Similarly, the anti-immigrant rhetoric 
of the 2016 election correlated with an isolated increase in 
the rate of preterm births among US Latinx parents, regard-
less of citizenship status [64•].

Conclusion

Escalating xenophobic political rhetoric, proliferating poli-
cies restricting migration, increased interior enforcement, 
and regulatory changes impeding resource access all contrib-
ute to a hostile environment that is detrimental to the healthy 
development of the one quarter of US children growing up in 
immigrant families. The unique legal protections historically 
afforded to children have made them a target in recent immi-
gration policy changes, to the detriment of their physical 
and emotional health. The long-term effects of toxic stress 
cannot be discounted; future attempts to adjust immigration 
policy must prioritize children’s wellbeing.
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