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ABSTRACT  
   

This dissertation focuses on the incorporation of twenty first century mixed-status 

families, living in Phoenix, Arizona and Central Mexico. Using a combination of 

research methods, chapters illustrate patterns of immigrant incorporation by focusing on 

well-being, community reception, and national identity. First, results of mixed-method 

data collected in Phoenix, Arizona from 2009-2010 suggest that life satisfaction varies by 

integration scores, a holistic measure of how immigrants are integrating into their 

communities by accounting for individual, household, and contextual factors. Second, 

findings from qualitative data collected in Mexico during 2010, illustrate that 

communities receive parents and children differently. Third, a continued analysis of 

qualitative 2010 data from Mexico, exhibits that both parents and children identify more 

with the U.S. than with Mexico, regardless of where they were born. Together these 

chapters contribute to broad concepts of assimilation, well-being, community reception, 

and national identity. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

This dissertation focuses on how twenty-first century, mixed-status families -- 

meaning families with at least one parent without legal status and at least one U.S. citizen 

child (Fix and Zimmermann 1999) -- living in Phoenix, Arizona and Central Mexico 

incorporate into their contexts of reception and return. Contexts of return, are defined as 

places that are shaped by U.S. immigration policies but beyond actual borders of the U.S. 

(Medina and Menjívar 2015), whereas contexts of reception are described as interacting 

elements between structures that shape immigrant outcomes (Portes and Rumbaut 2001).   

Mixed-status families are growing in large proportions in both countries, and the 

experiences of these families are a barometer of current contexts and international 

challenges on the forefront. Latinos are the fastest growing minority group in the U.S. 

(Census 2013), and since is quite common for families in the U.S. to possess multiple 

legal statuses or be mixed-status (Fix and Zimmermann 1999)  it is extremely important 

to understand how anti-immigrant policies affect more than those whom the laws single 

out (Leary and Sanchez 2008). Further, Mexico now braces for immigration challenges as 

the number of foreigners continues to rise, due in large part to entire families migrating 

from the U.S. to Mexico as a result of tightening U.S. immigration policies.  The 

Mexican Census estimates that one million children from the U.S. now live in Mexico 

(INEGI n.d.), and these numbers are expected to increase as the U.S. immigration  
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enforcement continues, since many return to be reunited with their families (Pew 

Research Center 2015).1  

Analyzing immigrants in the U.S. and Mexico is beneficial because of the 

ongoing and historical large-scale Mexican migration to the U.S. due to labor demands 

and political unrest (Jie Zong and Batalova 2014). Comparing experiences in both 

countries separately but during the same timeframe allows me to illustrate how anti-

immigrant landscapes contour how members of mixed-status families perceive their well-

being, are received by their communities, and make sense of their national identities. 

Overall, this allows us to understand how immigrants, and children in particular, are able 

to incorporate across these two settings. 

 Today’s U.S. foreigners are dissimilar to previous waves of immigration (Jiménez 

2011) and vary in their settlement patterns (Balassiano and Maldonado 2013). Growing 

anti-immigrant legislation and deportations (Felix 2013; Flores 2014; Schwartz et al. 

2014) make it important to understand how immigrants are faring in the U.S. and in 

Mexico where they are largely re-migrating to (INEGI 2010). 

In a recent article, Suárez-Orozco et al. (2011) utilize an ecological framework to 

highlight the developmental implications of unauthorized status. The ecological 

framework argues that reciprocal actions unfold within individuals and their 

environments, which vary by context, culture, and time. These interactions take place 

within a nested system comprised of immediate environments (microsystems), 

                                                 
1 A recent announcement by the Department of Homeland Security indicates that increased focus will be 
placed on integrating undocumented immigrants rather than deporting them. However, it is still too early to 
speculate on how and when this approach may be implemented. The uncertainty surrounding U.S. 
immigration policy exacerbates immigrants’ vulnerability, as some remain in immigration detention, 
children and parents are torn apart, and states attempt to implement their own immigration policies  
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mesosystems (interrelations), exosystems (community level) and macrosystems (societal, 

policy, and cultural belief systems) (Bronfenbrenner and Morris 2006).  As Suárez-

Orozco et al. (2011) argue, contextual factors constrain and negatively influence the 

outcomes of children and youth of undocumented.  

In this dissertation, I extend Suárez-Orozco’s work by arguing that belonging to a 

mixed-status family (a bi-product of nation-state policies) also shapes individual and 

community level incorporation experiences. I utilize this theoretical approach because it 

considers multiple layers of society and the interactions between them. While most 

studies focus on the outcomes of immigrants on one layer or society, using an ecological 

framework works best when there are multiple outcomes to review and individuals and 

contexts simultaneously shape one another. Additionally, the ecological framework 

accounts for time, which allows for a nuanced view of incorporation. Although this 

framework has frequently been utilized to tie how parental interactions shape child 

behavior or development, this dissertation adds to the ecological research by analyzing 

how policies on a macro level, shapes how immigrants incorporate on the mesosystems 

and exosystems and the interactions between these three layers. In the following sections, 

I describe two macrosystems: a) the U.S. as a receiving context, and b) Mexico as a 

context of return, as they pertain to mixed-status families.  

Receiving Context: Mixed-Status Families in the U.S. 
 

As recently as 2010, an estimated  9 million people lived in mixed-status families 

in the U.S. (Taylor et al. 2011)=. Mixed-status family units can be comprised of legal, 

unauthorized, or permanent residents (Fix and Zimmermann 1999). Others exist in 

“liminal legality” (Menjívar 2006), a gray zone, as they wait for their immigration 
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interview date. Multiple legal statuses can complicate relationships within the family 

(Foner and Dreby 2011). U.S.-born children can access government services that 

undocumented children cannot, which can make undocumented children resentful 

towards their siblings (Menjívar and Abrego 2009). The deportability of one parent is the 

ever-present possibility of mixed-status families (Dreby 2012; Suárez-Orozco et al. 

2011), and current deportation policies will affect millions of children living in the U.S. 

(Dreby 2012). Citizenship is one way undocumented parents envision they can ensure 

their safety, but even then, it does not change their social interactions and formal political 

procedures because of their perceived “illegality” (Felix 2013). 

In hostile and precarious contexts such as Arizona, law enforcement practices 

place mixed-status families at risk by their discretionary stops, intimidation, restriction, 

stereotyping reinforcement, and unfair and impartial treatment before the law (Romero 

2013; Yoshikawa 2011). Over the years, anti-immigration legislation has been proposed 

and passed, including Senate Bill 1070 (SB1070), a law which requires police to 

determine legal status when someone is arrested or detailed when there is reasonable 

suspicion that the person is undocumented (ACLU 2016). Cultural activities, such as 

listening to Spanish music and shopping in certain locations, as well as class activities, 

such as utilizing bikes or public transportation, place individuals at risk for police stops. 

During these stops, undocumented legal status is assumed regardless of actual citizenship 

or immigrant status (Romero 2013). In a recent study, it was found that even documented 

individuals experienced high levels of psychological distress due to SB1070 (Quiroga, 

Medina, and Glick 2014). Most respondents expressed concern for their family and 

friends as a result of increased immigration attention. This mirrors other findings 
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regarding the spillover effects that takes place when policies disadvantage noncitizen 

members but carry over to citizen children (Fix and Zimmermann 1999). Broader 

ramifications are also expected in Arizona communities as a result of restricting 

undocumented immigrants (Leary and Sanchez 2008).  

Context of Return: Mexico’s Returning Migrants with U.S.-Born Children 
 
 Migrants often return to their homelands for multiple reasons ranging from family 

factors to deportation (Arce, Alfaro, and Mora 2012; Garcia Zamora and Elena 2014; 

Medina and Menjívar 2015). In the case of Mexico, nationals are returning to their home 

country after forming families and having children in the U.S. They are also returning to 

reunify with their families (Pew Research Center 2015). Return migrants are typically 

defined as those who return to their homeland to resettle (Gmelch 1980), after a stay 

abroad for more than five years (INEGI n.d.).  

The context of return concept offers a lens to assist in explaining contemporary 

return migration incorporation experiences. A context of return refers to the experiences 

that are shaped by legal and economic influences in the U.S. (Medina and Menjívar 

2015).  Even though these families physically reside outside of the U.S., their blended 

status continues to set conditions to their existence.  Mexico's own foreigner laws, which 

some scholars argue are the blueprints of the U.S.’s policies (Gonzalez-Murphy and 

Koslowski 2011), directly contribute to the incorporation challenges these families 

encounter. For example, U.S.-born children in blended families face legal challenges in 

Mexico because they are foreigners (Medina and Menjívar 2015).  For example, U.S.-

born children must obtain a Clave Única de Registro de Población (CURP) in order to 

register for public services like education. Therefore, the burden of possessing proper 
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immigration related documentation parallels what their parents experienced in the U.S. 

except in reverse.  

Although most of the literature on contexts of return focuses on children’s public 

incorporation via school enrollment, these studies provide a general depiction of what 

mixed-status families are facing. Among school-enrolled children in Mexico, Vargas-

Valle (2015) finds that while U.S.-born children live with one or both parents in Mexico, 

it is often the child’s first time in their parents’ country of origin. Although the children 

are technically not returnees, the field identifies these children as such (Gonzalez and 

Zúñiga 2014; Medina and Menjívar 2015; Valdez-Gardea 2012; Valle 2015). It is 

important to understand that U.S.-born children are in Mexico without a choice and 

without a voice, so their options are limited under these circumstances. Their parent’s 

decisions, assets (Arce et al. 2012), social capital (Valle 2015), and other statuses 

influence their integration in Mexico, as a context of return.  

Context Comparisons 
 
 In this section, I compare and contrast the U.S. as a context of reception and 

Mexico as a context of return. First, the U.S. is a traditional migrant destination whereas 

Mexico is usually seen as a return site, or a context of return (Medina and Menjívar 

2015). The U.S. can still be considered a context of reception by the sheer numbers of 

migrants continuously entering the U.S. despite caging effects because of U.S. 

immigration policies (Massey, Durand, and Pren 2014). If the U.S.-born children were 

analyzed separately from their parents, they would be classified as foreigners or 

immigrants in Mexico, and that could entail viewing Mexico as a new context of 

reception.  
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Besides sharing flows of migrants, the U.S. and Mexico also share parallel views 

regarding migrants and have similar enforcement policies. Both have the legal language 

to identify residents and foreigners (i.e., ‘aliens’ in the U.S., and ‘extranjeros’ in 

Mexico), enforcement policies and street-level bureaucrats (Medina and Menjívar 2015), 

and anti-immigrant sentiments. While anti-immigrant sentiments are notable in the U.S., 

discrimination is less talked about and selective in Mexico. In fact, skin color and class 

origin work in conjunction to reproduce social inequalities (Flores and Telles 2012). 

Indigenous discrimination is also prevalent. Furthermore, color discrimination in Mexico 

resembles the racial inequalities found in the U.S. In this sense, the ideologies of these 

two countries are strong examples of latent effects of colonialism.  

To understand how mixed-status families maneuver the legal regimes of both 

countries and how these laws affect their incorporation, I analyze cases of families in 

Phoenix, Arizona where the infamous SB1070 was enacted (Chapter 2) and in central 

Mexico where contemporary mixed-status families are relocating (Chapters 3 & 4). These 

two sites are chosen because of their mirroring anti-immigrant laws and because they 

have large numbers of Mexican and U.S. migrants (Gonzalez-Murphy and Koslowski 

2011).  Utilizing independent analytical frameworks within each chapter allows for a 

more focused view of particular sub-topics, yet the social-ecological framework 

complements and joins the sections. In the following sections, I elaborate on the chapters’ 

respective integration, return migration, and cultural citizenship literature.  

LITERATURE 
 

Since each of the chapters of this dissertation focuses on how immigrants 

maneuver hostile contexts of reception and return, I synthesize the literature pertaining to 
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assimilation, return migration, and cultural citizenship in the following sections. The first 

section focuses on assimilation and integration scholarship in general because it 

represents all levels of the ecological framework’s nested system. The second section 

highlights literature on return migration and social integration to represent the 

exosystems (community level). The third section focuses on national identity on the 

individual level, or microsystem.  

Assimilation and integration literature 
 

To highlight the integration process and its role in life satisfaction, I rely on 

assimilation and integration literature. When individuals migrate, a natural process occurs 

between newcomers and the host society. This acclimation or “assimilation” process, is a 

classical framework and refers to a straight-line convergence, one in which immigrants 

become similar in norms, values, behaviors, and characteristics of the host society 

(Brown and Bean 2006). The assimilation process begins with the immigrant generation 

and can take multiple generations, with no fixed timeframe (Brown and Bean 2006). The 

classical assimilation theory was the predominant U.S. perspective on European 

immigrant integration in the 20th century (Brown and Bean 2006).2 According to Park, 

assimilation is a “process of interpenetration and fusion by which persons and groups 

acquire the memories, sentiments, and attitudes of other persons or groups, and, by 

sharing their experience and history, are incorporated with them in a common cultural 

life” (Park and Burgess 1921, p. 360). This race-relations cycle consists of four stages: 

contact and curiosity, competition and conflict, accommodation, and diffusion or 

assimilation is the final stage.   

                                                 
2 However, this dissertation acknowledges that migration has long been a historical fact. 
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The assimilation framework, however, has been criticized for being ethnocentric 

and singular (Portes and Böröcz 1989) resulting in the development of incorporation and 

segmented assimilation (Tran 2012) areas of research. Scholars have also found that 

when applying the straight-line assimilation perspective to non-European immigrants, 

there were anomalies in intergenerational assimilation (Zhou 1997).  Segmented 

assimilation is one of the alternative frameworks that helps explain the incorporation 

experiences of the tens of millions of immigrants that migrated to the U.S. after 1965 

(Gans 1992; Tran 2012; Zhou 1997). This framework acknowledges segregation and 

inequalities and describes three possible immigrant outcomes (Portes and Zhou 1993; 

Zhou 1997). Unlike straight-line assimilation, segmented assimilation focuses on the 

interactions between contextual and individual-level factors (Zhou 1997), and explain 

diverse outcomes through different  modes of incorporation and contextual factors 

(Portes and Zhou 1993).   

The mode of incorporation is a multi-layer model highlighting the three layers of 

the context of reception, shaping how immigrants integrate. These layers include: 

government policies, community reception, and within their co-ethnic community (Portes 

and Rumbaut 1990; Portes and Zhou 1993). These levels can be hostile, indifferent, or 

receptive, and within those, they can be prejudiced or non-prejudiced. I apply modes of 

incorporation framework to mixed-status families to understand how individuals navigate 

the government policies that are prejudiced in two separate locations. More specifically, 

how the context plays a role in immigrant individual-level views on their well-being in 

the U.S., community incorporation in Mexico, and ultimately their national identity.  
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I argue that it is not sufficient to examine immigrant integration from an 

individual standpoint, but instead, researchers need to consider the entire family.  There is 

a gap in the literature on how blended legal-status families incorporate simultaneously 

into contexts of reception and return. Both straight-line and segmented assimilation 

theories examine generations separately, but we now know that, more often than not, 

families have blended legal statuses (Fix and Zimmermann 1999; Taylor et al. 2011). 

Legal status shapes mixed-status family experiences (Menjívar 2011), and anti-immigrant 

legislation affects entire households rather than just the members the law is intended to 

target (Leary and Sanchez 2008; Quiroga et al. 2014). Due to the fact that the term 

“mixed-status” is one that is created by the very laws in both countries, this dissertation 

provides new insights on linkages between legal status and incorporation by utilizing a 

social-ecological lens to examine how mixed-status families integrate into the U.S. and 

Mexico under their specific sets of immigration laws.  

Return Migration: Societal Integration  
 

To highlight how mixed-status families re-incorporate into a Mexican community, 

I rely on return migration and societal integration frameworks. Similar to how 

immigrants ‘integrate’ into the U.S., when they return to their homeland, they must re-

integrate. Return migration is described as the act of emigrants returning to their 

homeland to resettle (Gmelch 1980). Relative to the literature on immigrant assimilation 

and integration, return migration remains  a neglected area of research (Arce et al. 2012; 

Arp-Nissen 2004; Black and King 2004; Cassarino 2004; Taylor 2001).    

One of the newest categories of return migrants is those who return to their 

homeland with their U.S.-born children. These are blended families with Mexican 
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national parents and foreign-born children, some of whom have multiple legal statuses. 

These families are complex and must navigate through the bureaucracies in Mexico as a 

direct consequence of leaving the U.S. The return migration literature largely focuses on 

adults, and very few studies consider entire families or the social integration of returnees. 

However, the latest data shows that close to one million foreign children are now living 

in Mexico with at least one parent (INEGI 2010). These families often migrate to Mexico 

due to a parent’s undocumented status and tightening borders. This dissertation extends 

the scholarship on return migration and children incorporation by focusing on mixed-

status families in Mexico who are ‘returning’ after a stay in the U.S. 

Another neglected area of return migration scholarship entails the social 

integration of returnees. Yet, the concept of return migration involves returning to their 

former society. During the return migration process, communities respond to their 

members ‘coming home’ and dynamic exchanges take place between the individual and 

society. These exchanges are important to study because they provide insight on the 

relationships between the community and returnees. They also illuminate how returnees, 

or, in this case, mixed-status families, perceive their community’s reception. One way of 

analyzing the case of mixed-status families arriving in Mexico and their social integration 

is by using the aforementioned modes of incorporation lens. This framework allows us to 

differentiate how the community receives nationals and their foreign children. The 

contribution is trifold: this dissertation extends scholarship on return migration, social 

integration, and child incorporation.  

National Identity: Cultural Citizenship  
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To understand how national identity forms when families are impacted by border 

policies, I utilize a cultural citizenship framework and apply it to mixed-status families in 

Mexico. Rosaldo (1994) describes cultural citizenship as, “the right to be different and to 

belong in a participatory democratic sense” (p. 402). Cultural citizenship takes place 

regardless of differences in race, religion, class, gender and sexual orientation and 

highlights how minorities claim spaces (Rosaldo 1997). It recognizes that people have 

different understandings of given situations, and as they make claims to citizenship, they 

operate within their social position (Rosaldo 1997).  

Although the cultural citizenship framework was created for a U.S. context, 

Mexico is no exception in excluding individuals based on differences. As explained 

earlier, Mexico’s own foreigner policies create barriers for foreign children to access 

public services such as a K-8th grade education (Medina and Menjívar 2015). Mexico’s 

own General Law of Population promotes nationalism and classifies foreigners into 

categories of non-immigrant and immigrant. A non-immigrant (no inmigrante) refers to a 

foreigner that was temporarily admitted into Mexico and has a permit, whereas an 

immigrant (inmigrante) refers to a foreigner who has the intention of becoming a 

permanent resident (Gobernacion 1974).  These terms can make it problematic for those 

without legal authorization to feel as though they belong. In the case of mixed-status 

families, U.S.-born children may feel rejected, a pattern in reverse to what undocumented 

individuals feel like in the U.S.  

 In the U.S., “Dreamers,” or Deferred Action Child Arrivals (DACA), are perfect 

examples of individuals who claim both nationalities. Brought to the U.S. by their parents 

as children, these youth often identify more with ‘American’ culture than with the 
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country of their birth. Alternatively, they identify with both U.S. and Mexican culture 

when they are deported (Solis and Anderson 2012). Due to the fact that the U.S. and 

Mexico share similar anti-immigration sentiments and contexts of return are products of 

U.S. immigration policies and economic times, I apply the cultural citizenship framework 

to mixed-status families in Mexico to analyze and explain their feelings of belonging, or 

better yet, national identity. Therefore, this dissertation contributes the scholarship on 

cultural citizenship and national identity.  

Chapter Summaries 
 

Chapter two considers how life satisfaction among immigrants in Phoenix, 

Arizona varies by degree of integration.  Phoenix, Arizona is an old destination for Latino 

immigrants. Arizona’s anti-immigrant legal climate shapes immigrants’ lives, making 

Latinos hyperaware of the law in daily activities (Menjívar 2011). It is also the location 

of SB1070, a policy marker of federal immigration policy shortcomings and state 

reactions to immigration flows (Menjívar 2013).  Since the state passed anti-immigration 

legislation back in 2004 (Cambell, 2011), a streak of propositions have been passed 

making proof of citizenship necessary to register to vote or obtain state benefits. These 

propositions have also implemented employer sanctions for hiring those without legal 

status. Other state propositions limited immigrants’ access to bail, the pursuit of civil 

damages, and in-state tuition as well as financial aid (Cambell, 2011). Analyzing 

immigrants in Phoenix, at the culmination of these propositions with SB1070, provides a 

glimpse into the current political climate and debates on immigration. Including 

citizenship status in studies highlights the constraints and influences in assimilation and 

identity formation,  as well (Romero 2013). 
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Using in-depth interviews and surveys administered in South Phoenix during 

2009-2013 as part of a larger mixed methods study (Quiroga et al. 2014), Chapter 2 

assesses whether life satisfaction varies by how integrated immigrants are at the time of 

the interviews. The findings from the mixed methods approach suggest there is small 

variation in life satisfaction by immigrant index scores. Common themes that emerged 

from respondents with low scores that indicated some life dissatisfaction included 

difficulty mastering the English language and barriers to attending school in the United 

States. However, the responses of more integrated individuals exemplified how they 

navigated bureaucracies, became fluent in English (as opposed to only learning the 

language), and desired to learn new skills.  

Chapter three focuses on the social incorporation of mixed-nativity families by 

using a qualitative sample of families returning to the State of Mexico collected in 2010 

(Medina and Menjívar 2015). The State of Mexico was chosen as the research site for its 

prime location of returnees and its migrant center. The number of returnees increased 

from 13,597 in 2000 to 60,231 by 2010 (Masferrer and Roberts 2012). Current research 

shows that migrant children have difficulty in adapting in schools because of their lack of 

language proficiency in Spanish (Bazán-Ramirez and Galván-Zariñana 2013). The 

migrant center in San Pedro served as a source of entry to interviewing migrant families.  

In-depth and informal interviews were administered to Mexican returnees and 

U.S.-born children over the age of five years old. Purposive sampling was employed to 

recruit 23 individuals (N=23) from 13 families consisting of 13 adults and 10 children. 

Most families left the United States due to tightening borders and most had at least one 

undocumented parent. Analyzing via a context of return framework, findings suggest that 
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parent and child experiences differ in how they are received by local community and 

immediate and/or extended family members. Moreover as family units, they are more 

often than not, experiencing prejudices and non-prejudices from other locals and family. 

 Chapter four focuses on how mixed-status families use the concepts of 

citizenship and nationality and considers whether parents and children differ in their use 

of these concepts after relocating to Mexico. A cultural citizenship framework is utilized 

to examine qualitative data collected in 2010 in the State of Mexico. Findings show that 

both parents and children in mixed-status families use concepts of citizenship and 

nationality synonymously. Further analyses indicate that both groups identify with the 

U.S., regardless of their birth location. These findings illustrate that feeling connected to 

the U.S. transcends the borders, and claiming U.S. national identity extends the 

geographical nation state line of the country where they feel they belong. 

In Chapter five, I recap the purpose and findings of the three separate analytical 

chapters (Chapters two, three, and four), review the previous research, reiterate the 

limitations of the current research work, and summarize the implications and contribution 

of this dissertation. 
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CHAPTER 2 

IMMIGRANT INTEGRATION AND LIFE SATISFACTION IN ARIZONA 

Introduction 
 

Immigrants make up 17.1% of the current U.S. population (U.S. Census 2013) 

and play an important role in the labor force (Bean, Leach, and Lowell 2004), political 

elections, and in schools (Alba and Nee 2003).  Unlike the predominately European 

immigrants from earlier waves, the majority of today’s newcomers are from Latin 

America, Asia, and the Caribbean, with significantly diverse socioeconomic backgrounds 

(Jiménez 2011). The groups now vary in their settlement patterns and occupy new 

destinations than previous waves of migrants (Balassiano and Maldonado 2013; Jiménez 

2011). Although some contexts are welcoming toward foreigners (Marrow 2009; Tienda 

and Haskins 2011), many parts of the U.S. are hostile toward newcomers (Felix 2013; 

Flores 2014; Schwartz et al. 2014). These anti-immigrant attitudes are reflected by 

increases in proposed anti-immigration legislation at the local and State levels and even 

on the national level as reflected by the historically high number of deportations 

occurring under President Obama. Because so many adults and children are affected, both 

directly and indirectly, by the enforcement of U.S. immigration policies, it is important to 

understand how immigrants and their children are faring, and whether immigrant 

integration efforts are being thwarted. Since immigrants’ full integration into U.S. society 

and the economy can take multiple generations (Jiménez 2011), this can carry different 

implications for theory and policy in a variety of sectors (Bean et al. 2013; Brown and 

Bean 2006; Jiménez 2011).  
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Scholars measure immigrant integration with a variety of theoretical and 

disciplinary approaches. Immigrant integration outcomes are measured via education 

(Bean et al. 2011), language (Bumgarner and Lin 2013; Glick, Walker, and Luz 2013), 

health (Marsiglia et al. 2011; Palloni and Arias 2013), housing, political and bureaucratic 

participation (Marrow 2009), employment, well-being, and even life satisfaction (Barger, 

Donoho, and Wayment 2014). However,  differing frameworks and measurements make 

it difficult to draw holistic conclusions about how integrated immigrants are (Berry 

1997). Some of this is due to the different foci of scholars from different disciplines. For 

example, those fields focused primarily on individuals, such as psychology, examine 

integration through internalized individual processes. Other fields such as sociology are 

more interested in group patterns and assess integration at the group level. In this case, 

outward behaviors such as English language use, socioeconomic attainment, residential 

integration/segregation, voting, naturalization and citizenship, intermarriage, perceptions 

of belonging, are the appropriate outcomes for measuring integration (Jiménez 2011). 

Unfortunately, many studies of these realms account for demographic variables and 

structural constraints that are associated with integration but fail to provide in-depth 

understanding of the complexities of integration and miss the cultural, and individual 

characteristics and features of the dominant society that might be barriers to integration 

(Berry 1997). On the other hand, qualitative studies provide rich data, but it is difficult to 

generalize to other groups and contexts due small sample sizes and limited geographic 

scope.  

This chapter reviews the recent immigrant integration literature and then presents 

analyses designed to evaluate whether immigrants feel better about their life decisions 



  18 

(life satisfaction) as they become integrated into their host society. Previous studies 

largely focus on integration as the outcome of interest or variations in socioeconomic 

status among those with different levels of integration. The contribution here is to ask 

whether becoming integrated into the host society is also associated with emotional well-

being. In the following section, I provide an overview of the integration literature with a 

focus on the multiple dimensions of integration that are frequently studied and the 

importance of ‘life satisfaction’ as an outcome of integration. I then cover the 

methodology and present my findings on how life satisfaction can be evaluated by how 

integrated immigrants are. I then complement the findings with narrative data and end 

with a conclusion and discussion. 

Immigrant Integration Literature and Dimensions 
 

Due to its complexity, there are several caveats worth mentioning before 

discussing immigration integration and its scope. First, each wave of immigrants has 

come to the U.S. under restrictive immigration laws, quotas, and U.S. interests of that 

time. Second, societal standards of what is appropriate integration has changed and will 

continue doing so (Brown and Bean 2006). Third, new generations of immigrant 

researchers study assimilation according to their values, theories, and concepts of what 

being an insider or outsider means (Gans 1997). Fourth, future scholars will face the 

difficult task of understanding migration experiences under new circumstances rather 

than what was experienced in the past (DeWind and Kasinitz 1997). Therefore, research 

needs to acknowledge the fluid nature of measuring integration and consider the social 

context in which integration is being assessed. With this forewarning, we can then begin 
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to make sense of the factors that researchers suggest are important in the integration 

process for recent immigrants who arrived in the last few decades.  

Integration is the process by which newcomers and communities settle and 

mutually adapt to one another on the individual and institutional level (Alba and Nee 

2003). Others have described it as incorporation, where immigrant groups and host 

societies “come to resemble one another” without a fixed timetable governing the process 

(Brown and Bean 2006). However, the strand of literature on integration stems from the 

classical assimilation perspective used to understand how individuals assimilate into the 

mainstream (Alba and Nee 1997). Early works described assimilation as “a process of 

interpenetration and fusion in which persons and groups acquire the memories, 

sentiments, and attitudes of other persons and groups and, by sharing their experience and 

history, are incorporated with them in a common cultural life” (Park and Burgess 1921). 

In Parks view, assimilation is inevitable (Park 1928). Later, Milton Gordon defined 

assimilation as the influence over a particular group, fusion of two groups, cross 

fertilization of heritage, and other hybrid definitions of social processes (Gordon 1964). 

He viewed it as an Anglo-Saxon, white Protestant benchmark for immigrants to strive for 

and completely resign to (Gordon 1964). He identified seven dimensions to assist in 

measuring a groups’ assimilation according to individual and group criteria: cultural or 

behavioral and structural changes, marital, identificational, attitude and behavior 

receptional, and civic participation (Gordon 1964).  

These classical frameworks have been critiqued for their one-sided nature or 

“straight-line” and incapability of the ethnic group having a positive role in immigrant 

adaptation (Alba and Nee 2003; Brown and Bean 2006). In fact, classical assimilation 
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theories have become outdated due to the fact that reciprocal influences between minority 

and majority groups, generational effects, and even reciprocal effects between group 

processes and individual attainment are ignored (Alba and Nee 1997).  Further details 

about these criticisms can be found in the core immigrant integration literature (e.g., Alba 

and Nee 1997; Brown and Bean 2006; DeWind and Kasinitz 1997). 

 Despite Park redefining the concept of assimilation over the course of his career 

and classical theory criticisms, his work still remains fundamental in the area of 

assimilation and racial studies (Alba and Nee 2003; Desmond and Emirbayer 2010; 

Haller and Lynch 2011; Telles and Ortiz 2011). The assimilation framework has 

expanded considerably and new dimensions have been added. Segmented assimilation for 

example, is a framework for analyzing the outcomes of second generation immigrants 

and it allows three possible multidirectional-patterns – upward mobility, downward 

mobility, and parallel integration (Zhou 1997). The segmented assimilation framework 

permits for reciprocal influences and various outcomes (Zhou 1997) while analyzing 

immigrants in contexts of reception. For example, Telles and Ortiz (2008) discuss how 

individual variables such as parental status, gender, intermarriage, and skin color shape 

Latino integration. Besides the benefit of allowing multi-directional patterns of 

integration, broader components such as government policies, societal prejudices, and 

resource characteristics are also considered within the segmented assimilation framework 

(Portes and Rumbaut 2001; Portes and Zhou 1993).  

This study builds on the strand of context of reception scholarship by examining 

immigrant life satisfaction within the hostile context of Phoenix, Arizona. From a 

sociological view, context of reception refers to the way in which established residents in 
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the receiving society treats its newcomers (Portes and Rumbaut 2001). This definition 

parallels and also builds on one of Gordon’s seven dimensions he argued shapes 

assimilation: attitudinal and behavioral reception. Government policies, societal 

reception, and the coethnic community within the context of reception also shape 

adaptation patterns (Portes 1997). Within psychology, the context of reception has been 

similarly delineated “as the ways in which the receiving society constrains and directs the 

acculturation options available to migrants, and we frame acculturative stress and 

discrimination under the heading of an unfavorable context of reception” (Schwartz et al. 

2010).  

Although earlier studies focus on contexts of reception or include contextual level 

variables in their analyses, limited research has focused solely on receiving societies that 

are hostile towards newcomers (i.e. Landale et al. 2015). For example, Haller and 

Lynch’s (2011) work on education and occupational achievement utilize a segmented 

assimilation framework and includes family variables, school context, and academic 

outcomes. In another study examining the impact of networks and context of reception on 

asset accumulation strategies in a relatively new receiving context (Missouri), Valdivia 

and colleagues (2008) find that newcomers had positive views of their context of 

reception but some felt undocumented immigrants were vulnerable and others were 

concerned about being targeted and picked up by immigration agents. Although these are 

important findings, their findings fill in the literature gap on new destinations rather than 

hostile contexts. The few studies based out of Arizona showcase the benefits of 

addressing anti-immigrant perceptions to understand how laws and policies affect Latino 

youths (and other groups) (Santos and Menjivar 2014). In their study, Santos and 
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Menjivar (2014) find a small but significant negative impact of SB1070 on the well-being 

of Latino youth.  

 I particularly explore how life satisfaction is shaped by multiple dimensions such 

as individual factors, proximal and distal causes, incremental changes, and multiple 

mechanisms taking place at a variety of levels (Alba and Nee 2003). Instead of solely 

relying on demographic variables, I gather literature from various areas and put together a 

list of individual, household and contextual factors that have been found to shape 

immigrant integration and life satisfaction. Some of these factors include legal status, the 

ability to mobilize resources, social networks, and policies. Although this list of factors 

may appear like it covers too many dimensions, most of these already contribute to 

immigrant integration outcomes (MIPEX 2014) or life satisfaction.  

Life satisfaction as a measure of immigrant integration 

One way of evaluating the success of immigrant integration is by assessing life 

satisfaction.  Although the concept of life satisfaction is a subjective measure because it 

is unobservable, various studies have been successful in analyzing life satisfaction 

outcomes via assimilation frameworks and it is accepted as a proper standard of 

evaluation (Portes 1997). Scholars have captured the concept of life satisfaction using 

categories (Barger et al. 2014) or scales (Peek et al. 2006; Safi 2009). However, these 

studies have limitations. First, these studies have largely been conducted outside those 

contexts of reception that we might describe as hostile to newcomers. Analyzing 

immigrants’ integration within contexts of heightened hostility is important because 

policies can affect the livelihood of individuals directly and indirectly. Moreover, their 

experience with hostility, discrimination, etc. might also lower immigrants’ incentive to 
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integrate while also reducing life satisfaction. Second, samples tend to include older 

immigrants which may bias the results. Third, although Barger and colleagues’ (2014) 

analyzed racial and ethnic disparities with a large sample, it is unclear as to whether any 

of the Hispanics sampled were foreign born.  Notwithstanding, generation can play an 

influential role in their integration, and for this reason integration is better captured in 

generations beyond the first. The first generation sets the stage for future children and 

grandchildren because they will decide on whether or not they will retain their native 

language or become English dominant, housing decisions, and intermarrying (Portes 

1997).  

This chapter takes advantage of in-depth interview data which captures 

perspectives of immigrant life satisfaction. Interviewers asked individuals how satisfied 

they are with their life decisions directly.  This study takes place in Phoenix, Arizona, an 

important and understudied context. Arizona Senate Bill 1070 (SB1070), one of the first 

and most extreme of the local and State legislative actions against immigrants in the 

United States, captured national attention. In this context, immigrants and their family 

members are likely to experience a heightened degree of psychological distress and 

perhaps lower life satisfaction. Evaluating life satisfaction directly from open ended 

questions and considering the context of reception yields a more comprehensive look at 

how immigrants are faring today.  

There are a variety of individual, household, and community factors that are likely 

associated with life satisfaction outcomes. The following review of factors is not 

exhaustive but they bridge macro and micro perspectives on measuring immigrant 

integration and well-being. The list of factors goes beyond demographic characteristics to 
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include intrinsic skills and abilities, resistance strategies, and political climate. In doing 

so, this chapter adds to scholarship on immigrant integration, context of reception, and 

life satisfaction. 

Individual Level Factors/Indicators:  

Age of Arrival 

Assimilation models suggest native birth contributes to successful adaptation 

(Zhou 1997). In order to carry out analyses on immigrant outcomes, knowledge of birth 

country and age of arrival are necessary to be able to observe distinctions between 

generations and cohorts (Rumbaut 2004). Rumbaut (2004) finds that generation cohorts 

and sociodevelopmental contexts matter in adaptation processes and social mobility. 

Generation makes a difference in life satisfaction outcomes. In a study comparing mental 

health and well-being of Mexican immigrants, immigrants reported more stress than 

Mexican Americans (Cuellar, Bastida, and Braccio 2004). We can expect that life 

satisfaction will vary depending on age of arrival. In other words, native born individuals 

and those that were raised in the U.S. as young children will have higher life satisfaction 

outcomes.  

Access to Resources 

Legal status plays a major role in how immigrants adapt as it can shape 

individuals’ life chances in significant ways, just like other axes of stratification 

(Marquardt et al. 2013; Menjívar and Abrego 2009; Menjivar and Kanstroom 2014; 

Suárez-Orozco et al. 2011; Yoshikawa 2011). For example, Arizona’s House Bill 2030 

requires government employees to verify the immigration status of those applying for 

public programs (Leary and Sanchez 2008). Unauthorized legal status also isolates 
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Mexican immigrants and may also prevent them from obtaining integration services that 

seek to support them (Laglagaron 2010). In the job sector, a lack of legal status may 

impair job mobility (Massey and Bartley 2005).  Even within the legal system, a person’s 

unauthorized legal status makes it difficult to access unbiased judges to rule parental 

rights in their favor (Hall 2010). Furthermore, legal status shapes not only the way First 

and 1.5 generations live out their daily lives, but also opportunities, interpretations and 

behaviors (Abrego 2011). Since legal status has been found to play a significant role in 

outcomes that measure immigrant integration, it is expected that legal status will also 

play a part in life satisfaction.  

Available Resources 

Researchers have recognized that a driver’s license facilitates the integration 

process (Ea 2008). A driver’s license is a resource which allows immigrants to get to and 

from work (Hagan, Castro, and Rodriguez 2009). Having a driver’s license decreases the 

perception of economic hardships (Donato and Armenta 2011). Although a drivers 

license is very much tied to legal status and is an example of how legal status 

limits/facilitates access to other resources, several states allow undocumented drivers to 

obtain licenses to drive.  In this study, I treat a drivers license as a resource because under 

Arizona law, undocumented individuals (with the exception of Deferred Action for 

Childhood Arrivals) are prohibited from obtaining a drivers license. It is expected that 

when immigrants do not have the necessary resource of a driver’s license, life satisfaction 

scores will be low. 

Resource Mobilization 
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More often than not, researchers include social capital as a proxy in research 

studies for  mobilizing support  (Diaz-McConnell and Akresh 2008). Being able to 

mobilize resources reflects a person’s ability to deploy or bridge on existing social capital 

while in a host society, whether the receiving context is receptive or not. In Arizona, 

immigrants have been able to weather the immigration and economic strain by using 

multiple strategies to get by. These strategies include altering household membership, 

limiting consumption, altering household labor, and drawing on social networks (Quiroga 

2015). These examples illustrate how immigrants structure/restructure households to 

address crises but also highlight how immigrants would mobilize financial resources in 

case of an emergency.  When immigrants are able to mobilize resources in their host 

state, they may find their immigrant experiences more positive or be more satisfied with 

their lives. 

Alienation 

New immigrants are vulnerable to isolation, feeling unwanted and devalued  (Ea 

2008). Physical segregation can explain this isolation (Eastwood et al. 2013). Among 

Latino day laborers, isolation and discrimination has been found to impact mental health 

(Negi 2013). In fact, being far away from family saddened immigrants and although they 

tried to maintain contact with their loved ones, their isolation was further aggravated 

because they avoided sharing their day to day migrant experiences, unemployment, 

struggles and challenges with relatives on the phone. In other settings, migrant isolation 

predicted maternal depressive symptoms  (Eastwood et al. 2013). However, emotional 

support, a diverse social network, and a spouse have also been found to positively shape  

immigrant life satisfaction (Barger et al. 2014). Adding to the complexity, it is also 
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important to note that immigrants can draw on social networks and isolate themselves 

simultaneously.  

Language 

English language ability is a major individual and group level factor that is 

associated with immigrant adaptation (Zhou, 1997). Undocumented migrants are less 

likely to speak or understand English (Frank D. Bean et al., 2013). However, Spanish 

speakers and non-citizen Mexican immigrants place a very high importance on English 

proficiency (Dowling, Ellison, and Leal 2012), but time and transportation  may pose 

barriers in learning or attending English classes (Valdivia et al. 2008). Being able to 

speak English allows immigrants to communicate with others in their communities, such 

as employers, colleagues, neighbors and other social actors in the receiving context. For 

example, language deficiencies imposes barriers for immigrants in obtaining mental 

healthcare (Kim, Aguado Loi, et al. 2011) and makes them vulnerable to poor physical 

health (Kim, Worley, et al. 2011). Limited English also leads to educational achievement 

and culture gaps (Good, Masewicz, and Vogel 2010). Furthermore, direct contact with 

others also shapes feelings of belonging (McMillan and Chavis 1986) and may also shape 

feelings of life satisfaction.  

Education 

Educational outcomes are not only markers for how well immigrants are 

integrating into mainstream society, but education attainment levels shape other 

relationships. In terms of educational outcomes, an array of education research focuses on 

how immigrant children are doing in school compared to their white counterparts 

(Hammer, Lawrence, and Miccio 2007, 2008; Páez, Tabors, and López 2007). Scholars 
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have focused on whether children have access to quality education and dual language 

programs, and captured the differences between groups (Bean et al. 2011). However, 

limited research focuses on adult learners and new immigrants, even as many immigrants 

migrate as adults with low levels of education and limited English proficiency. No 

current connections between education and life satisfaction outcomes have been made 

thus far. However, when immigrants are able to access quality education, excel in tests, 

and are involved in their schools, we can expect that this leads to higher levels of well-

being. Education on its own can be an indicator of well-being, but education also has 

positive effects on life satisfaction (Elgar et al. 2011).  

Household Level Factors:  

Socioeconomic status 

Socioeconomic (SES) status shapes the way immigrants integrate into U.S. 

society and can also be a measure of integration on its own. Socioeconomic status is a 

major contributor to racial disparities in health (Williams et al. 2010). SES interacts with 

race (Williams et al. 2010) and is often measured in combination with education (Gallo et 

al. 2013). For example, in a study examining the associations between socioeconomic 

status (measured via socioeconomic status and education) and stress, SES was negatively 

associated with stress levels. Furthermore, economic standing remains important in the 

second generation (Perlmann and Waldinger 1997). Hispanics also have lower life 

satisfaction than whites, but when SES is controlled for, these differences were 

eliminated (Barger et al. 2014).  

Mixed-Status families 



  29 

Mixed-status families, those containing individuals with a mix of nativity and 

authorization statuses (Fix and Zimmerman 1999 or 2001), face challenges that other 

migrants do not. Members of households can possess various legal statuses and this poses 

a threat to children who are underage because parents can be deported at any time or 

because undocumented parents may be fearful of asking for the social benefits that their 

U.S.-citizen children have a right to obtain, which can directly affect the paths of 

integration beyond the immigrant generation. When parents are separated from their 

children, bonds between parents and children are strained and intensified (Dreby 2010). 

Adolescents from mixed-status families internalize and may experience tensions about 

immigrant and native identities (Lara-Cinisomo, Xue, and Brooks-Gunn 2013). 

Furthermore, U.S.-born children in mixed-status households are not afforded 

opportunities like their native born peers because of their parents’ undocumented status 

(Fix and Zimmermann 1999). Recently, Quiroga and colleagues (2014)  found that 

immigration policies geared at undocumented individuals had a ripple effect on the 

psychological distress of mixed-status households. With the aforementioned studies 

suggesting the impact of mixed-status on migrant and non-migrants’ well-being, we can 

expect that having at least one person vulnerable to deportation lowers the life 

satisfaction for everyone in the household.  

Community Level Factors 

Reception of society 

Government policies, societal reception, and coethnic communities shape second 

generation outcomes (Portes and Zhou 1993). Policies geared towards immigrants 

prevent immigrants from becoming full participants in the U.S. Latinos who perceive 
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their communities as welcoming, accepting, and open, are likely to adjust differently than 

those who experience racial profiling or other negative experiences (Valdivia et al. 2008). 

In fact, perceptions of discrimination significantly predict life satisfaction and quality of 

life (Portes and Böröcz 1989; Portes and Zhou 1993; Safi 2009; Valdivia et al. 2008). 

Since studies demonstrate that outcomes vary by whether or not the host society is 

receptive, it is expected that life satisfaction outcomes will also vary by how immigrants 

perceive their receiving society. 

Presence of social networks 

Migrant networks are social ties linking sending communities and destination 

points in a receiving society: “These ties bind migrants and nonmigrants within a 

complex web of complementary social roles and interpersonal relationships that are 

maintained by an informal set of mutual expectations and prescribed behaviors” ( Massey 

et al. 1987: 140). Migrant networks contribute to labor migrations self-feeding character 

and community structure (Massey 1990). Networks can be based on kinship, friendship, 

paisanaje (fellow migrant) and can buffer the effects of integration challenges. Friends 

and family provide immigrants with job leads, information on schools, and other various 

forms of social support including information on how to get ahead (Domínguez and 

Watkins 2003). They may serve as a primary source of information in the absence of 

community resources (Valdivia et al. 2008). Although there are many benefits relating to 

social support, supportive networks are only conducive to the extent in which the new 

environment allows (Menjívar 1997) such that when opportunity structures are limited 

individuals in networks may be unable to assist loved ones in need (Menjívar 2000).  In 

fact, socioeconomic, environmental, and psychosocial barriers may hinder social support 
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(Hurtado-de-Mendoza et al. 2014). In this study, it is expected that immigrants who are 

able to reciprocate and deploy social capital with their networks under Arizona’s hostile 

conditions will have higher life satisfaction outcomes. 

To be clear, this chapter attempts to understand how satisfied immigrants are with 

their lives according to their level of integration, a measurement across various levels (i.e. 

individual, family and contextual indicators of integration). I consider individual, 

household, and community level factors based on what the previous literature has 

identified as important in immigrant integration. I assess the life satisfaction domain of a 

representative sample in South Phoenix, Arizona. The present study 1) evaluates life 

satisfaction by immigrant integration progression and 2) identifies themes within life 

satisfaction outcomes that are not captured by quantitative data.  

Methods 

Data  
This study draws on survey data (Quan) and qualitative (Qual) interviews 

gathered between 2009-2010 in South Phoenix, Arizona (see Quiroga, Medina, & Glick, 

2014 for more detail on suvey methodology). One hundred and twenty six (N=126) 

surveys were administered to a random sample and focused on demographic information, 

migration histories, self-reported health, housing and food security, and social networks 

at wave one. Semi-structured interviews were administered to a subsample of wave one 

households. These interviews covered five domains: immigration wand settlement, 

friendships and social relationships, health keeping, employment and community. 

Interviews averaged 90 minutes and took place at the respondents’ homes in the language 

of their choice – Spanish or English - with bilingual/bicultural interviewers. Purposive 
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sampling yielded 54 participants but only 43 individuals had sufficient data for the 

mixed-methods analysis presented in this study.   

Procedures 

Survey data were captured electronically and entered into Stata. Semi-structured 

interviewee data were transcribed, entered, and then coded in MAXQDA, a text analysis 

software based on a developed coding schema. Since 1) the goal of the mixed methods 

analysis was to evaluate life satisfaction based on a holistic (rather than through a micro 

or macro lens) way of viewing integration and 2) The research question required both 

Qual and Quan variables, a mixed methods analysis is appropriate (Gonzalez Castro et al, 

2010). Using mixed methods is one way of bridging micro and macro perspectives with 

the right design. Mixed methods allows survey data to be complemented by the rich 

stories in-depth interviews provide.   

Measures 

Descriptive statistics and measurement notes are available in Table 1. 

Index Indicators 

There is some precedence for creating indices of integration. For example, the 

Migration Policy Index (MIPEX) is a research tool for policy makers and researchers so 

assessments can be made as to whether or not integration efforts and policies are effective 

(Niessen 2013). Although the MIPEX index contains 148 policy indicators revealing 

whether residents are guaranteed equal rights, responsibilities, and opportunities, its use 

is limited. The MIPEX relies on macro level indicators (e.g. policies aimed at education, 

labor market, family reunification, political participation, long term residence, 

nationality, and anti-discrimination (MIPEX 2014)) but does not include demographic 
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levels. In this chapter, the MIPEX is not utilized but I do re-create a smaller version of 

the research tool tailored to a hostile context but capture various levels of analysis for a 

more comprehensive analysis on how “integration” shapes outcomes such as life 

satisfaction. Mixed methods were employed in the study design, development of the 

immigration index measure, and analysis. Both quantitative and qualitative data were 

used to create the index. I take Plaza and Henry’s (2006) list of contributing factors for 

re-integration (encompassing length of stay, stage in lifestyle, socioeconomic status and 

available resources, capacity of society, alienation, transnational connections, extended 

networks and co-ethnics, and return visits) and apply it to the integration experience. I 

added missing factors such as belonging to a mixed-status household for a more accurate 

picture of today’s migrants (DeWind and Kasinitz 1997), to create a 11 point Integration 

Index (II). The II takes into account various individual, family, and society level factors 

(i.e. length of stay, socioeconomic status, and stability of a host country) (Berry 1997).  

Index factors were derived from both survey and narrative data, and proxy 

variables were used when necessary. Eight of the 11 index factors stemmed from 

quantitative variables and three indicators were created from qualitative data. 

Quantitative variables were recoded into dichotomized variables so as to build a tool for 

measuring integration progression. The string variable RAISE2000 from the survey data 

was dichotomized as well. Theoretical relationships were considered and directions of the 

variables were tailored as necessary (reverse coding). Meanwhile, qualitative codes 

ISOLATION (proxy variable for alienation), DEPLOY (proxy for presence of social 

networks) code were dichotomized in MAXQDA for use in Stata. Using common 

identifiers, the two datasets (MAXQDA and Stata) were merged into a dta file, allowing 
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qualitative derived indicators to be merged with the recoded quantitative indicators in a 

summative scale, using a listwise deletion. Although the index theoretically ranges from 

0 (low integration) to 11(high integration), the respondents’ integration index totals 

ranged between 4 and 11, with a mean of 6.  Details on the recoding can be seen in Table 

1.  

Life satisfaction 

 The dependent variable in this analysis derives from a qualitative code LIFE 

SATISFACTION, which is based on the life satisfaction question, “How happy are you 

with the decisions that you’ve made?” The broad LIFE SATISFACTION code was 

subcoded into three mutually-exclusive categories -- “dissatisfied”, “mixed”, and 

“satisfied” -- in order to capture the nuances and realties of immigrant lives and feelings.   

Index scores (Quant) were then imported back into MAXQDA based on common 

identifiers and a mixed methods analysis was conducted. The index totals (Quant) were 

cross tabulated with the data driven life satisfaction codes (Qual). A chi squared test was 

not conducted due to the small sample size. However, through the mixed methods 

analysis, I was able to assess if life satisfaction varies by index scores.  Each satisfaction 

outcome and index score grouping was then evaluated for themes to help explain the 

scores. 

Findings 

When life satisfaction prompt answers were analyzed closely, I found that 

respondents did not answer in binary terms: “Yes I’m satisfied” or “No I am not”, rather 

they felt both satisfied and dissatisfied simultaneously.  As a result, I categorized life 

satisfaction answers in terms of “Dissatisfied”, “Mixed”, and “Satisfied” to analyze for  
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variation. In this fashion, the majority felt satisfied with their life decisions or had mixed 

feelings. Those that were in mixed and satisfied groups had index scores ranging between 

2-9. Those that were dissatisfied had integration scores between 5-8.   

Low integration scores (1-5) 

Individuals who scored low (1-5) on the integration index varied in their answers 

about life satisfaction (see Figure 1). The majority were mixed, some were satisfied, and 

the few were dissatisfied with their life decisions. Those that were satisfied expressed 

happiness with their employment status and decisions to migrate. However, the primary 

reasons they gave for being dissatisfied with their life decisions included being unable to 

attend school in the U.S., their inability to speak English, regrets for not saving more, and 

being unhappy with their housing situation.    

Figure 1. Mixed Methods Analysis 
 

Index Total NOT 
SATISFIED 

BOTH YES SATISFIED SUM N 

0 0% 0% 0% 0% 0 
2 0% 50% 50% 100% 2 
3 0% 100% 0% 100% 3 
4 0% 50% 50% 100% 3 
5 17% 33% 50% 100% 6 
6 0% 57% 43% 100% 9 
7 0% 63% 38% 100% 10 
8 20% 60% 20% 100% 5 
9 0% 67% 33% 100% 4 

10 0% 0% 100% 100% 1 
SUM 0% 0% 0% 0% 0 

 
Index Total NOT 

SATISFIED 
BOTH YES SATISFIED SUM N 

0 0% 0% 0% 0% 0 
2 0% 0% 5% 7% 6 
3 0% 0% 10% 0% 6 
4 0% 0% 5% 7% 6 
5 0% 50% 10% 21% 17 
6 0% 0% 20% 21% 19 
7 0% 0% 25% 21% 22 
8 0% 50% 15% 7% 14 
9 0% 0% 10% 7% 8 

10 0% 0% 0% 7% 3 
SUM 0% 100% 100% 100% 100 
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Mixed satisfaction with life decisions 

Individuals who had mixed feelings about their life decisions spoke about being 

thankful about having their families with them but wished they had more opportunities to 

work. Forty three year-old Rosario has been in the U.S. for 29 years. She lives with her 

husband, daughter, son-in-law, and grandchild. Rosario explains why she has mixed 

feelings, 

Well right now I have my family, but I still need other things. I need to make 
decisions to make something of myself because I want to work. My kids are in 
school and I want to do something different. I want to work, be independent. And 
it sounds bad right, because I have a husband. But I want to feel needed. Before I 
couldn’t but now I want to because that’s what’s needed. -Index Score of 3 
 
Similarly, Alejandra feels the same about her employment situation. Alejandra, a 

66 year-old woman who migrated at age of 41, was able to “fix her papers” through the 

Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA). She has two children and five U.S.-born 

grandchildren. Despite her age, she still defines herself by her work. Alejandra elaborates 

about the importance of working, “I am fine, because I don’t ask for what I don’t deserve. 

Work and life. Without work, there is nothing.” 

Both Rosario and Alexandria center their answers on their desires to work for 

their futures’ sake. So does secure employment play a role in life satisfaction? 

Immigrants are often bound by the state of the economy, open positions, and even 

contextual factors that influence employability. Many participants in the larger study 

were impacted by the recession, immigration raids, and the effects of SB1070 on 

employment opportunities.  

Education was also a major theme in mixed life satisfaction responses. Forty six 

year-old Virginia emigrated from Mexico at the age of 33. She is married with one U.S.-
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born child and works at a fast food restaurant. Virginia elaborates on what leads her to 

have mixed feelings with her current life happenings: 

Well, one always thinks about working and all that, but I regret not going to 
school here, or over there [Mexico]. Not going to school, learning English. I never 
thought to go. And [now], I see older children argue and say things and I don’t 
understand them. – Index Score of 5 

 

 Virginia identifies that English facilitates communication with others. The lack of 

English proficiency appears to be a major theme for life satisfaction regrets, regardless of 

the index score. This also highlights the fact that newcomers may not be able to access 

English learner classes or attend U.S. schools because of their age, or their position when 

they arrived in the U.S. Research that focuses on language acquisition must consider that 

many immigrants may not have a solid foundation in basic education because they may 

not have attended school in their native countries due to poverty or other circumstances. 

Satisfied with life decisions 

Fifty-seven year-old Isaac is a Mexican immigrant who migrated to the U.S. at the 

age of 30. He obtained legal authorization through the 1986 amnesty as well. Isaac has 

two foreign born children and five U.S.-born grandchildren. He shares with us why he is 

satisfied with his life, 

 
I can say that I am well. From 1-10, I’d say my life the satisfaction is an 8. I’m 
satisfied because my children are from here and they will not battle with paper 
issues, or schooling, or any of that. Compared to those that will not be coming to 
the U.S. And well, they are American citizens.  
 
Although Isaac does not have a high index score (4), he alludes to 

intergenerational mobility via U.S. citizenship. Isaac identifies the legal status advantages 

that his children and grandchildren have as U.S. citizens and the access it allows to 
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further one’s education. He also hints at the idea that citizenship comes with political 

power, particularly for the second and third generation. So although Isaac may have only 

scored a 4 on the integration index, his life satisfaction is based on his life decisions (his 

decision to migrate) that future generations will benefit from.  

Dissatisfied with life decisions 

Although dissatisfaction with life decisions was an uncommon response, a 49 

year-old immigrant woman named Patricia who has been married for 31 years with 2 

U.S.-born children responded that she is dissatisfied because of financial matters. 

 If I could do it over again I would save money, because I would use it. You must 
always use it. I would have prioritized saving for another day….because it does 
worry me. - Index Score of 5 

  
The dissatisfaction of Patricia points to the need of including socioeconomic 

variables into life satisfaction studies. Although this study includes a proxy for 

socioeconomic status, future life satisfaction studies should take into consideration actual 

savings or retirement funds when attempting to understand life satisfaction. Principally 

because immigrants may not have access to retirement savings accounts, ROTH IRA’s, 

pension plans, or other economic assets.  

Average Index Score (6) 

Nine individuals had integration index scores of 6. The majority had mixed 

feelings about their life decisions; many were satisfied and none were dissatisfied. For 

those that had mixed feelings, respondents reflected on migrating to the U.S., getting out 

of the house, obtaining an education and finding new work in a different field.  A few 

individuals answered in simple statements about being happy with decisions they have 

made but fewer elaborated on their life satisfaction. 
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Mixed satisfaction with life decisions 

Forty year-old Veronica, an immigrant woman who has been in the U.S. for 24 

years, describes why she has mixed feelings, 

He’ll tell me, "Well let's go." He does it because he knows that I'm bored or that 
I'm tired of being inside the house.  So he tell me, "Let's go," and he takes me.  
When we get come back I come back satisfied. - Index Score of 6 
 

Even though Veronica states she is satisfied with her life decisions, she fears leaving her 

house because of the immigration laws and enforcement practices in Arizona. As a result 

of raids and the risk of “Sheriff Arpaio” entering her house at any moment, she physically 

isolates herself from the rest of society including her friends and family. Veronica’s 

family and friends are also concerned and fear the raids and checkpoints. This type of 

isolation raises a broader question about whether or not this could lead to poor mental 

health, depressive symptoms (Quiroga et al. 2014), and spouse dependence. This 

isolation may be the mechanism through which a hostile context of reception lowers both 

integration and life satisfaction. 

The theme of education also recurs in this section. Daniel is a 42 year-old 

immigrant man, married with 4 U.S.-born children, and has been in the U.S. for 26 years. 

He has mixed feelings about his life decisions and elaborates on why he is taking classes:  

 
The next goal is to get away from the construction field. I want to work with 
clients and let them know what they’ll need, help them find materials…besides, 
they are Anglo-Saxons; I want to be prepared for Hispanic clients too. Because 
there will be a time when my knee won’t function the same anymore and I won’t 
be able to work the same in construction. -Index Score of 6 
 

For this group, educational aspirations appears to shape opinions of life satisfaction. 

Despite Daniel’s age, he is actively taking steps to further his career in the construction 
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industry and is considering his future health. Daniel understands that remaining in the 

same occupation will be demanding on his body.  Although the current immigrant 

integration index does not consider occupation, perhaps it should because Daniel’s story 

highlights how life satisfaction is based on employment and occupational factors.  

 
Satisfied with life decisions 

Jose, a 56 year-old Mexican who migrated at the age of 42 during Cuernavaca’s 

recession explains why he is satisfied with his life decisions: 

I’ve had luck that all my things have been fruitful. That I don’t have to be 
searching. I made a decision to come here, and while yes it was an “all Mexican” 
decision, we came very ignorantly. I think that was one of the best decisions. 
Because we are well here. My children are happy, they have peaceful marriages, 
and they clean houses. The older one works in a restaurant, and cleans offices at 
night. They always have work. Thank God that they do. Since we’ve been here, 
we’ve always had employment. - Index Score of 6 

 
Jose recognizes the importance of labor as a component of integration. Even though his 

daughters work in service fields similar to his as a janitor, Jose is content because his 

daughters are continuously employed. Their well-being is intertwined with his then. 

Furthermore, Jose’s satisfaction about his daughters being employed mirrors Isaac’s 

reflection on how future generations benefit from his migration experience. Jose also 

associates life satisfaction with peaceful marriages, work, and happiness.  

High Index Scores (7-11) 

Seventeen individuals scored high index scores. The majority of respondents with 

high integration scores expressed mixed satisfaction with their lives. A smaller number 

expressed that they were satisfied and a few expressed only dissatisfaction. Interestingly, 

those that answered that they had mixed feelings and dissatisfaction elaborated on their 
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responses but those that were satisfied only answered with “Yes I’m satisfied” or some 

variation of this answer. 

Mixed satisfaction with life decisions 

Among individuals who scored high on the integration index and had mixed 

feelings about life satisfaction, responses involve the theme of education and language, 

just as we observed among those with lower integration scores. Fifty-four year-old Pablo, 

a Mexican immigrant who immigrated at the age of 36 and is now married with children 

(one U.S.-born), explains his mixed feelings, 

Well satisfied no. What I would do to have more but it’s not possible. If I 
had more time to reach my goals I’d feel more satisfied but unfortunately 
it doesn’t help. I need to develop myself in my life. If I had better English 
skills I would probably risk new things. But I’ve tried to get ahead.  – 
Index Score of 7 
 
U.S.-born Elenia, a 36 year-old, wishes she would have stayed in school 

and suggests that her life decisions have resulted in difficult times.  She has 3 

children from a previous marriage and remarried a former undocumented 

Mexican immigrant. She currently lives with her 3 daughters and son-in-law.  

Oh, there's a lot I would have done differently.  Stayed in school, finished high 
school.  Would have never made the choices that I made then, now that I know 
what I got myself into and how hard it is now, even with my background, 
sometimes, to get a job.  You know?  And my girls being so rebellious.  No – 
she's good.  I haven't had no problems with her, but sometimes I go through a lot 
with my 20-year-old.  – Index Score of 7 
 
Similarly, 46 year-old Jessica, an immigrant woman with an integration index 

score of 9 also explains why she has mixed feelings,  

I would’ve liked to go to school more, go to college. I’m thinking that maybe later 
on I can go to college to get a certification to educate kids, to start an education. 
I’m satisfied, but I still have hope that I can get further ahead, while I can. 
Luckily and thank God, I don’t have any sickness that impedes me from doing so; 
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I can still get ahead.  
 
Pablo, Elenia, and Jessica’s reflections about educational regrets points to the 

importance of learning and wanting to get ahead or “risk new things” as Pablo calls it. 

Pablo and Jessica recognize that schooling can assist their upward mobility. Although the 

likelihood of adults returning to school after dropping out may be slim, younger 

respondents may do so and capturing the decision making process could be insightful. 

 In addition to education responses, others focused on housing decisions. Forty-

two year-old Julian, a married immigrant with 3 children, has lived in the U.S. for 25 

years. Julian expressed mixed satisfaction with his life decisions:  

Well now it can’t be changed because of what I’ve done, but if you see I made 
decisions that I could change. For example when we bought this house we bought 
this house with a high interest. And well, I made the decision of my life when I 
bought this house, but says the man, he is a good person, the man that gave us the 
house. Some 5 years ago I reviewed the papers and well it is at 7 [% interest] I 
say, why is it so high? And I talked to the bank to resolve it. And things that have 
happened for lack of experience. – Index Score of 7 

 
Although this chapter does not focus on home ownership, immigrants consider 

this a milestone in their integration.  In fact, home ownership can be considered a 

measure of integration (Diaz-McConnell and Akresh 2008; Jiménez 2011). Julian’s story 

highlights how awareness or knowledge in this case, aided him in pursuing a lower 

interest rate. Although Julian attributes an original high interest rate due to his lack of 

experience at the time of purchase, Julian’s success in reducing the interest rate 

exemplifies his ability to navigate the bureaucracy of the home loan industry. Julian’s 

story is representative of how immigrants navigate the housing market in a new country. 

Business ownership is also another measure of immigrant integration and it 

appears in this section as a life satisfaction theme. Miguel, a 47 year-old married 



  44 

immigrant with 3 children, one which is U.S.-born, explains why he has mixed feelings,  

I’m satisfied but sometimes I wonder, I get indecisive, because I think I can do 
better. But then I think no, and then I do not regret anything. But I think I can be 
better, like at this age. The furniture business that we have, it’s getting old. That’s 
when I begin to think, why am I selling furniture?  When I have been living five 
almost six years off of this, you’ve lived. So then you think, was that decision 
right, do we change it or do we maintain it? I think made the right decisions, I did 
the best I could. I just wonder if I could have made them better. - Index Score of 8 

 
 Although Miguel questions if he made the right business decision, he has only 

been in the U.S. for 12 years and has established himself as a business owner. Miguel is 

part of the “…50,706 new immigrant business owners in Arizona...”, who contribute 

significantly to the Arizona economy (Immigrant Policy Center 2013). In many ways, his 

successful business makes him a well-integrated immigrant.  

 Interestingly, the stories shared in this section illustrate how immigrant 

integration scores can be useful in understanding differences between life satisfaction 

outcomes. Although the topic of education came up in life satisfaction responses of those 

with high integration scores, these individuals reflected on home ownership and business 

decisions. Stories of refinancing and housing troubles are also indicative of housing costs 

burdens. In such cases,  human capital, life course stage, assimilation indicators, and 

context may account for housing cost burdens (McConnell and Akresh 2009). 

Undocumented immigrants in particular are more likely to experience housing-induced 

poverty than documented immigrants, accounting for assimilation (McConnell 2013).  

Dissatisfied with life decisions 
 

Among those who were dissatisfied with their life decisions, their responses 

focused on frustrations and blocked opportunities to integrate.  One of these respondents, 

Elsy a 55 year-old woman with 8 children and has been in the U.S. since the age of 13, 
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reflected on her inability to study as a child and learn English, 

The only thing that I would have wanted to do since I was a child is study. I 
should have focused more on the language of this place, English. But I thought 
that I wouldn’t need it because in El Paso more Spanish is spoken than English. 
Yes! Even the people of color, you speak Spanish and they speak to you! You 
don’t need English. I thought that it would be the same thing here. Well lots of 
people understand Spanish but when I came forty years ago, hardly anyone spoke 
Spanish. – Index Score of 8 
 
Elsy’s response sheds light on how the receiving context influences language use. 

Unlike El Paso, a city which facilitated her use of Spanish rather than one requiring her to 

learn English, Elsy finds that English is necessary in Phoenix. Elsy finds that she could 

benefit from English classes but finds a lack of courses available for adult learners, 

“…none of the schools give English lessons; there are three schools here and none give 

English classes to adults.” Although counterintuitive, the limited language learning 

opportunities may also be reflective of Arizona’s hostility toward immigrants speaking 

Spanish. Arizona’s official language is English (Constitution 2006) and Proposition 203 

(Anon 2000) not only requires public school instruction to be conducted in English but 

also limited English Language Learner (ELL) programs.  

Once again, education continues to be a theme regardless of index score. 

However, immigrants who scored higher heavily focus on education and other indicators 

of immigrant integration such as home and business ownership. The non-education 

themes were not found in lower index scores responses. In fact, less integrated 

immigrants revealed stories on finding employment whereas more integrated individuals 

focused on getting further ahead. 

 
Discussion and Conclusions 
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The majority of immigrant integration studies evaluate immigrant integration 

progression in terms of observable outcomes. However, few researchers approach the 

idea of measuring immigrant integration holistically with individual, household and 

contextual indicators. Yet by doing so, we can better understand aspects of immigrant 

lives such as life satisfaction. The preliminary findings in this study suggest that the life 

satisfaction of immigrants varies by how integrated they have become. Those with low 

and average integration scores center their answers on their decisions to migrate, but also 

expressed their desire to maintain and secure employment. Others focused their answers 

on isolation, education, and flexibility in occupational changes. Individuals with higher 

scores shared experiences of navigating home mortgage loan interest rates, about their 

business decisions, perfecting their English and learning innovative technology, and 

intergenerational employment. In summary, each of the score groupings had different 

concerns and identified different factors that may impinge their integration.  

The major theme across index scores highlights immigrant regrets for not learning 

English earlier or being unable to attend school. This parallels earlier findings about the 

great importance that individuals place on education and English proficiency (Dowling et 

al. 2012). These findings suggests the need for future life satisfaction research to include 

education and language indicators, because these factors are related to one another. Age 

of arrival, challenges and access to English classes, and legal status should also be 

considered. Legal status and age of arrival shape how undocumented individuals face and 

experience life challenges (Abrego 2011) so immigrant generation is of particular 

importance. Although these indicators are often seen as demographic variables, these 

variables often make a difference in how immigrants assimilate. The great importance 
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immigrants place on their migrant experiences may also be reflective of limited 

educational opportunities in their home countries, their previous socioeconomic status, 

and reasons for migrating to the U.S. These broader questions make it necessary for 

researchers to consider individual, household, contextual and even historical processes 

and the interactions in between one another (Alba and Nee 2003) 

The results in this analysis also yield new information about the life satisfaction 

of immigrants within a hostile context. This study provides insight as to how immigrants 

make sense of their life history and migration journey, and carry out decisions within 

Arizona’s hostile environment. The life satisfaction reflections automatically include 

perceptions of how they make sense of the legal and social landscape. The challenges 

they confront on the daily basis and the topics addressed in each integration group mirror 

how the state and local communities expect and create for them. For a more 

comprehensive understanding, future research may want to consider a comparative group 

in another hostile context where similar legislation has been considered.  

The results in this study also highlight that there is value in using life satisfaction 

as an indicator of immigrant integration for a few reasons. First, when asked about their 

life satisfaction, migrants volunteered their reasons for migrating, their journeys, and 

experiences in the U.S. These responses suggest that the migration experience and 

opportunities and barriers to integration are directly linked to individual perceptions of 

satisfaction. This means that future life satisfaction research on immigrants should ensure 

that they properly conceptualize the term. 

Furthermore, some useful lessons can be drawn in terms of using individual, 

household, and community factors in an analysis. This piece therefore adds to the 
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scholarship on immigrant integration as a whole. It considers a list of indicators based off 

preexisting data related to immigrant integration and life satisfaction to better understand 

how immigrants feel about their life decisions.  

Limitations 

Methodologically, relying on a single index combining multiple dimensions of 

integration into one measure presents some limitations. Although it allows for a strong 

measure of overall integration, the index cannot separate or account for interactions 

between these factors, such as education and English, legal status and housing, and many 

more. Second, the index approach forces the dichotomization of each factor. While these 

choices are based on preexisting literature, a simple dichotomy loses information about 

the range of integration experiences in everyday life. Furthermore, this study does not 

include race and ethnicity in the analysis due to the fact that the subsample data set 

focused on Latino immigrants (mostly Mexicans and not many indigenous Mexicans). In 

future studies, race and ethnicity need to be taken into account as they can generate 

differing results (Bean et al. 2004).  

Overall, the methodological aim of this chapter was to assess whether or not macro 

and micro level variables could be used to create an index. Further studies are necessary 

to determine if immigrant integration scores may be useful in understanding other 

outcomes. Theoretically, differences in life satisfaction should have varied by low, 

average, and high index scores because that would demonstrate that as immigrants 

assimilate into mainstream society, their outlook on life satisfaction would be more 

positive. However, only small differences between those with low and average index 

scores were found. This might be explained by insufficient variation within the small 
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sample size. The index seemed to yield better results for the highly assimilated 

individuals. A replication of this study would be useful to confirm these findings.  

Although the findings in this study are interesting, a multiple regression analysis 

including indicators presented in this chapter as independent variables and life 

satisfaction as the dependent variable would have been more suitable.  Use of the larger 

dataset with multiple waves of data and utilize the open ended questions and retest the 

index with the new qualitative variable as the dependent is warranted. This would also 

increase the N, making for a more robust sample. This would allow for some 

generalizations to be made.
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CHAPTER 3 

RECEPTION VARIABILITY FOR MIXED-NATIVITY FAMILIES RETURNING 

HOME 

Introduction 

In 2013, Immigration and Customs Enforcement removed 33,000 unauthorized 

individuals who reported that they had U.S.-born children3 (Enforcement 2014). Many 

parents return to their country of origin with a child, despite the child’s locational 

preference (Djajić, 2008). Thus, these deportations result in uprooting children from their 

familiar cultural, social, linguistic environments (Brabeck & Xu, 2010). With close to 

500,000 U.S.-born children now living in Mexico and U.S. immigration laws tightening 

under the Obama administration (Gonzalez and Zúñiga 2014; Zúñiga and Hamann 2014), 

it is important to consider how mixed-status4 families are affected.  

In the U.S., five million children live with at least one undocumented parent 

(Randy Capps et al. 2007). If detained, their repatriation will increase flows of Mexico-

bound migration. Children will be unfamiliar with Mexico and they will face integration 

challenges in their newfound host society. In response to the little understanding on life, 

strategies, and interactions beyond the family or after returning home (Cassarino 2004), 

this chapter will explore how mixed-status families adjust into their local communities, 

they experience the impact of increasing surveillance of the border, deportation, and new 

found life in Mexico.  This chapter will not only highlight how returnee parents (i.e., 

Mexican nationals) re-integrate into their country of origin, but will also highlight how 

                                                 
3 From all countries. 
4 “A family in which one or both parents is a noncitizen and one or more children is a citizen” (Fix & 
Zimmermann, 1999; pg 397). 
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returnees’ “foreign” children (i.e., U.S.-born children) are treated in the children’s new 

host society (i.e., Mexico).   

This chapter takes a qualitative approach to examine how families readjust in their 

origin/host communities and how their community, consisting of locals, friends, and 

extended families, react to their Mexico-bound migration.  Thus, the chapter will focus 

on the following questions: 

• Are there differences between the perceptions of Mexican national parents and 

their U.S.-born children in how they are received in Mexico?  

• Do the experiences of families vary by parental length of time in the U.S.? 

In the section that follows, I situate my work within two bodies of literature: (a) 

the literature on return migration, and (b) Mexico-bound migration literature because 

families of mixed-nativity or status include returnees and foreign children. After covering 

the methodology and data, I provide an in-depth analysis of how two generations5 report 

they are received and welcomed. While individual responses are important, parental 

responses about their children’s reception experiences and vice versa are considered 

because it allows for a better understanding of family migration. For a holistic view, both 

parents and children share their perceptions of reception. This is followed by a discussion 

and conclusion.  

Return Migration Literature  

Despite its long global history, return migration continues to be a neglected area 

of international migration studies in comparison to the abundance of scholarship on 

emigration, assimilation, economic power and remittances, home community studies, etc. 
                                                 
5 U.S.-born children are considered first generation immigrants, their parents are of a returning generation 
because they are part of a Mexican national group that must re-adapt into their home country.  
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(Arce et al. 2012; Arp-Nissen 2004; Black and King 2004; Cassarino 2004; Taylor 2001). 

A number of studies offer reviews of dominant return migration frameworks (See 

Cassarino, 2004) and highlight the contradictions between return migration and 

development (See Tiemoko, 2004). The smaller body of work and limited consensus on 

the causes and consequences of return migration is due to the difficulty of assessing the 

volume and scale of return migration from the United States and the difficulty of locating 

and surveying return migrants in the country of origin (Cassarino 2004). Although return 

migration is underdeveloped in comparison to topics on assimilation and migration 

consequences, this section addresses return migration concepts, individual factors that 

influence decisions to return, contextual factors associated with return, and social barriers 

to integration.  

The complexity of migration makes it difficult to separate “returns” from circular 

migration. Migration itself is an unpredictable event of population change and a symptom 

of social and economic processes (Rowland 2011). Return migration is the act of 

emigrants returning to their homeland to resettle (Gmelch 1980).  “Emigrants” who 

return are considered “returnees” (Arp-Nissen 2004; Durand 2010) or “twice-migrants” 

because they have migrated from two places (Allanhar 2006). Building representative 

samples of returnees is a challenge because migrants are also a rare and difficult to reach 

population in destination countries, and sampling frames are rarely available 

(Beauchemin and González-Ferrier 2011). Lastly, the concept of ‘home’ is fluid 

(Rowland 2011) which makes deciphering whether or not migrants will stay put even 

more difficult.  As a result of such complexity, return migration is often considered 
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circular migration, repeat migration, and back-and-forth travel (Gmelch 1980; Pessar 

1997; Taylor 2001; Tiemoko 2004). 

Most literature focuses on individual factors influencing return migration 

(Lindstrom 1996) (such as the potential or desire to return (Moran-Taylor and Menjivar 

2005; Şenyürekli and Menjívar 2012; Taylor 2001)), movement patterns (King 1978), 

rural-urban migration (Pessar 1997), and socio-economic changes (Tiemoko 2004). 

Returning to one's homeland can imply various situations: the unsuccessful migrant, the 

retired, and circular migrant (Durand 2010). Recent survey findings highlight migrants 

return for various reasons including: reunification with family members who stayed 

behind in their country of origin, financial reasons, nostalgia (Matt 2013), deportation, 

and many others. Other quantitative studies have also found that migrants return during 

the slow seasons of agricultural work (Arce et al. 2011) and as a result of unemployment 

(Tiemoko 2004). However, the major limitation with these studies is that they do not 

include children in their samples. 

Although most return migration literature focuses on individual adult returns, an 

individual’s family structure is also important to take into account. Few studies have 

captured return migration experiences of descendants, entire families, or children (Arce et 

al. 2012; Gonzalez and Zúñiga 2014; Şenyürekli and Menjívar 2012) in relationship to 

other significant social variables (Gmelch 1980). Qualitative studies have found that 

individuals take into consideration the many facets of their social environment when 

making migration decisions, such as immigration policies, job opportunities that are in 

market demand, and friends, family, and the health status of their parents (Şenyürekli and 
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Menjívar 2012). Even economic studies have been successful in including economic, 

social network, and subjective factors to understand return migration decisions. When 

immigrants marry and have children in host counties, return migration decisions then 

become influenced by a spouse and the future of their children (Djajić 2008). Children’s 

inability to speak the native homeland’s language, the instability of the home country’s 

economy, and/or legal barriers to facilitate return to the host country influence parent 

immigrants’ intentions to return to their home country (Şenyürekli and Menjívar 2012). 

So what becomes of the families that return home to the parents’ country of origin?  

Contextual factors play a role in ‘returnee’ integration. Interviews with Japanese-

Brazilian’s second generation,  in-depth case studies on Caribbean’s, Baja-Brits, and 

British-Trinidadians (Conway 2005) all find that return migrants experience social 

exclusions and integration challenges. Japanese-Brazilian children of migrants are 

“ethnically rejected as foreigners and socially marginalized because of their cultural 

differences” (T. Tsuda, 2003; pg 127) such as language, attitudes, and behaviors (Tsuda 

1999).  In a large scale qualitative study with Puerto Rican adolescents returning from the 

mainland, they were rejected because of their “Nuyorican” attributes (Lorenzo- 

Hernández 1999).  These studies highlight that ancestral lands and societies may not live 

up to children’s expectations once they return. In addition, children may expect a warm 

welcome by family or neighbors in the place of return and become disillusioned if the 

reception is not as warm as envisioned (Tiemoko 2004). Unfortunately, the 

aforementioned studies focus on voluntary migration, which is not always the reality for 

the families in this study.  
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Both U.S. and Mexico policies shape return migration experiences. Although the 

study was not designed to focus on legal status in the U.S., many families in this study 

are of mixed-status being with one least one parent who lacked legal authorization to live 

in the U.S. Many of the returns resulted from deportations, court orders, and denied 

residency application hearings, which makes this a unique study that will contribute 

timely issues concerning deportations. Furthermore, the treatment these families receive 

in Mexico may prompt future U.S. migration.  The US born children have rights of return 

to their country of origin which means they have more mobility options than their 

parents. Children could choose to leave their parents’ country of return if they feel 

rejected by other family or community members.  The benefits of studying this unique 

population furthers our understanding of geographies and mobility. 

Social barriers in Mexico are important to assess when investigating integration 

experiences of parents and children for two reasons. First, migration is rarely determined 

solely by individual characteristics because decisions to return are made with family 

characteristics in mind. In the U.S., anti-immigration laws that are directed at 

undocumented individuals clearly affect other family members, friends and neighbors 

regardless of these others’ immigration status (Quiroga, Medina, & Glick, 2014). 

Discrimination against one family member in Mexico will also affect the rest of the 

family. Second, although parents may be the decision makers when it comes to return 

migration, children are active participants and are likely to be active participants in the 

return and re-integration process. Thus, it is important that children’s stories be heard in 

their own words and for parents to share how they perceive their child is integrating 

because it provides a more nuanced view of family integration. Capturing both parent and 
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child perceptions on reception allows us to determine if variation is occurring between 

Mexican nationals and immigrant children.  In doing so, this piece contributes to a) the 

gap in the literature on return migration, with special focus on those who have been 

affected by increased border surveillance coupled with the economic recession, and who 

have left the host country with plans to resettle in their homelands and b) mixed-status 

families and our understanding on child migrants. 

Mexico-Bound Migration 

Recently, changes in U.S.-bound geographic migration patterns, increasing border 

enforcement, Mexico’s northern border insecurity, and the U.S. economic crisis has made 

return migration less predictable and has raised important policy issues surrounding 

returnees (Masferrer and Roberts 2012). For the first time in 50 years net migration from 

Mexico has dropped to zero (Passel, Cohn, and Gonzalez-Barrera 2012). Macro-

economic reasons like the 2007-2009 U.S. recession and global crises can be attributed to 

the decreasing return migration numbers (Rendall, Brownell, and Kups 2011) and U.S. 

deportations (Arce et al. 2011).  

Scholars have not reached a consensus regarding the trends of returnees to 

Mexico, (Rendall et al. 2011), but the latest statistics are generating concern because of 

their possible impact on the economy, politics, and society (Molina 2009). It is reported 

that 1,000,000 nationals returned between 2005-2010 (INEGI 2010). These statistics 

vary, due to the fact that scholars utilize different ways to define and calculate return 

migration (Arce et al. 2011; INEGI 2010). Historically, Mexico’s returnees were 

undocumented, compared to those who are returning now who include low wage earning 

legal immigrants (Reyes 1997). Although many returnees are resettling along the 
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northern border, the returnee population is also high among traditional migrant departure 

locations (Valdez-Gardea 2012; Valle 2012).  

Several motivating factors have contributed to return migration. An inland study 

finds that return migrants in Jalisco returned by their own accord and that nostalgia was 

the major reason (Matt 2013).  Two thirds of these migrants were able to utilize the skills 

they gained in the U.S. and have improved their quality of life and household income 

upon return. These quantitative findings parallel earlier research using individual and 

household level data on Mexican return migration, which finds that decisions to return 

are influenced by the employment and investment opportunities of their home 

communities (Lindstrom 1996). 

In a study conducted in the state of Mexico, which is where this study took place, 

return migration patterns mimic the historical gendered patterns of U.S.-bound migration 

with the majority of returnees being men (85% men; 15 % women) ( Arce et al., 2012) 

(Arce et al. 2012).  Arce finds that approximately 63% are household heads, some with 

children, and the rest are couples, parents or siblings. Due to the fact that the present 

study consists of more women than men,  Arce’s work is highly useful because it 

provides a large scale glimpse of returnee characteristics of the overall returning migrant 

population in the state of Mexico.  

Interestingly, U.S.-born children are also being included in return migration 

reports because these children are sons and daughters to Mexican nationals who are 

returning (INEGI n.d.). Due to the fact that the number of immigrants in different 

generations is context and situation specific, the children of Mexican nationals who are 
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now living in Mexico are more difficult to classify. From a U.S. perspective, U.S.-born 

children who move to Mexico are considered emigrants from their birth country. In 

contrast, from a Mexico perspective, U.S.-born children who arrive are considered 

immigrants, foreigners, and even transgenerational returns (Arp-Nissen 2004; Durand 

2010). Thus, the U.S.-born children in Mexico should not be considered “returnees” 

because they were not born in Mexico, despite the many who are naturalized Mexican 

citizens (Zúñiga and Hamann 2014). Since taxonomies are important, a mixed-nativity 

family in this chapter refers to a family with at least one Mexican national or returnee, 

and at least one U.S.-born child or U.S. national, foreigner, or immigrant, (capturing all 

years of arrival). Since children of returnees are U.S.-born and not Mexico-born, they 

will not be classified as returnees. Returnees must re-integrate into their home society and 

their foreign children must integrate into this society for the very first time.  

Because children who are born in the U.S. are considered foreigners in Mexico, 

they will be subject to Mexico’s immigration policy, whose goals are to reduce U.S. 

bound Central American immigration flows (Gonzalez-Murphy and Koslowski 2011).  

The interviews in this study took place during this period of dynamic exchanges between 

the U.S. and Mexico regarding U.S. immigration policies and when Mexico revised its 

1974 immigration law guaranteeing both documented and undocumented persons the 

right to report human right violations without repercussions (Gonzalez-Murphy and 

Koslowski 2011). Government members found guilty of violating this law will be 

suspended for 30 days or terminated from employment.  

Current estimates show a growth in foreign born children in Mexico. The 

Mexican census reports approximately one million foreign children reside in Mexico and 
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are between the ages of 5-14 years old. Most are U.S.-born and their presence is so 

significant that when U.S.-born children are excluded, the median age of foreigners in 

Mexico drops from 37 to 12 years old (INEGI 2010, n.d.). Although most foreign 

children are concentrated along the border, they can be found throughout Mexico. Some 

attribute the young population in Mexico to Mexican mothers who gave birth in the 

United States but never had any intentions to reside in the U.S. (INEGI n.d.).  

Today’s growing return migration scholarship centers around returnees and U.S. 

born children in Mexico’s schools and the effects of returnees on the local labor market 

(Anderson 2013; Gonzalez and Zúñiga 2014; Valdez-Gardea 2012; Zúñiga and Hamann 

2014). However, studies on return migration are limited in several ways. First, the extant 

return migration literature focuses on enrolled children in schools, without considering 

family dynamics and life beyond the school walls. Second, this literature does not take 

into account immigration policy conditions. Finally, this literature focuses on only adults 

or children, but not both. This chapter complements the recent literature on U.S.-born 

children in Mexico by focusing on an understudied element of children’s settlement – 

their reception by family, neighbors and peers in Mexico. A receiving context plays an 

instrumental role in how immigrants integrate into a society (Portes and Rumbaut 2001; 

Portes and Zhou 1993), and attitudes toward their return are indicative of how welcoming 

a receiving context is.  

To guide this analysis, this chapter uses Portes and Rumbaut’s modes of 

incorporation framework on the ways in which immigrants integrate in the host society: 

government policies, societal reception and on their coethnic community (Portes and 

Rumbaut 1990). This chapter focuses on the societal integration element of the receiving 
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context, in which the receiving society can be either prejudiced or non-prejudiced toward 

immigrants. “Prejudice reception is defined as the accorded nonphenotypically white 

groups; non-prejudiced is that accorded to European and European-origin whites” 

(Portes, Alejandro and Rumbaut, 2001; pg 84). Although some have been successful 

applying this model to assess Salvadorian’s adaptation in the U.S. through ethnographic 

work (Sánchez 2008), not many have utilized this framework to understand the social 

adaption or exclusions of return migrants.  

One of the major benefits of using the modes of incorporation framework is that it 

does not exclude individual human capital from the integration equation. Portes and 

Rumbaut (Portes and Rumbaut 2001) argue that human capital such as education and 

skills (and social capital as it will be argued) are contingent on the receiving context. In 

fact, researchers have been able to utilize this model using an event history analysis to 

demonstrate labor market trajectories (Nee and Sanders 2010).  

Although the modes of incorporation model was developed for U.S. use, it can be 

applied in reverse to families returning to Mexico (in this case is the receiving society). 

Instead of parents being first generation migrants according to the assimilation 

framework, U.S.-born children are the first generation migrants (or migrants for short) in 

Mexico. Parents are nationals in Mexico. When the framework is applied, the 

phenotypical non-prejudiced group is that accorded to Mestizos. In theory, U.S. children 

are similar in appearance, possess a similar language, and come from the same 

backgrounds as non-migrants so they should have an easier time fitting in (Portes and 

Rumbaut 2001). In the chapter, I propose that prejudice can also be accorded to the same 

race/ethnic group, since community members are prejudiced against U.S.-born children 
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who are also mestizo, but were born on the north side of the border and hence have U.S. 

citizenship/nationality. By utilizing an assimilation framework, it allows for a critical 

examination of the social context of return as it relates to how complex migrant families 

are treated by community members and Mexico’s ability to take in their own kind. Will 

Mexico accept the slough of migration experience migrants bring with them and relics of 

their migration journey, such as U.S.-born children? Upon returning, these migrant 

experiences intersect and create new meanings of what is important, how they react, and 

attitudes they have (Arce et al. 2012). This analysis is therefore twofold. First, it utilizes a 

U.S.-model of assimilation in reverse to understand the differences between the 

perceptions of Mexican national parents and their U.S.-born children on how they are 

received. Perceptions of reception are reflective of how their communities are able to 

absorb complex families with multiple citizenships, languages, and reasons for being 

there. Second, this study seeks to determine if there is a variation in parent returnees’ 

perceptions of acceptance based on their duration of residence in the United States (i.e. 

the length of time they were away.)  

Methods and Data 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted in 2010 in the town of San Pedro6 

outside of Mexico City. Purposive sampling was employed for this qualitative study in 

order to obtain formal interviews with families (i.e., parents/guardians and children). This 

sample consisted of 12 parents and one guardian, usually a grandparent. Those who 

relocated to Mexico with the intention of intention of settling, had migrated back to 

Mexico between 2005-2010, had at least 1 US born child between the ages of 6-17 and 

                                                 
6 A pseudo name has been created for the name of the town for confidentiality purposes. 
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who were residing in the focal municipality at the time of the study were invited to 

participate. Residence was self-reported. Semi-structured interview questions focused on 

migration experience, familiarity with the municipal school system, perceived 

community reception, and sense of belonging. Interviews lasted between 30 minutes to 

3.5 hours and took place at the respondents’ homes in the language of their choice 

(Spanish, English, or both). Community members, educators and government officials 

were also informally interviewed for a holistic picture of how these families were 

adapting. Sample characteristics can be found on Table 2.  

Society Reception Findings  

 To analyze the social reintegration of returnees and the concurrent integration of 

their U.S.-born children, this chapter uses a modified version of the modes of the 

incorporation model.  Portes’ and Zhou’s re-categorize societal reception in binary terms, 

as either prejudiced or nonprejudiced (Portes and Zhou 1993).  However, social 

relationships cannot always be categorized in stark negative or positive terms. 

Dichotomies are problematic because they do not allow for the gradations of reality 

(Quiroga et al. 2014). In fact, respondent narratives are nuanced, complex, and not 

always positive. To illustrate the shades of social integration outcomes by prejudice, I 

add a category for those individuals that feel their society is both prejudiced and 

nonprejudiced. To see the differences between nativity groups, I subcategorize “societal 

reception” into two parts: (1) Reception by local community (non-immediate or extended 

family) and (2) Reception by immediate and extended family, to show the simultaneous 

and interactive adaptation patterns that returnees and their foreign children face when 

relocating to Mexico. 
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TABLE 2. SAMPLE CHARACTERISTICS 
Sample Size 

    
Years between last migration & return 

 
Total N 23 

   

Mexican  
Nationals                                                Range 3-24 

Households 13 
   

                                                               Mean 13 

Mexican  
Nationals 13 

     
US-born 
children 10 

   
Family's Last US State of Residence 

 

     
Arizona 1 

Ages 
    

California 5 

Mexican  
Nationals Range 31-60 

  
Colorado 2 

 
Mean 36 

  
Georgia 2 

     
Illinois 1 

US-born 
Children Range  6-17 

  
Virginia 1 

 
Mean 12 

  
Washington 1 

       Sex: 
    

Mixed-nativity characteristics 
 

Mexican  
Nationals Females 10 Males 3 US-born children only 4 

US-born 
Children Females 7 Males 3 US & Mexico born children 9 

       Place of birth 
    

Reasons for return* 
 

Mexican  
Nationals 

Edo. De 
Mexico 10 

  
Voluntary returns 

 
 

Jalisco 1 
  

Children 3 

 
Morelos 2 

  
Desire to return to Mexico 4 

US-born 
children California 5 

  
Easier lifestyle in Mexico 1 

 
Colorado 2 

  
US stay not intended 2 

 
Georgia 2 

  
Exposing children to Mexican values 2 

 
Illinois 1 

  
Tightening borders 2 

 
Unknown 1 

  
Unemployment 1 

 
Virginia 1 

  
Involuntary Returns 

 
 

Washington 1 
  

Deported 2 

     
Fears of deportation 4 

Mexico-bound Age 
   

Immigration Attorney Fraud 4 

US-born 
Children Range 4-17 

  
Unable to cross the border 1 

 
Mean 12.5 

  
*Households provided more than one reason 
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Reception by Local Community Members (Non-immediate or non-extended family) 
 
  Individuals are less likely to stay in their host country when they do not feel a part 

of the community, experience discrimination in the host state, or have issues with their 

legal status (Chavez 1994). Similar to new immigrants who arrive in the U.S., returnees 

must re-integrate into their old communities. In cases where families (including both 

parent/guardian and child) felt their family was well received was when friends and 

neighbors made small talk with parents and/or children, extended coffee invitations, and 

initiated small town greetings. For example, sixty-year-old Leticia7 is the guardian of 

four mixed-nativity grandchildren (ages ranged between 7-13 years old), three of whom 

are U.S.-born. In order to maintain social ties, Leticia’s daughters prefer that she raise her 

grandchildren because the daughters live unauthorized in the U.S. and are unable to 

maintain transnational visits and pay for high childcare costs in the U.S. Leticia has never 

been to the U.S. but almost all her children are migrants and they share stories about the 

dangers and struggles of migrants living in “El Norte.” Leticia explains how the 

community received her U.S.-born grandchildren, “Everyone receives them well, no one 

scorns them, and my friends will say, ‘your kids are so big’, ‘where are your kids?’” 

These statements make Leticia feel that her grandchildren are indeed welcome by other 

non-migrant locals. It makes Leticia feel good because in the U.S., her U.S.-born 

grandchildren felt isolated. In fact, 11-year-old Anthony (Leticia’s grandson) likes to 

spend time in Mexico and enjoys living in more than one place. Anthony feels welcome 

by other locals, even though they don’t know his name. They say “Hi or good morning”, 

but Anthony’s answers are inconsistent in terms of where he would like to live and which 

                                                 
7 All names are pseudonyms in order to protect the study participants’ identity 
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community he feels a part of and comfortable in. When asked, “Do you feel close to the 

people here in Mexico? Or, “do you feel closer to the people in the U.S.,” Anthony 

answered, “here” [in Mexico]. On the other hand, Anthony states that he has little in 

common with the people in Mexico, feels closer to family both in Mexico and the U.S., 

but would choose Mexico if he had to pick between the two. Later in the interview, 

Anthony states that he would choose the U.S. school over Mexico’s school and wants to 

be a U.S. soldier when he grows up. This family’s story helps clarify that although 

individuals may feel that their local community is open to new migrants and is non-

prejudiced, migrants’ feelings of belonging are directly tied with their experiences and 

comparisons they make to the U.S. At the age of 11, Anthony recognizes differences 

between school sizes, prestige (of occupations), and the importance of bringing tangible 

items back to Mexico and U.S. economic gains to make a stay and life more comfortable, 

“Buy a lot of shoes. And buy clothes long sleeve. And take some old clothes. Because 

sometimes they make you work here. And hmm…take money. That’s all. So they can 

waste it here. Buy whatever they want.”  

Other individuals felt that local residents were prejudiced toward their family 

even before they arrived. As a single mother in Mexico, Selena left her three children in 

care of her mother in order to migrate to the United States in search of work to be able to 

support her children, remit enough to build her dream house in Mexico, and to rekindle 

her long distance marriage. During her time in the U.S., Selena became pregnant with a 

fourth child. Due to a lack of social support, high costs of childcare and medical needs in 

the United States, Selena made the journey to Mexico to drop off her U.S.-born child 



  66 

with her mother. Reflecting on her circular migration experience, Selena explains how 

she felt perceived by the locals before her final return, 

And despite everything, you know that people here are very, they like to talk a 
lot… because it does affect [me] you know but despite everything at times you 
show them [that] much more that you can [make it] – [compared to] another 
person…And it did upset me because they would tell my mom, ‘your daughter is 
going to bring you another child, and another, and another and you are going to 
take care of them’. They would give her ideas and my mom believed them at first 
but when she saw it was not true she stopped listening. But the people were not on 
my mind, I had another mentality and the people had another – a bad conception 
of me. What the people thought was not it, and sometimes that helps too because 
you say no, let me demonstrate to the people that I can [be better] and I am not 
like any other [loose woman] that they can speak badly of me. Especially being a 
single mom, which is when they want to bring you down… 

 
  Five years ago, Selena finished building her dream house in Mexico with the 

remittances she sent for 7 years – a home that was large enough for her four children. 

When she returned to the municipality, three of her four children came to live with her 

(including the U.S.-born child), but one decided to stay with the grandmother who had 

raised her. Now the community snickers at Selena for remarrying and bringing her new 

husband to live with her – something out of the ordinary in the local culture. The local 

culture tends to endorse more patriarchal/traditional ways of approaching gender norms. 

Men generally serve as the providers so it is customary for a married couple to live with 

the husband’s family although some exceptions may occur when the wife’s family has 

gifted a lot for the couple to build on; women take care the household and the children. 

Behind closed doors, husbands may help out with chores around the home. San Pedro 

returnees bring back more liberated gender roles, of which the local culture does not 

approve and may not be ready for. Feeling like an outsider because of traditional gender 

roles in the returning milieu was also found in another study that focused on British-
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Caribbean women in other cases of return migration (Reynolds 2011). The rejection by 

one’s homeland due to cultural remittances is also found among “Nuyoricans”, who bring 

back new ways of dressing and language (Lorenzo- Hernández 1999).  

 Selena’s story exemplifies how not all returnees face equal reception. Parents who 

are unable to fit with the local customs and have been away for too long may face 

discrimination and prejudice because of who they have become during their migration 

journey. Migration provides immigrants the ability to pursue economic, personal, and 

other ambitions/experiences but shapes individuals in the process. These multifaceted 

experiences lend migrants a unique perspective of the world and the ability to make 

comparisons between countries.  

More than half of the families had strong opinions about how they viewed their 

small town upon return.  Parents highlighted the change in values, culture, the corruption, 

the lack of authority, and the physical/commodity differences. Children emphasized the 

physical differences, lack of entertainment, and stores – a reflection of rural return 

migration (Ní Laoire 2007).  Nancy, a 36 year old woman and mother of three U.S.-born 

children who resided in the U.S. for 12 years and self-identified as a voluntary returnee, 

elaborates on how her migrant experience shaped her view about returning, 

At first we came here with the intention of staying, but as the time passes by and 
with the time we spent over there [in the US] we got accustomed, and now I think 
[return migration] is better only for vacation, but not to come live here. It’s like 
you get accustomed to the commodities, the way of life there [in the US]. You do 
think of coming here but not to stay anymore. 
 
When parent perceptions of how local community members received them were 

analyzed more closely, specifically by number of years spent away, those that were only 

gone five years or less all answered that their communities were nonprejudiced. Those 
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that spent between 6-10 years away felt their community was prejudiced, both prejudiced 

and unprejudiced, and not prejudiced (in that order). Those absent between 11-15 years 

felt their community was nonprejudiced but also had mixed feelings; those spending 

between 16-20 years away from San Pedro felt their communities were prejudiced or 

notprejudiced by not both. Lastly, the parent that had been away the longest (20+ years) 

felt prejudiced by the community. It is important to note that upon comparing excerpts of 

prejudice versus non-prejudice examples as a family, thirteen families considered their 

mixed-family arrival as not subjected to prejudiced and ten of those same families also 

provided examples of how their communities were prejudiced. The ten overlapping cases 

of prejudice/non-prejudice perceptions and instances where parents had mixed feelings, 

highlights how binary terms of modes of incorporation do not reflect true adaptation 

realities of mixed-nativity families in Mexico.  

The following is an example of how local community members are both 

prejudiced and non-prejudiced toward a family. Johana and her husband decided to flee 

the U.S. with kids in tow because their attorney filed fraudulent paperwork to Department 

of Homeland Security without their knowledge and would soon be deported. In addition, 

her husband’s mother was not doing well health wise. Johana explains her arrival and 

how her community was positively receptive of her coming home,   

People still talked to me when I returned and I would go out in the afternoons 
when we had nothing to do and would go out and all the people would invite us 
‘come have some coffee, come get a drink.’ 
 
However, Johana did not anticipate her child to be bullied by other community 

children.  Emily, Johana’s 11-year-old daughter, broke down when I asked about how she 
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felt about moving to Mexico because the children in town make her feel unwelcome. 

Emily shares her story about having only one friend,  

I only have one friend. Many are mad at me because I was born over there on the 
other side, but now I hold it in, but there are some that understand me and they do 
not put me to the side like the rest…she is the only friend that I have [she says 
crying], but I also wonder, “why do I need more?”  

 
 This excerpt raises an important point about who is targeted by this prejudice. 

Since the local community is of the mestizo race, then one would expect that locals 

would be accepting of U.S.-born children, since they are born to Mexican parents. U.S-

born children are similar to San Pedro community members in physical appearance, class 

background, language, and religion  (Portes and Rumbaut 2001). Yet, San Pedro 

community members are prejudiced toward U.S.-born children but not their parents. The 

only difference between the two is the geography of where the child was born so 

nationality/citizenship may be the root of the prejudice. The phenotypical reference group 

is therefore a person of mestizo race who was born in Mexico, not simply a mestizo. The 

prejudices towards newcomers mirror the experiences of first generation immigrants in 

the U.S. (like the parents of the children in this study) but in reverse; the children in this 

study are “American” enough that their peers see them as outsiders or less acculturated, 

while their parents are Mexican enough for the community. This nativism extends 

beyond this level of incorporation and is also reflected in Mexico’s immigration laws and 

policies which grants Mexico-born individuals full birthrights, while naturalized citizens 

are granted second-class citizenship (Medina and Menjívar 2015). The nativism in local 

communities merges with Mexico’s overall efforts to control immigration flows 

(Gonzalez-Murphy and Koslowski 2011).  
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Seeing the problems associated with her child’s incorporation leads Johana to 

have mixed feelings about returning and her family being welcome. This exemplifies 

why it is important to consider both parent and child in understanding how these mixed-

nativity families are adapting in Mexico. Between the tears of recalling her family’s 

return, Johana elaborates,  

It was difficult because like I mention it was that they played jokes on the kids, 
but a lot and I would complain to the teachers and one time I believe they tied 
Emily’s hair to the chair, since she had it long (her hair to her backpack)…and 
when she tried to get up the chair went too. And she also has the habit of taking 
off a shoe and I think they took her shoe from underneath and would throw it on 
the azotea (roof). So she would come crying from the things they would tell her, 
they hit her one time, she said a boy named Juan spit in her food too. 
 
When children’s integration is analyzed separately89, findings show that U.S.-

born children face heightened challenges with the local community. All children felt their 

communities were prejudiced. More answered that communities were prejudiced while 

the rest felt locals were both prejudiced and nonprejudiced.  Local community members, 

such as Mexican-born peers and teachers specifically were unwelcoming and prejudiced. 

A teenager named Kevin, enjoyed Mexico’s scenery but felt negatively about the 

community. The soft-spoken boy expressed his distaste of the people in his host 

community, “they are criticona (like to criticize).” Locals have called him lanky, Mogly 

(mosquito), and chango (monkey).  Kevin does not feel well liked by the people and feels 

                                                 
8 Only 7 of the 10 children responded to the question about community integration. 
9 Due to the fact that children are U.S.-born, their perceptions cannot be analyzed in terms of “time away.” 
When analyzing child perceptions by parental time away, those with parents that had been gone for less 
than five years perceived their communities as both prejudiced and not prejudiced. Those with parents 
away between 6-10 years perceived their communities as prejudiced and both. No children responded to the 
community perceptions with parents gone between 11-15 years. Children with parents gone between 16-20 
years responded that community members were prejudiced and both. Those with parents gone away for 
more than 20 years indicated their community was prejudiced. 
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they are muy llevados (people that cross the boundaries) and groseros (rude). Kevin’s 

father, Juan expanded on their children’s challenges in adapting, 

It may be because, we also always have held back a bit about going from house to 
house and over there. I think this is why it can be said that they [U.S. children] 
may not feel okay here because it is a different system of life well, so society or 
the community in some way they shelter themselves too because sometimes I hear 
them talk to other people and they ask what that signifies and well no, they do not 
know [it] well, them [know] Spanish –no. 
 

For others, the children’s language barrier prevented them from being able to 

interact with peers in and out of school. Parents pleaded with local municipality educators 

to have patience with their U.S.-born children because they lacked Spanish language 

skills.  Nancy, a concerned mother, had gone to the extent of enrolling her son, Victor, in 

Spanish tutoring prior to the start of the school year to ease her child’s transition.  

Right now, I am sending him to Spanish classes because he does not know how to 
speak it, speak yes but write it no, but to write and read he does not know. So I am 
sending him to Spanish classes, and he said he made two friends, but that he does 
not like living here. 
 
The language adjustments children in this study face also resemble the challenges 

of the first generation cohorts in the U.S. since the use of a second language at home can 

negatively influence educational outcomes (Crosnoe 2014). The same holds true today 

for foreign children in central Mexico, and these findings parallel to what other U.S.-born 

children are facing in other areas of Mexico (Zúñiga and Hamann 2009, 2014). Zuníga 

and Hamann found that 26% of US- born children in Mexico have repeated a grade and 

were behind in Spanish (2009).  

As a consequence of not being able to successfully integrate linguistically, 14-

year-old Stephanie dropped out of la secundaria (middle school). Stephanie had become 
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bored because “she flunked all her materias (courses) and had to repeat the grade,” 

according to her mother Esperanza. When I asked Stephanie about whether or not she 

wanted to return to school she quickly replied, “Not here. I wanted to go back [but] I 

don’t want to go here.” If classes were in English she would reconsider, but for now, she 

would not. Outside of school, Stephanie and Esperanza felt that their family was adapting 

well and that their community was non-prejudiced. Yet, actual reception may be 

different. Other community members thought that the customs Esperanza’s family 

brought with them from the U.S. were different and pointless, like the stroller Stephanie 

and her older sister pushed on cobblestone streets. The local custom is to carry a child in 

a rebozo (shawl/wrap) and while some streets have sidewalks, the town has steep hills 

which makes it difficult to push a stroller. Stephanie’s language impediment has also 

resulted in a nickname being assigned to her. The differences between the family’s own 

perceptions and actual reception may suggest returnees may not answer truthfully about 

their migration experiences because they fear being judged. The inconsistency also 

highlights the limitations of relying on observations (or in this case, the public’s reports) 

of how returnees are integrating and the importance of including migrants’ individual 

perceptions of whether or not problems are experienced at all (Agozino 2000).  

Selena, Johana, and Juan’s stories reflect the anti-newcomer attitudes in Mexico, 

the social environments children must face when migrating to their parents’ home 

country, and lack of community support and understanding of the migrant/home 

experiences. U.S.-born children are the direct targets of discrimination and prejudice. 

Other intergenerational returnees have had similar experiences in other contexts as well. 

For instance, second and third generation Japanese-Brazilians “returning” to Japan have 
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experienced disaffection from their ethnic homeland (Takeyuki Tsuda 2003; Tsuda 

2004). Other groups have faced rejection and disillusion of how their arrival would be 

(Conway 2005; Ní Laoire 2007). Some British-Caribbean youth have treated their 

migration a short term solution to obtaining instrumental support (Reynolds 2011). 

Children in this sample expressed strong opinions about wanting to return to their 

homeland to visit friends, to shop, to finish their studies, and longings of return (Moran-

Taylor and Menjivar 2005). The social integration findings in San Pedro parallel the 

aforementioned studies in terms of how children are received, but they are also reflective 

of the structural barriers to integration on both sides of the border, an issue that previous 

social reception literature does not address. Both children and parents were aware of the 

child’s U.S. citizenship and how it could facilitate future U.S.-bound migrations for the 

child when they come of age or when they couldn’t take their new context of return. 

Parents were protective of their child’s legal status, shared their worries about following 

proper immigration procedures in Mexico, and said they would not deny their child their 

birthrights if their children ever decided to leave Mexico.  

The challenges that mixed-nativity families face go beyond the modes of the 

incorporation theoretical framework. The assimilation framework is ideal for gaging 

avenues through which immigrants incorporate but it is designed for analyzing 

psychological outcomes. The psychological impacts of coming to terms with the 

international relocation are an area that needs to be further explored in future return 

migration studies. Victor’s emotional and psychological trauma and inability to cope with 

his migration was well beyond the scope of this study. The child became silent when I 

greeted him and tears trickled down Victor’s face when his mother explained to me that 
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her child was homesick, was having difficulty adjusting to his new home, and that the 

physical separation from his father, who was in the process of joining them, was taking a 

toll on him. The mother shared the same sentiments and emotions and regretted her and 

her husband’s decision to return to Mexico. These are often decisions that parents make 

without considering their children’s country of preference (Djajić 2008). In fact, parent 

and child feelings in this family may be reflective of psychiatric implications of 

displacement (Fullilove 1996)10.  

In order to analyze the integration experiences of children, parents’ experiences 

must also be considered. Mexican national parents are affected by societal prejudices 

against their children, similar to how U.S.-born children are affected by increasingly 

restrictive immigration policies that target their undocumented parents in the U.S.  

Therefore, this study, focusing on mixed-nativity families, must consider individual, 

societal, governmental policies and the interactions between these subsystems as 

illustrated by the stories of mixed-nativity families.   

Reception by Immediate and Extended Family 

The social support that immigrants’ social networks provide is well documented 

(Dreby 2010; Reynolds 2011).  In this section, I build on previous work (Medina 2011) to 

illustrate how relatives of the returning migrants play a major role in how mixed-nativity 

families perceive their reception among extended and immediate family. Findings 

indicate that most returnees and their foreign born children felt well received and that 

their kinfolk were not prejudiced. However, some cases of prejudices by family members 

toward these families do exist as this section will point out.  
                                                 
10 This theory posits that individuals need a good environment requires a bond between a person and a 
place, familiarity of their environs, and a sense of self. 
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Fifteen year old Amanda, explains how the community received her and her 

family, 

Some people were happy you know. [laughs] I guess it’s all family. And they 
welcomed us back. I remember when we got here, everyone kept coming by. Oh 
you guys are back, that’s good you know... Like for the first month. Sometimes 
when we walk to [the soccer] games, we see people, ‘oh how are you, how have 
you been?’  I feel like a huge welcome from everybody. 
 
As formally found, place attachment is crucial to feeling ‘at home’ (Medina 

2011). When asked where she calls home, Amanda responded “Wichita” but also said she 

could also call San Pedro “home”, because of the extended family members around but 

lacked in the United States. This coincides with parents sharing that their children are 

“happy to see their grandparents, their cousins, their uncles, meeting, some would come, 

others would leave and ‘this is your uncle’- because here he has lots of family.” The 

U.S.-born children’s perception of positive, non-prejudiced reception from their family 

was salient throughout the narratives.  

Jose, a 15-year-old teenager, expressed a sense of relief about attending the same 

school as his cousins. Jose and his nostalgic parents moved to Mexico in 2006 after 

wanting to live in the new house that they built with remittances. Although Jose’s parents 

had a strong desire to return, Jose’s parents did not have the proper legal status to reside 

in the U.S. and built the house because they feared deportation. When Jose attempted to 

walk home from school by himself for the first time in San Pedro, Jose accidently took a 

wrong turn and ended up in the opposite side of town. A cousin recognized Jose and 

noticed that he might be lost. The cousin walked him home that day and did so for the 

rest of the school year. This example highlights how families and friends are often the 

providers of information about the home country (Tiemoko 2004). More importantly, 
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Jose’s mistake highlights how his cousin was the bridge between Jose and his way home 

and how important the role of a parent is in child migration. Jose’s parents facilitated an 

introduction between Jose and his cousin. Without it, Jose would have been lost in town 

without a way home.  

Parents also felt the same welcome from their immediate and extended family 

upon their return at a glance. Yolanda explained her family’s return, 

Again we assimilated again, our family received us well, our acquaintances… 
would say “welcome, welcome”…well thanks, “welcome again to the town” 
…yes all the people received us well but our family more, they were happy that 
we had returned. My father was elated because one day he came to visit here and 
Pedro was over here and he said, ‘its great kids, that you found me with life still,’ 
he said. Since he used to come over here a lot [before] he often stopped by to see 
his grandchildren and was sad when we left but now that we returned he is really 
happy. 
 
Yolanda’s story highlights that her parents were happy to have Yolanda and her 

Mexican-born children that he knew so well back home. Although this chapter does not 

focus on the Mexican-born child returnees, other Mexican national children received 

similar greetings and seemed to have an easier time in fitting back into to their old 

communities. The children seemed to pick up where they left off in Mexico life. 

Other returning migrants also described their relatives as being contentisimos 

(happy) when they returned. Angelica, a 32 year old U.S. housekeeper turned meat 

merchant upon returning to Mexico, described how her immediate family wanted to 

impress the U.S.-born children with a present and gifted her child with a hamster. These 

small gestures made Angelica and her mixed-nativity family, feel very welcome. This 

example highlights how extended families also make an effort to include child 

newcomers. 
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However, not all returning migrants experienced a positive welcome. Juan, a 46-

year-old man that migrated to the United States when he was 22 years old, had no formal 

education but had managed to be economically successful in the United States. He sent 

remittances to Mexico and had built himself a brick house on a mountainside lot that his 

parents had promised to him. While he was away in the United States, Juan’s parents sold 

part of the lot and never told Juan, even though he was under the impression that the lot 

was entirely his and was already building a house on it. Juan’s immediate family 

relationship was clouded and frail due to the property issue and Juan felt his family was 

attempting to take advantage of his economic success and kindness. Juan explained the 

negative family relationships and how he felt that his relatives turned against him. “We 

do not get along. I don’t have any ‘family’. You know very well, [how it goes] here -- if 

you don’t let someone borrow money, they are no longer your family and they do not 

want you.” As a result of this family fight, Juan’s three U.S.-born children have met some 

relatives but hardly speak to any.  This illustrates how a prejudiced context may shape the 

way individuals are able to establish or deploy social capital (Portes and Rumbaut 2001). 

Unfriendly and negative relationships like this one hinders the support system that would 

otherwise exist upon the Mexican national’s return. Furthermore, this lack of family 

support may limit the social capital that U.S.-born children can build in their new host 

country (Reynolds 2011).  

Although Juan’s case was one of the most extreme cases of fragmented family 

relationships and an exception in this sample, this illustrates what happens to family 

relationships when so much time, milestones, and events have passed. Yet family discord 

is one of the most common difficulties returnees have (Tiemoko 2004). Juan’s story also 
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highlights that phone contact cannot replace face-to-face contact, despite what some 

argue about contact and remittances enabling strong ties.  

When time away was considered in parental perceptions of how they felt received 

by their immediate and extended families, I found that the majority of parents felt well 

received and nonprejudiced by their family. Parents that had been away from San Pedro 

for less than five years all responded that they were well received and their communities 

were nonprejudiced. Those away between 6-10 years had mixed feelings and or felt their 

families were nonprejudiced respectively. Those absent between 11-15 years felt their 

family was either prejudiced or nonprejudiced but not both. For those that had been away 

for lengthier periods (16-20), parents felt their communities were nonprejudiced or had 

mixed feelings. The one parent that had been away the longest (20+ years), felt that the 

immediate and extended family was simply prejudiced. The variation between those that 

were absent from San Pedro between 6-20 years, highlights that a portion of parents had 

mixed feelings about how their immediate and extended families received them. 

Nancy, a woman who had recently returned to Mexico after being gone for 12 

years, also did not feel well received from her immediate family. Throughout the time 

that they were away, she and her husband romanticized about returning, only to face a 

cold shoulder from her family. 

I don’t know what happened I tell you I don’t know. Maybe they recalled that I 
had been away a long time, I felt like they were still mad or like they were still 
hurt but I really think that it was because it had been a long time and that I was 
not there with my dad when my father died, yes…one would like to be in good 
circumstances with all your family, with all my, with all the world, but if one is 
on good terms with the family and with the rest of the people one feels much 
better. 
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As previously found, migration periods appear to impact family bonds (Medina 

2011). To Nancy, migrating was not worth the lost time and severed kinfolk connections. 

The wounded relationships were one of several reasons why Nancy regretted making the 

move back to Mexico. Nancy may not feel the sense of family or belonging in Mexico 

(Tiemoko 2004) because her children are not adapting. She is willing to sacrifice herself 

for her children’s wellbeing, even if that means returning to the U.S. 

Families shared more stories of their immediate and extended families being 

nonprejudiced and welcoming, more often than not. For those who experienced prejudice 

and unwelcoming sentiments from their families, the four mixed-nativity families 

demonstrate that not all returns are identical. Indeed, the degrees of family relationships 

and the impact of migration on families that stay behind are also factors that determine 

the return migration adjustment process. This parallels with other studies that show 

variations of social support both in the U.S. and Mexico (Dreby 2010; Henry 2006; 

Menjívar 2000; Reynolds 2011; Takeyuki Tsuda 2003). In these studies, social networks 

were bound by resources and support they could provide which hindered migrant 

adaptation and relationships.   

Discussion and Conclusion 

This chapter focuses on how return migrants and their foreign children are 

integrating into Mexico society. By applying Portes and Zhou’s (Portes and Zhou 1993) 

framework to return migration and modifying the layers of what constitutes a society, to 

account for immediate and extended family and the local community, this study suggests 

that binary outcomes regarding social integration are unrealistic in terms of what actually 

takes place.  
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When returnee re-integration and foreign child integrations are analyzed 

simultaneously within the scope of local community (non-immediate and extended 

family) reception, findings vary. Particularly with how families, parents, and children feel 

they are received and if these experiences constitute non-prejudice or prejudiced actions 

on behalf of the local community. Children’s stories varied as to whether or not they 

perceived their host community to be prejudiced or not. Most children however, 

experienced prejudice from their peers. Although some parents felt well received and 

their home community as non-prejudiced toward their family, others experienced 

prejudice and other variations of rejection. Parents were observant of how the community 

treated their children and this also impacted how they perceived their overall return, 

prejudices of society, and wellbeing.  

This analysis provides new insight on the concurrent integration patters of mixed-

nativity families and highlights how binary “adaptations” do not work in the cases of 

immediate and extended family reception as well. In some cases, adult returnees felt 

withdrawn from their immediate/extended families and felt that they were better received 

by the larger community. Their physical and emotional absence from their families made 

their returns more difficult and their children’s integration experiences emotionally 

affected them. Children were grateful for having extended family and cousins in their 

host society. Extended family helped facilitate new interactions with other locals, were 

providers of information, and played the role of friends as well.  

These differential patterns illustrate the burdens of migration (Dreby 2012). Their 

parents and other individuals, who had former lives in Mexico, experienced more 

variation in their feelings of family reception. Their time away from their home country 
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changed their relationships, modified their family dynamics, and were no longer 

perceived the same by their relatives and vice versa.  Parents with short migrations (<5 

years) felt well perceived and nonprejudiced by both local community members and 

family. On the other extreme, those absent longer than 20+ years felt they were not well 

received and that both community members and family were prejudiced towards their 

family. This is expected as migrants are changed by their migration experiences and 

where they lived (Guarnizo 1996). Further analyses should focus on prior relationships 

before migration to see if that has any effect on how return migrants have seen an actual 

change. Longitudinal studies are ideal because they can measure changes in language, 

social network, mental health, and general migrant well-being.   

 Furthermore, these different patterns of integration raise broader questions about 

the treatment of these returnees and their foreign-born children. Is prejudice towards 

foreign children, regardless of their legal citizenship, an early sign of anti-immigration 

sentiment in Mexico? Will these anti-immigration attitudes perpetuate a second-class 

citizenry through children’s social exclusion in Mexico? Will children’s integration in 

Mexican society resemble the integration patterns that their parents may have 

experienced in the United States? 
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CHAPTER 4 

NATIONAL IDENTITY POST RETURN MIGRATION 

Introduction 

National identity has been described as the intensity and type of relationship 

towards a nation or geographical area (Carey 2002). National identity can also refer to the 

degree to which an individual has positive attachments to his/her nation (Tajfel 1981). 

Since national identity also serves as a political unit in forming alliances and shapes 

voting behaviors (Schildkraut 2005), countries are especially interested in the national 

identity of foreigners. Moving away from conventional understandings of national 

identity, others classify national identity with cultural identity (Sabatier 2008), bond, or 

sense of community (Theiss-Morse 2009).  Since ‘statelessness’ leaves people without a 

community, it is of international concern (Cook-Martin 2013). 

This chapter takes a unique approach by focusing on the national identity of 

families that have spent numerous years in the U.S. and have now returned to Mexico. 

Return migration experiences have been relatively ignored but as the growing number of 

foreign U.S.-born children migrate with their parents to Mexico, the subject is garnering 

attention (Krogstad 2016). Similar to Latino immigrants not fitting into one racial/ethnic 

category (Collins 2001) in the U.S., mixed-status children are not expected to fit into one 

neat national identity category in Mexico either. For example, U.S.-born children are 

classified as “return” migrants when they have never lived or been to Mexico (Zúñiga 

and Hamann 2006). Yet, Mexican immigrants and their U.S.-born children are a growing 

population and data on their incorporation is sparse. This piece therefore fills the 

literature gap in immigrant incorporation, nationalism, and citizenship studies. 
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Despite the growing work on returnees (Gonzalez and Zúñiga 2014; Valdez-

Gardea 2012; Zúñiga and Hamann 2009, 2014) and deportees (Anderson 2013) in 

Mexico, research is limited to families with multiple citizenships living together as a 

family unit. When they do, the majority of studies focus on the normalized transnational 

family, families left behind (Dreby 2010), and children’s experiences in Mexico’s 

schools (Gonzalez and Zúñiga 2014; Valdez-Gardea 2012). 

Analyzing nationalism from the outside looking in is fruitful for explaining power 

and politics with noncitizen populations (Koch 2015) because we get a different view of 

how the nation state influences and immigrant integration patterns. In the following 

section, I review the national identity literature on Mexicans in the U.S. and Mexico. I 

then cover methodology and present my findings on how mixed-status families make 

sense of their national identity when they (re)migrate to Mexico. 

National Identity of Mexicans 

Although Mexicans may reside in all parts of the world, this section focuses on 

Mexicans in the U.S. and Mexico. I draw on literature from the U.S. because the families 

in this study contain members with U.S. nativity. Within U.S. scholarship, literature 

pertaining to the national identity of Latinos has focused on the “Americanness” of 

individuals (Collins 2001). ‘Latinos’ in this analysis refers to Mexican immigrants from a 

U.S. perspective, who were interviewed in this chapter.  Many Latino Americans are not 

viewed as American as their Caucasian American counterparts in the U.S. (Devos, Gavin, 

and Quintana 2010), have various levels of marginalization, and may not be given the 

same benefits of group membership (Theiss-Morse 2009). According to Theiss-Morse 

(2009), group commitment level and their boundaries are important aspects of national 
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identity. Individuals can be born into a national group, but how committed they feel to it 

can influence their attitudes and behaviors. National identity is also shaped by 

perceptions of parental relationships, parental enculturation, and perceived discrimination 

(Sabatier 2008). Further, immigrants’ sense of national belonging can be explained by 

how inclusive national identity is defined in that particular country and if it really is 

attainable, as well as the extent to which citizenship rights exclude immigrants (Simonsen 

2015).  

Racial categories exemplify how the citizenship status of non-whites is contested 

(Collins 2001). As Collins argues, the U.S. workings between race, ethnicity, and U.S. 

national identity actually promote ethnic nationalism, based on bloodlines promoting 

white purity (Collins 2001). For example, Operation Wetback in the 1950's targeted 

Mexicans and many, including U.S. citizens, were repatriated (Flores 2003). More 

recently, Arizona State Senate Bill 1070 allowed the racial profiling of individuals. One 

reason for the streak of anti-immigrant legislations is large immigration patterns and 

population shifts which threaten places with homogeneous populations  (Bloemraad 

2000).  Nonetheless, individuals can claim U.S. national identity without having actual 

registered citizenship, or as Koch argues, non-citizens can invoke nationalism (Koch 

2015). 

Recent studies have recognized that the concept of citizenship moves beyond 

legal status and can be viewed as an individual possession of fundamental rights and the 

experience of identity and solidarity (Staton, Jackson, and Canache 2007), and it is often 

more productive to focus on how individuals imagine and implement the criteria for 

inclusion and exclusion (Koch 2015). Cook-Martin (2013) argues that citizenship matters 
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because changes to the link between people and the state also shapes people’s 

relationship to the nation, civil society and markets. Daily life as an immigrant also 

requires a transnational lens on citizenship so we can observe the simultaneous dynamics 

of multiple senses of belonging and participation (Bloemraad 2006).  

In cases of dual citizenship, where individuals are attached to two countries, their 

national identity is questioned because it assumes commitment to one specific group 

and/or country. Immigrants challenge notions of citizenship by participating in global 

economic systems, home country politics, global economic systems and social spaces, 

and movements (Bloemraad 2000). Some argue that dual nationals are less likely than 

sole-U.S. nationals to be proficient in English (an overly used indicator of being 

American), to identify with the United States, and be connected to American polity when 

political connectedness is defined as skills, attitudes, and behaviors attaching an 

individual to the political system (Staton et al. 2007). Although the U.S. recognizes but 

does not encourage dual citizenship (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering 

2015), becoming naturalized in the U.S. is an indicator of successful integration (National 

Academies of Sciences, Engineering 2015). Given that national identity is a strand of 

citizenship (Bosniak 2006), this chapter utilizes a citizenship studies perspective to 

interpret immigrant sense of belonging or nationalism of the mixed-status families now 

living in Mexico.  

Citizenship studies focus on four dimensions: legal status, rights, participation and 

sense of belonging or identity (Bloemraad 2000, 2006). Under traditional models, legal 

status demands a relationship between the citizen and the country but migration 

complicates this relationship. Within the first dimension of legal status, birthright 
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citizenship, naturalization, complex policies, and methodologies are debated (Bloemraad 

2000). Within the second dimension of rights, social rights are introduced, control and 

morals are argued. The third dimension of participation revolves around how immigrants 

vote, participate in associations or even volunteer (National Academies of Sciences, 

Engineering 2015). Participation is a direct measure of how immigrants are involved 

within their social contexts (Bloemraad 2006) and are integrating (National Academies of 

Sciences, Engineering 2015). Civic engagement trickles up in mixed-status families, as 

children connect their parents to institution, develops their sense of belonging and 

provides paths for integration for other family members (National Academies of 

Sciences, Engineering 2015). The last dimension revolves around sense of belonging or 

identity. This chapter hones in on the identity dimension, with some references on 

engagement.  

Bloemraad argues that identity is the link between membership and the State 

(Bloemraad 2006). This chapter takes on the position that immigrants can maintain 

transnational and multiple citizenships but core dimensions of citizenship remain salient 

(Bloemraad 2006). A cultural citizenship framework is put forward to assist in explaining 

the national identity of families with blended citizenship statuses but who live in Mexico 

due to circumstances beyond their control. Rosaldo (1994) describes cultural citizenship 

as the right to be unalike and still belong in a participatory democratic sense. Cultural 

citizenship takes place regardless of differences in race, religion, class, gender and sexual 

orientation.  Further, a cultural citizenship framework highlights how minorities claim 

spaces and recognizes that people have different understandings of given situations and 

make claims to citizenship on the basis of their social position (Rosaldo 1997).  Ong et al. 



  87 

(1996) have applied cultural citizenship to Cambodian refugees and Chinese 

cosmopolitans to explore meanings of citizenship, finding that their racialization as 

Asians differentiates their citizenship worth.  Dynamic racial othering emerges 

differently for wealthy Chinese who are ‘whitened’ and so Ong et al. argue that the Asian 

American category must acknowledge the class, ethnic, and racial stratifications that 

occur when governments work with two populations (Ong et al. 1996).    

Although scholars have applied the cultural citizenship framework to Latinos 

within the U.S. (Rosaldo 1994, 1997), to date, this theory is seldom applied to individuals 

living outside of the U.S. I therefore examine the national identity of mixed-nativity 

families in Mexico by focusing on how Mexican national parents and U.S.-born children 

describe their sense of belonging after residing in the U.S. for some time. By comparing 

and contrasting both groups, I am able to make sense if national identity varies by place 

of birth. 

Methods and Data 

Data in this analysis stems from a larger study focusing on return migration, 

education, community reception, and identity (Medina and Menjívar 2015). A purposive 

approach was utilized to conduct semi-structured interviews in 2010. Mixed-status 

families were recruited and 23 individuals (N=23) were interviewed. The sample 

consisted of 13 adults and 10 children. The sample criteria involved recruiting adults (18 

+ years old) with at least one child (ages 6-17) from mixed-nativity families. Selection 

criteria were based on age, nativity, gender, and remigration date. Interviews were 

conducted in the interviewees’ language of choice (English, Spanish, or both). 
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The children in this sample were 12 years old on average and were born in six 

different states (California, Colorado, Georgia, Illinois, Virginia, Washington). Adults 

averaged 36 years of age and were from three states in Mexico (Jalisco, Morelos, State of 

Mexico). Four families had U.S.-born children only, while nine families were mixed-

status. Families lived in seven different states (Arizona, California, Colorado, Georgia, 

Illinois, Virginia, Washington) prior to returning to Mexico. They returned for a variety 

of reasons, including: a desire to not live in the U.S., unemployment, forced return, the 

need to care for a family member, as a strategy to keep the family together, as a means of 

exposing children to Mexican values, out of fear of deportation, and attorney fraud. 

Interviews were transcribed and entered into MAXQDA, a text analysis software, 

where a qualitative analysis was conducted. To identify how parents and mixed-status 

children felt regarding their national identity, I coded responses to the question, “Do you 

feel close to the people from San Pedro or more with the people from where you lived 

before in the U.S.?” into a broad identity code. In an effort to be more inclusive as (Koch 

2015) calls for, I steered away  from dichotomizing either feeling connected to the U.S. 

or Mexico in this analysis. From the broad identity code answers, “citizenship” and 

“nationality” subcodes emerged and were examined.  I then further examined what 

parents considered their children’s national identity to be, child responses to identity 

questions, and parent responses to identity questions. 

National Identity is Fluid 

Reading through the stories, it became immediately apparent that Mexican 

nationals used the terms ‘citizenship’ and 'nationality' interchangeably.  I rely on the rich 

immigration histories and experiences to interpret how once U.S. residents (in a physical 
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sense) feel about their attachment to a place or affective sentiments (Bloemraad 2000). I 

find that there are no differences between how parents and children feel about their 

national identity, as both groups identify as American despite parents lacking formal U.S. 

citizenship (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering 2015; Rosaldo 1994). 

Children’s nationality through the eyes of parents 

Due to the fact that children develop a sense of who they are through their parents 

or immediate environments (Bronfenbrenner and Morris 2006), this section focuses on 

how parents interpret their U.S.-born children’s notions of national identity. This also 

assists in corroborating what the children have reported as well. I find that U.S.-born 

children born to Mexican nationals are seen as ‘American’ for all purposes. This identity 

crosses borders and U.S. citizenship remains a focal point for the cases of return 

migrants. Similar to Japanese Brazilians (T Tsuda 2003), these families hold onto their 

child's American national identity. 

Parents explain their child’s nationality identity in terms of being and 

‘Americans’ and ‘dual citizens’. By doing so, they are creating multiple sites of 

citizenship and extending our knowledge of current developments in citizenship studies 

(Bosniak 2002)  Furthermore, the language that is used tips the conventional terms of 

citizenship and nationality on their head. It was quite common for parents to specify the 

child’s birthplace or even refer to them as “Hispanic-Americans,” a term that is generally 

used in the U.S. which is normally the host society. Yet parents use the same term to refer 

to their children in Mexico, a second location, thus amplifying not only their citizenship 

like Bosniak contends (2002), but also their nationality.  
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Selena’s story illustrates how parents classify their children who were born in the 

U.S. Selena is a 38 year old mother of four and is a recent arrival. Her story is unique 

because Selena brought her U.S.-born daughter Yesenia to live in Mexico at the age of 

one during her circular migration patterns.  Although Yesenia has birthright citizenship 

and has legal status to live in the U.S. among numerous other advantages (National 

Academies of Sciences, Engineering 2015), she has lived in Mexico almost her entire 

life. Yesenia was too young to recall her birthplace during the interview and had trouble 

expressing what country she identified with, yet her mother classified Yesenia’s national 

identity as being American. Selena believes her youngest child is American and not 

Mexican:  

[My child is American] because she was born over there…in Georgia [USA], and 
well…when I speak about her, I remember her birth. 
 

Selena associates birthright citizenship or in this case, U.S. citizenship to being American 

or national identity (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering 2015), regardless of 

where she has been raised the majority of her life. This contrasts with experiences of  the 

DREAMers who identify as “American” or claim the U.S. as their home because this is 

where they were raised (Anderson and Solis 2014). Yesenia’s case highlights the various 

meanings of what ‘Americanness’ is. Selena uses the term “American” to embody 

nationality as well as a geographical point that is intertwined with memories.  

The mere memory of birthing U.S.-born children brings nostalgia to parents in 

Mexico. Children are living relics of parental migration stories, whether positive or 

negative. In another case, Yolanda, a 48 year old mother admits her U.S.-born daughter is 

her favorite. Yolanda’s family returned to San Pedro out of fear of being deported. Her 
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husband was caught driving a vehicle under the influence of alcohol and the family opted 

to return to San Pedro out of fears of getting deported. Yolanda preferred to stay in the 

U.S. and was willing to make financial sacrifices so that she and the children could 

remain in the U.S. She determines, “The [U.S.-born] girl I would say is Mexican-

American.” 

 
Similarly, Mario is a father of three daughters, two of whom are U.S.-born. Mario 

has come to terms that his daughters have developed their own sense of connection to the 

U.S. Mario relocated his family when he decided that he did not want the State 

overseeing his parenting. Mario explains, “Well my girls were born over there [in the 

U.S.]…and they also say so as well…haha.” The U.S.-born daughters claim their U.S. 

national identity despite their geographical distance from the U.S., thus extending the 

concept of citizenship beyond ordinary borders (Bloemraad 2000; Cook-Martin 2013). 

However, to what extent this exercising of citizenship from afar and transnational nature 

remains to be seen. 

Due to the fact that their children were born in the U.S., Mexican national parents 

view their children as Americans or both but not solely as Mexican nationals. This is 

important because the cultural citizenship framework assumes that the immigrant, in this 

case the U.S.-born child in Mexico or foreigner, will feel close or have strong feelings 

toward their host society. In the case of U.S.-born children, children do not identify with 

Mexican nationals and they hold on to their “Americanness”. The cultural citizenship 

framework then does not fit the lives of mixed-status families living in Mexico and this 

point requires a new theory to capture these new migration experiences. U.S.-born 
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children do not envision themselves as members of Mexican society and Mexico’s larger 

nation state effort in receiving paisanos with open arms is contradictory with the actual 

local reception (chapter three). One reason may be that Mexican nationals and subsequent 

generations desire to fit into mainstream society and be accepted in the U.S. In Mexico, 

U.S.-born children are still developing their sense of self, and they emphasize the only 

identity they have ever known or base their identity on what birth certificate says– their 

American identity. Their American passports and U.S. birth certificates are also concrete 

expressions of what nation state claims them (Cook-Martin 2013).  

Furthermore, anti-foreigner sentiments in Mexico may push U.S.-born children to 

feel closer to the U.S. than Mexico, especially in cases where children do not have 

required foreigner cards (Medina and Menjívar 2015). The absence of legal status may 

pose risks in being unable to incorporate into social institutions such as schools (Medina 

and Menjívar 2015). Their social integration within the community (Chapter 3) can also 

make it difficult to incorporate into the local society. It is not surprising then that parents 

who care and oversee their child's well-being view their child as American. Within this 

context, being ‘American’ also implies a person of privilege, with papers, and the ability 

to cross borders. In this sense, parents are emphasizing their child's agency of being able 

to come and go. Since agency is fundamental in immigrants taking an active role in 

citizenship (Bloemraad 2006), parents are reinforcing their child’s identity and 

participating for them. In a way, parents can also be seen as the caregivers and mediators 

of their transnationalism (Bloemraad 2006) until they become their own agents or child 

migrants. 
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Furthermore, parents also teach U.S.-born children how to navigate their agency.  

Mario's two U.S.-born children migrated at a very young age to Mexico. Their national 

identity and U.S. citizenship is brought up during family interactions. Privately, Mario 

explained how he hopes that his daughters will ‘fix’ their youngest sibling’s legal status 

so that she can also have American citizenship. While Mario would love to see the U.S. 

again legally, he prefers that his daughters use their citizenship to legalize their youngest 

sister’s status.5 

Well they say, “We are pochas (a Mexican-American with limited Spanish).” 
They say, “You’re the only one [youngest child],” they tell her, “You’re Mexican, 
but we’re also going to make you from over there too.” 
 
There are two items worth noting from the citation above. First, Mario’s 

daughters are claiming the pocha term which is usually seen as a derogatory term. By 

using the term themselves, they are undermining its offensive nature. Second, the 

daughters are acknowledging their privilege of being able to regulate their sisters’ status. 

By doing both, they are resisting not only societal norms, but legal forces that shape their 

family.  

Agency however, can also be considered ethnocentrism in Mexico because it 

shows preference towards U.S. national identity but not Mexican identity. The effects of 

not identifying or being “Mexican enough” can be seen in other works concerning U.S.-

born children and U.S.-schooled children that are now living in Mexico. In these cases, 

educators believed these children did not value Mexican history and the Spanish language 

because they did not perform according to their standards (Zúñiga and Hamann 2009). 

Through their own child eyes 
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Despite some variation when asked to explain what country they felt closest to, 

almost all children saw themselves as ‘Americans’ and emphasized their 

birthplace/borders/citizenship despite some possessing dual citizenship. For example, 

Stephanie, along with her 19 year old sister, and brother came to live in San Pedro in 

2008. Stephanie and her brother are U.S.-born, but her older sister is Mexican-born. Her 

mother Esperanza has had trouble maintaining them enrolled in school because they do 

not have the appropriate foreigner cards required and their extension waiver has expired. 

Although the family is enjoying their stay in San Pedro, Stephanie wishes she could 

return to study in the U.S. because she has performed poorly in her classes. Stephanie has 

trouble speaking in Spanish and felt more comfortable speaking in English during the 

interview. Stephanie explains introductions in San Pedro, 

A lot of people you see when they introduce themselves to you, they ask you 
where you are from- I say I was born in the United States. 
 

Stephanie’s expression of wanting to return to the U.S. may be indicative of the particular 

challenges she has faced in enrolling in school. Lacking appropriate paperwork, 

Stephanie is unable to attend classes in Mexico like many other youth that have returned 

to Mexico due to the government’s inadequate response to returning and deported 

citizens (Anderson 2013). 

In another area of town, fifteen-year-old Jose was born in Chicago and returned 

with his parents and two younger U.S.-born siblings to San Pedro in 2006. According 

to his mother Marta, the family wanted to return to her husband’s birthplace. The children 

were indifferent in returning to Mexico but have trouble acclimating themselves and 

getting around in town. Jose’s mother, Marta, explains their dialogue of nationality. 
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“Well I tell them ‘you are Mexican’ hahaha…and they say ‘We are American-

Mexicans.  

The term Mexican-American is tipped on its head when Jose uses the term 

American-Mexican. This term comes up throughout the interviews across families. 

Although the quotes above represent how children identify, it also raises the question as 

to whether or not these identities are intensified as a consequence of local 

reception. Stephanie for example, has a nickname due to her inability to speak Spanish 

and Jose does not have any friends in town. Children’s identities appear to be solidified 

by their immediate environments.  

The third case is that of Juan’s family. Juan, a 46 year old father of three U.S.-

born children, returned to Mexico in 2005 quite abruptly after his wife’s immigration 

case was denied. The wife’s immigration hearing was in Mexico at the U.S. consulate, 

and when it was denied they had no other choice than stay in Mexico to remain united as 

a family. At the time of the interview, the family had been in Mexico for five years. 

Despite their U.S. passports, Juan is adamant that they are Mexican nationals. However, 

the children who remain connected to the U.S. clarify, “Yeah! We are American-

Mexican!” 

Throughout the interview, Juan emphasized his hard work, success, and 

religiosity. It appears that Juan attempts to bring humor into this answer but knows the 

reality that his children do not fit into Mexican society. They lack appropriate 

documentation to remain enrolled in school and the family has already decided the 

children will no longer attend classes at a school where the teachers do not 

know proper English. Their vast experience in U.S. schools provides them with an 
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advantage over teachers who are not fluent in English. This along with other range of 

factors, such as age appropriateness and proficiency play a role in schooling gaps 

(Menken, Kleyn, and Chae 2012). In fact, these transnational children often face 

difficulty in their language development and content learning, and experience academic 

isolation (Menken et al. 2012).  

As mentioned earlier, the U.S.-born children also recapture their national identity 

by the language they use and when they practice their English. Unfortunately, their 

monolingual skills may dwindle as there are not many other English speakers. As their 

English skills threaten teachers as these monolingual children correct their English, these 

incidents may be early signs of transnational schooling challenges found elsewhere 

(Gonzalez and Zúñiga 2014; Menken et al. 2012). 

The word choice and order of the term American-Mexican versus Mexican-

American is important to point out within this section. Rather than call themselves 

Mexican-American like many U.S.-born citizens of Mexican descent in the U.S., the 

children recognize that they are U.S.-born and choose to primarily identify themselves as 

American first and then Mexican. Using ‘American-Mexican’ is also symbolic because of 

where they live. Esperanza explains how all her children, even the one born in Mexico 

feel American. 

Since she was a child, she would say that she was not Mexican. She said she was 
American and there were arguments. “No daughter, you are Mexican,” “No, I am 
American”, But I think that they consider themselves American…the three of 
them, even though she is Mexican, she is Mexican but she thinks she is American. 
 
The feelings that U.S.-born children have about being American and maintaining 

that identity are common among those interviewed. Thirty-six year old Nancy’s family 
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struggles being in Mexico. Nancy and her husband made a decision to relocate their 

family to Mexico after being away for twelve years and missing many family milestones. 

Due to the fact that the children were having a difficult time acclimating themselves and 

learning the language, Nancy feels terrible about their return and wants to re-migrate. 

Nancy explains how 8 year old Victor who was born in Denver feels, 

They say they are from over there. For example, the oldest one that is 8 years old, 
he says he is from over there, that he is not from here. 
 
Clearly the child is resisting his Mexican identity. Victor is claiming U.S. cultural 

citizenship despite living outside of it.  Similar to Mexicans feeling American while 

living in the U.S., Mexicans who have lived in the U.S. and now live in Mexico can also 

feel connected to the U.S., a place where they no longer reside. 

Various other children respond in the same fashion.  Kimberly, gets asked about 

where she was born. “Where are you from?” Some say, “Do you live here?” “Were you 

born in Mexico?” No, I was born in the United States. Despite her young age of 7 years 

old, Kimberly knows and understands she was not born in the U.S. Yet, she identifies 

herself as U.S.-born. This is a recurring theme throughout regardless of the age of the 

child or how long they spent in the U.S. 

Children’s answers on national identity are also shaped by U.S. policies. For 

example, Miguel travels alone to spend time with his grandmother in Mexico because his 

mother does not have a visa. During the interview, Miguel spoke in English and clarified 

that he felt connected to both the U.S. and Mexico but that prefers Mexico because he can 

be outside. In the U.S. he is not allowed to spend time outdoors because his family must 

live under the radar of immigration officials.  Ironically, Miguel also wants to be a U.S. 
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soldier. Miguel was unable to explain why he aspired to be a U.S. soldier but contextual 

factors appear to shape children’s sense of belonging. Enlisting may be an expression of 

patriotism and the child may want to feel like he belongings if he serves his country. 

Parent views of their own citizenship/nationality/national identity 

Analyzing parental responses, I find that birthplace does not result in automatic 

national identification with that country. In the case of return migrants, parents see 

themselves as Mexican nationals but ‘feel closeness’ to the U.S. Despite being ‘deported’ 

or impacted by tightening borders, they remain loyal and emotionally connected to the 

U.S. These individuals are claiming cultural citizenship of the U.S. (Rosaldo 1994).  

Esteban’s story epitomizes the idea of remaining loyal to the U.S. no matter how 

difficult his migration journey was. Esteban first set off to the U.S. at the age of 19. He 

wound up in Washington where he married a woman with one child and had three other 

children. As a result of attorney fraud, Esteban was ordered deported. The family decided 

to return to Mexico and leave no one behind, 

[The] bad experiences are also good. I will say so, because [the U.S.] in reality, 
even though one is illegal they always try to support human rights. They are more 
humanitarian, one has to acknowledge that. I acknowledge that while one is 
illegal but I have had good experiences in relation to the raising of my children. I 
cannot say that it is that bad. There are more advantages than disadvantages. 
 
During Esteban’s interview, he shared his story about living in Washington, being 

picked up by ICE, fighting his family’s deportation orders, and eventually making their 

way back to Mexico. Despite all the pain, headache, and sorrow, Esteban still saw the 

U.S. in a positive light.  During his extended recollection, Esteban stressed how laws are 

enforced in the U.S. and that it is that enforcement that makes the country so great. This 

feeling can be considered a sign of commitment because Esteban comes to appreciate and 
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understand the immigration enforcement. Or it may illuminate a person’s ultimate quest 

to feel included in the host state, a place that became familiar. 

I can’t stay here for too long. It’s like I can’t stay, I am accustomed being over 
there [the U.S.] you see. 
 
The familiarity and being accustomed to the American lifestyle was prevalent 

among the adults and children. Both parents and children were used to a different 

lifestyle of traffic, stores, and resources, which was very distant from the slow and rural 

life of San Pedro.   

As mentioned earlier, Juan and his family were forced to return to San Pedro after 

his wife’s immigration case was denied. He has spent more of his life in the U.S. than he 

has in Mexico and identifies more with the U.S. than his own country of birth. Even 

though Juan’s formative years were in Mexico, he formed his family in the U.S., had his 

children, and had success in the U.S. These experiences transformed him and set him 

apart from others in San Pedro. In this sense, Juan rejects his Mexican identity 

and reclaims the experience of being in el Norte, a symbol of being as American as a 

Mexican national can get. He is rejecting the physical boundaries of the border and 

expressing his desire to be American (Flores 2003). Juan explains, 

I’d like to be American, but I was born here. [I consider myself] a Mexican 
national. 
 
Although Juan was the most frank about his desire to be from the U.S., others 

alluded to the same point. They regarded the U.S. as a destination, spoke highly of the 

Nation State, and expressed their understanding of laws and policies geared towards 

undocumented immigrants. One reason might be because they were accustomed and had 
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built lives in the U.S. (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering 2015). Esteban 

describes his experience,  

Well over there, it was a really nice experience that I had.  I remember that and I 
say, “Maybe one day I’ll go again, God willing.” But then I think that with due 
time and maybe I’ll go. But I want to go with a visa. God willing and maybe I’ll 
be able to take out a visa over time so I can go over there to the U.S because I 
liked it. I really liked it over there. It was a great experience. 
 
The stories in this section illustrate the desire of undocumented individuals 

wanting to attain U.S. citizenship, or want to be recognized as members of society. 

Borders do not always dictate how connected individuals feel to a particular country. 

Individuals can feel a sense of belonging even if the larger anti-immigrant legislation 

makes their lives difficult.  This is the fundamental point of cultural citizenship and 

nationalism (Koch 2015): Undocumented individuals may feel connected, like they 

belong, and they are members of the U.S. not only while living in the country but as I 

have demonstrated, when they return to their home countries as well. Cultural citizenship 

is not bound by physical borders and it extends into contexts of return. 

De Aqui y De Alla (From Here and From There) 

One individual summarizes how the U.S. and Mexico are intimately connected by 

focusing on the similarities of identities rather than the differences. Leticia, the 

grandmother of the child who travels alone explains, 

They’ll always be Mexican. I always tell my [grand]kids, “My dear kids of mine, 
even if you were born in a foreign land, you’re always going to be Mexican.” 
 
So although parents and children emphasize the concept of citizenship and 

Mexico is their ancestral land from a Mexico standpoint, children are considered 

Mexican nationals because of their roots. However, national identity is based on feelings, 
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which can change over time, and be a lived experience. Context shapes how feelings are 

internalized and expressed, and how individuals exercise citizenship (Bloemraad 2000). 

Furthermore, feelings of belonging may be reflective of plural nationality and 

citizenship postnational character (Bosniak 2002). Assuming a decline in state 

sovereignty and a rise in transnationalism, individuals may want to possess dual 

citizenship and remain connected to two places, and dual citizenship provides the avenue 

to do so. In this sample, very few have dual citizenship but interestingly, they claim 

themselves as Mexican-American. However, as we have seen, possessing dual citizenship 

does not guarantee alliance to a country.  

Discussion 

The findings of this study highlight how mixed-status families in Mexico express 

their national identity.  First, I find that despite their ancestral heritage, they do not feel 

affective towards Mexico. As children develop their identities in Mexico, the majority of 

children view themselves as “Americanos” and identify as U.S. nationals. As children of 

U.S.-bound migrants, they understand that they have birthright citizenship and the legal 

avenues that their parents do not. Parents remain active participants on behalf of the 

children’s citizenship within the institutional constraints of both Mexico and the U.S. 

(Bloemraad 2000). 

Second, I find that parents also view children as “American” and point out the 

role that their child's U.S. birthplace plays. Parents explain their child’s national 

identity in terms of border enforcement, U.S. citizenship and their migration journey. For 

example, they are cognizant of how their child’s national identity is a product of the U.S. 

and the government’s deportation power to pursue, arrest, and expel immigrants (Bosniak 
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2006). Their child’s birthright citizenship guaranteed by the same Nation State who had 

anti-immigrant legislation that could lead to family separation (National Academies of 

Sciences, Engineering 2015).   

Third, although the parents are no longer in the U.S., they envision themselves as 

cultural citizens of the U.S., sharing values, visions, and the American Dream. The 

stories captured illustrate how national identity can be imagined similar to Anderson’s 

imagined communities where individuals believe in a community with common values 

and ideas (Anderson 1991). Strong feelings of belonging are not limited to the national 

walls. World-capitalism produces new mutations of 'nationality' and immigrants can have 

nationalism of long distance, without accountability, or the intention of moving home 

(Anderson 1992). Despite previous literature suggesting that national identity will not be 

accessible to Latinos in the U.S. (Devos et al. 2010), as this chapter has shown, national 

identity transcends limitations on citizenship based on national territory.  

I find that there are no differences in how Mexican born parents and U.S.-born 

children feel while now living out of the U.S. Both groups remain connected to the U.S., 

even if it imagined. Given these results, I conclude that current post-national frameworks 

such as cultural citizenship are limited and new perspectives of viewing sense of 

belonging is necessary (Bloemraad 2000). For one, a cultural citizenship framework was 

adequate in analyzing how parents remain connected to the U.S. However, the theory 

does adequately explain the situation of their U.S.-born children. Under this framework, 

the children are expected to feel connected to their ancestral land (Mexico in this case), 

but they do not entirely. U.S.-born children identify with American values and 

geographic location (U.S.). 
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 I also find that narrowing down on one dimension of citizenship is limited 

because dimensions  (Bloemraad 2006) overlap. For example, this chapter focuses on 

sense of belonging or identity. However, respondents based their belonging/identity 

answers on whether or not they had legal status, a separate dimension of citizenship. It is 

useful to classify the various dimensions but in the cases of return migration, the data was 

more complex and nuanced because of the multiple legal statuses.  

  Furthermore, children without a foreigner card or legal status in Mexico 

(Gobernacion 2013) are at risk of being unrecognized by both countries if their U.S. 

passport expires. It is also anticipated that a lack of status places the entire family at a 

disadvantage because correcting a legal issue while making Mexican wages can be 

expensive. Since status is an important element of national identity, further research is 

needed.  

The findings in this study extend and provide citizenship and integration studies a 

useful glimpse of the challenges that mixed-status families are having upon returning to 

Mexico. Mexico will likely need to address the latent effects of their own citizens 

aspiring to be U.S. nationals more so than nationals of Mexico. It will need to recognize 

these new flows of migrants and assist in their integration as it now appears to be doing 

with its various social programs (Matt 2013). More integrative policies towards 

noncitizens (such as U.S.-born children) will be necessary, as mixed-status families 

consist of members with more than one legal status. Further research is required to 

understand the intricacies of returnee experiences, but on the surface, this study 

demonstrates that Mexican nationals feel more affective toward the U.S. and these 

feelings may hinder their re-incorporation into Mexican society.  
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSIONS 

This dissertation centered on the incorporation of twenty-first century, mixed-

status families in the contexts of reception (Massey et al. 2014) and return (Medina and 

Menjívar 2015). The second, third, and fourth chapters of this work illustrated patterns of 

immigrant incorporation. They focused on immigrant well-being, community reception, 

and national identity, respectively, adding to these research fields. Together, they also 

contributed to the broad concepts of assimilation, integration, and incorporation.  

Analyzing immigrant incorporation patterns in both the U.S. and Mexico 

concurrently allows us to understand how contexts and immigrants interact under similar 

conditions (Suárez-Orozco et al. 2011). In 2010, both Latinos such as Mexican 

immigrants faced harsh political and economic environments, and their experiences 

highlighted the challenges that mixed-status families endured when they had multiple 

legal statuses. This dissertation argues that belonging to a mixed-status family (a bi-

product of nation-state policies) shapes integration experiences which take place within a 

nested system (Bronfenbrenner and Morris 2006). This nested system consists of 

immediate environments (microsystems), mesosystems (interrelations) exosystems 

(community level) and macrosystems (societal, policy and cultural belief systems) 

(Bronfenbrenner and Morris 2006). In Chapter 2, we heard directly from Latino 

immigrants as they described their search for work, the economy, and the ways they dealt 

with anti-immigrant legislation, such as SB1070. The life satisfaction stories varied by 

how integrated into their context of reception they were. In Chapter 3, I discussed how 

Latino families expressed how they did not feel well received by family members and 
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local community members after relocating to Mexico—sometimes involuntarily. In 

Chapter 4, I discussed how the same families described how they sometimes feel close 

ties to the U.S. This juxtaposition indicates that mixed-status families are not 

incorporated well into Mexican society. At the same time, these stories provided a 

glimpse of reciprocal processes which may play a part in how the contexts responded to 

this situation, and which future research should focus on. 

In the second chapter, I utilized U.S.-based mixed-method data from 2009–2013 

to examine what indicators shape life satisfaction for immigrants living in Phoenix, 

Arizona. The results of this work suggest that immigrant life satisfaction varies by 

integration level. Those who were less integrated spoke of their migration decisions, but 

also of their need to maintain and secure employment. The more integrated immigrants 

responded with stories of how they navigated the various levels of bureaucracy, dealt 

with English fluency, and discussed their desire to learn more skills. Here, two themes 

emerged across the results. The first was regret for not learning the English language 

earlier. The second was their inability to attend formal schooling in the U.S. Both the 

importance of education and English proficiency is consistent with previous findings on 

these subjects (Dowling et al. 2012).  

Using an ecological theory was meaningful in evaluating how numerous 

indicators, such as individual, household, community, and policy-level factors, can shape 

the life satisfaction of immigrants. The themes derived from the data directly support the 

idea of taking the exosystem and microsystem nested system into account when 

discussing migrants and immigrants in their cultural contexts. Some factors that are 

positively associated with integration include young age of arrival (Rumbaut 2004), 



  106 

access to and the mobilization of resources, fluency in host country language (Zhou, 

1997),  and higher levels of education (Hammer et al. 2007, 2008; Páez et al. 2007), 

while factors that are constructed as negative include alienation (Eastwood et al. 2013), 

low socioeconomic status (Williams et al. 2010), belonging to a mixed-status household 

(Fix and Zimmermann 1999), negative society reception (Portes and Zhou 1993), and 

lack of presence of social networks (Massey et al., 1987, p. 140). When these factors 

were analyzed with life satisfaction responses, themes regarding socioeconomic status, 

maintaining employment, education and English fluency emerged.  

My findings in this chapter provide new data on immigrant life satisfaction within 

hostile contexts. Many shared stories of how they, as immigrants, made sense of their life 

histories and migration journeys, and carried out important life decisions in places like 

Arizona, where legal and social landscapes may not be very welcoming. It is also 

valuable to use life satisfaction as an indicator of immigrant integration, as the migrants 

volunteered their personal migration histories as evidence of their levels of contentment. 

Their experiences, including opportunities and barriers to integration, are linked to 

individual perceptions about how satisfied they are with their life situations. For example, 

one of the common themes among those interviewed revolved around being unable to 

attend school and not learning English earlier. Immigrant dissatisfaction cannot be 

interpreted as an individual decision or responsibility but should be interpreted as a 

reflection of the environment in which the person is living through. Thus, integration is 

an interactive process between the individual and its context. 

 In the third chapter, I utilized Mexico-based qualitative data from 2010 to analyze 

how mixed-status families have been incorporated in Mexico on a community level, or 
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exosystem (Bronfenbrenner and Morris 2006).  Through an inductive analysis, I 

evaluated how Mexican national parents and their U.S.-born children perceive the 

Mexican contexts that have received them. Here, I found that many parents and children 

returnees feel they are treated differently in Mexican societies. They have varied 

perceptions as to how they feel local community members and extended families receive 

them. I found that children feel welcomed on a familial level, which is comprised of 

extended family, but not at the community level, which is made up of neighbors and 

schools. This is consistent with other studies, for example, where a local community did 

not receive second-generation Japanese-Brazilians well in their ancestral lands (Takeyuki 

Tsuda 2003). On the other hand, parents feel better received than their children at the 

community level. This may be due to the intensity of friendships.  

However, the findings also suggest that parents are not well received by their 

immediate and extended family members, which was attributed to their experiences of 

living abroad. The experience of immigrating to the U.S. and then returning placed 

returnees in an awkward position when they returned to Mexico. Although returnees 

attempted to pick up where they left off in their lives with family “back home,” they felt 

that they were too changed; they had experienced new contexts firsthand, dealt with new 

challenges in the U.S.—sometimes with success and sometimes with failure—and had 

been exposed to new ideas. Thus, some returned to Mexico with social capital, but also 

with nostalgia when they reflected on memories of living in the U.S. Many relationships 

changed while living outside of their native country. Occasionally, family ties were 

strained and pushed to their limits, leading to a build-up of resentment that intensified the 

return migration experience. Outside of their family environments, most parents felt 
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better received by the larger community. Perhaps this was because they were elated to see 

their friends and to rekindle old friendships or, perhaps, because there was less social 

interaction and less at stake with friends than with family. 

In the cases of U.S.-born children relocating to Mexico with their parents, they 

felt better received by extended family than by the larger community. One explanation 

for this might be that the extended families buffer integration shock. To the children, the 

larger community was not as receptive, and this parallels the sometimes hostile, anti-

immigration communities in the United States that their parents experienced.  

In the fourth chapter, I continued my analysis of immigration integration by 

exploring the national identity of mixed-status families in Mexico by analyzing their use 

of citizenship and nationality concepts. Although they used concepts synonymously, I 

found that there were certain differences between the two groups. Parents and U.S.-born 

children firmly attested that U.S.-born children are “Mexican American” or “American.” 

The parents and children seemed to use the terms of citizenship and nationality 

synonymously to describe feelings of loyalty and affection. Furthermore, here, the 

parents felt “American” also, and they strongly connected to the U.S., despite their legal 

Mexican nationality.  

A cultural citizenship framework (Rosaldo 1994, 1997) assists in explaining why 

Mexican nationals feel connected to the U.S. instead of their own native country. 

Mexican nationals can still feel loyal to the U.S. despite physical distance, deportation, 

immigration histories, and legal challenges. This loyalty connects them to the U.S., 

allowing them to claim this cultural citizenship, even after negative experiences. 

However, the cultural citizenship framework does not seem to explain why U.S.-born 
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children living in Mexico do not feel affective toward Mexico or desire to be a part of the 

local community. When a cultural citizenship theory is applied to the cases of return 

migration, I find that this framework does not help explain the national identity of mixed-

status families because of the complexity of the situation.  Existing frameworks are 

limited in capturing multiple contexts, statuses, and other nuances that are lived. 

Migration conditions affect entire families not just single members, so parents who would 

normally be expected to feel connected to Mexico are not because their children may not 

feel a sense of belonging. 

Strengths and Weaknesses 

One of the major strengths of the second chapter (U.S.-based life satisfaction 

analysis) is in the research design. Using a mixed-methods approach in this study worked 

well because surveys provided data that otherwise would not have been unavailable such 

as data on resources, alienation, schooling, socioeconomic status, and societal reception. 

Life-satisfaction data was only captured in qualitative interviews so marrying the two 

methods was valuable. Second, the data captured during this period was ideal for 

following the dynamics between contextual factors such as SB1070 and undocumented 

immigrants. Due to the heightened political climate, the data collection itself was a 

challenge but was buffered by sending out bilingual and bicultural interviewers to collect 

data on the households. The interviewers were able to tap into information that may not 

have been possible with a non-Latino interview team. A fourth strength is the unique 

attempt to quantify immigrant integration while considering multiple dynamics and 

interactions between individual, household, and community spheres. 
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There are certain limitations of the second chapter which should be taken into 

account such as the limited responses (N=54) and the type of analysis. To some, the 

sample may be small for a quantitative analysis but for a mixed-methods study, the 

sample size was adequate and data saturation was reached. Themes in life satisfaction 

responses may have increased, but the themes made available through this number 

already provide a new view and add to the literature on life satisfaction of immigrants 

living in hostile contexts. Furthermore, a multivariate regression analysis might have 

been more appropriate to answer questions about life satisfaction predictors. The 

integration index would then have been included as one of these predictors.   

One of the major strengths of the third and fourth chapters is the analytical lenses 

used to understand mixed-status families. By applying a U.S.-bound modes of 

incorporation and cultural citizenship framework to return migration, I was able to 

extend the field’s understanding of how mixed-status families re(integrate) into Mexico 

society and carry their visions and feelings of U.S. citizenship with them wherever they 

may go. It was necessary to tailor the frameworks but the major discovery highlights how 

these two theories are limited and do not assist in explaining the new migration patterns 

evolving as a consequence of U.S. anti-immigration policies. A second strength of these 

two chapters is the timeliness of the interviews. When the data collecting began in 2010, 

little was known about the make-up of those returning to Mexico and even less about 

whether or not they were mixed-status families. New 2015 INEGI findings have finally 

begun to corroborate the information collected in 2010, making this data timely and 

powerful.  
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Although the sample size was small (N=23), in chapters three and four, I was able 

to encapsulate the various reasons for return migration. That said, one limitation of these 

chapters is that the answers are unbalanced by gender (17 females; 6 males). As most of 

the participants were women, I was unable to capture more variation in the male 

responses but this does not hinder the findings. A second limitation of the third and fourth 

chapters was the sampling frame. The study aimed at understanding mixed-status 

households and their experiences as they returned to Mexico, specifically those that 

returned together as a family unit but this severely limited the reality of what mixed-

status families are experiencing. As I collected data, I was unable to interview persons 

with such a narrowed sampling frame. Anecdotally, I found that more often than not, 

individuals from mixed-status families were living in Mexico due to deportation while 

their partners and children remained in the U.S. These family members are often times in 

limbo while they figure out the logistics of how they plan on reunifying their family. 

Being unable to capture the stories of these individuals was a drawback for this particular 

study, but future work should redirect efforts to include individuals that are neglected 

from family research but still belong to a family. Furthermore, it is important to point out 

that the findings do not imply that all immigrants will have these exact experiences when 

returning to their homelands or when living in hostile contexts. Nonetheless it provides 

an idea of the challenges being experienced. 

That said, this dissertation as a whole does provide a unique view of immigrant 

experiences across two countries, offers examples of what mixed-status families must 

endure, and how immigrants make sense of their host and receiving societies.  Although 

the sample sizes are small, I believe that many of the experiences are universal in the 
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sense that the majority of families become mixed-status as a result of flattening worlds, 

migration, and intermarriage. 

Future Work 

 Future studies on immigrant integration should attempt to collect longitudinal data 

with the same individuals (from mixed-status families) across two countries to observe 

changes over time. This would offer researchers a baseline for integration comparisons, 

and allow for a very seldom view of how immigrant integration develops and fluctuates 

over time. These studies should also account for the fluidity of immigrant incorporation, 

particularly the nuances associated with perceptions, feelings, and attitudes. While 

surveys may assist in garnering a larger sample, future research must still allow for 

grounded theory research rather than solely relying on quantitative findings. At the same 

time, researchers must interpret their findings by including macro level noise for a more 

comprehensive view of incorporation since immigrant integration does not take place in a 

vacuum. These suggestions stem from the findings in this dissertation. For example, my 

work highlights the fact that dichotomized findings (such as life satisfaction, reception, 

and citizenship/nationality) are troublesome because immigrant lives are very complex. 

Though their experiences may involve painful memories, those events may also provide 

them with irreplaceable opportunities such as being able to raise their children in the U.S. 

and give them an education, so immigrant responses to particular questions will not be 

binary. 

 Overall, these chapters on life satisfaction, community reception, and national 

identity complement each other and provide an overall view of immigration 

incorporation. Individual chapters make contributions to the fields of immigrant well-
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being, community reception, and national identity. Each chapter is meaningful because it 

presents cases of how immigrants are faring today. For example, the second chapter 

attempts to measure integration as a whole to see what predictors shape life satisfaction 

on an individual level, or microsystem (Bronfenbrenner and Morris 2006). The third 

chapter examines integration at the community level or exosystem, dissecting how two 

groups internalize their feeling regarding how they are being received. The fourth chapter 

examines how individuals describe their national identity, which is also an indicator of 

how immigrants are integrating.  

 As a whole, this dissertation is significant because each section focuses on the 

mixed-status of Latino families and their descendants across two contexts, which, 

demographically, will continue to grow both in the U.S. and in Mexico (INEGI n.d.). 

Although the U.S. based sample (chapter two) consists of non-Mexican Latinos too, the 

sample is mostly Mexican so the findings are consistent with current Latino 

demographics in the U.S. The findings concerning the Mexico-based sample (chapter 

three and four) may also be applicable to other Latinos facing similar deportations such 

as Central Americans. However, it is expected that Central American return migration is 

even more complex, given the large number of child migrants currently being detained 

and amount of immigrants being sent home.  Furthermore, the findings also contribute to 

research work being conducted in Arizona on immigrant families (Quiroga et al. 2014; 

Santos and Menjivar 2014) and Mexico  on returnees (Gonzalez and Zúñiga 2014; 

Moran-Taylor and Menjivar 2005; Valdez-Gardea 2012; Zúñiga and Hamann 2009). The 

findings in the second chapter lend information on the immigrants living in one of the 

most hostile states in the U.S. and is in ground zero of immigration disputes. The findings 
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in the third and fourth chapters extend knowledge on migrant families, deportees, and 

mixed-status individuals who must re-make their lives outside the country they call 

home. Lastly, the dissertation provides examples of how immigrants incorporate at both 

the individual and community level while, simultaneously, while considering government 

policies, political noise, and larger-picture, geopolitical situations. 

Policy Recommendations 

 Several recommendations may be beneficial to governments responding to 

immigrant newcomers and returnees such as the U.S. and Mexico. The U.S. can benefit 

from a government run integration program that will assist immigrants find employment, 

learn English, enroll children in schools, and be partnered with additional resources. 

Churches have primarily been the leaders in taking on these initiatives, but these funds 

can be limited. Government run programs and initiatives such as the Citizenship and 

Integration Grant Program by the Department of Homeland Security are also helpful but 

must be geared at incorporating immigrants at more than civic integration level. 

Immigrants may need to satisfy their basic needs first before pursuing naturalization and 

citizenship.  A better model for a true integration program is that of the Office of Refugee 

Resettlement Program where new populations including refugees, asylees, Cuban/Haitian 

entrants, Special Immigrant Visa (SIV) holders, Amerasians, and victims of human 

trafficking who are partnered with private and government programs which then provide 

job training and business opportunities, cultural adjustment, home purchasing assistance, 

and various other types of assistance. This second model is preferred because it is geared 

at assisting immigrants with not only basic needs such as monetary services, but at 

helping newcomers with other services that will help them become acquainted with U.S. 
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types of bank accounts, navigate bureaucracies, and become self-sufficient and eventually 

become voting participants. The last key recommendation is that these programs should 

be inclusive of all immigrants, regardless of legal entry or not.  

 In Mexico, re-integration programs may be also valuable and successful. New re-

integration programs have become available since 2010 such as the Paisano program that 

is geared toward return migrants. Since no data is presently available on how these 

programs function or are carried out, it is recommended that these government programs 

be further researched and analyzed for effectiveness. Grass root organizations may be 

more successful at reaching returnees but funds may be limited to fully execute the 

project scopes. It is suggested that local government reach out to existing grass root 

organizations and fund those programs rather than create new federal programs that may 

not meet the needs of returnees and their families. Another recommendation is for 

Mexico to produce a central point of resources available to returnees and their families. It 

is also essential that laws and policies be standardized across all states so that returnees 

do not have to visit multiple offices to obtain one service.  Lastly, mixed-status families 

may also benefit from social support group at local migrant centers where they may be 

able to meet others who are in similar positions, economically, legally, and socially.
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BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH  

My personal history as an immigrant makes the subject of integration a particular 
topic of interest to me. I was born in central Mexico and migrated to the U.S. at the age of 
three. Although my family and I migrated legally with U.S. visas, it took us eight years to 
regulate our status after overstaying our tourist visa and qualify for amnesty under The 
Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA). During those eight years, I, along with my 
siblings and mother, were undocumented. Thus, I know firsthand what it means to be in 
the U.S. without legal authorization, without being able to visit my birthplace, and to 
know multiple family members and friends who lack proper legal status. Cognizant of my 
“papers privilege,” I am well aware that a legal document is what separates me from 
others with the same birthplace. In fact, I would have qualified for so-called “Deferred 
Action,” as I was brought to the U.S. as a child “through no fault of my own,” attended 
school, and met all of the other current requirements. Now as a naturalized U.S. citizen, I 
am very aware of having the luxury of carrying a blue, United States passport, the 
advantage of qualifying for federal student loans, having the right to vote, among many 
other benefits. Given my background, my experiences lend me the ability to ask 
appropriate questions of respondents and to extract rich answers related to the integration 
questions based, in part, on what I have personally experienced and observed, both in my 
own life and of those around me. 


