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There is an increased media and political attention and misperception surrounding the 

diversity of the unauthorized immigrant population in the U.S - with negative 
consequences on all youth.i 

 
Diversity of the Unauthorized Population in the United States 
 
Latinx unauthorized immigrants continue to constitute the majority of the unauthorized population 
(approximately 77%). Yet, of the approximately 60 million Latinx U.S. citizens, authorized, and 
unauthorized immigrants in the U.S.  only 15% are unauthorized.ii iii iv Further, four of the top 10 
countries of origin for unauthorized immigrants are in Asia; approximately one in seven Chinese, one in 
four Indian, one in six Korean, and one in 12 Filipino immigrants are unauthorized.v iii Yet, there continues to be 
little public and political attention paid to these non-Latinx unauthorized immigrants and instead, most of the 
focus remains on the Latinx population.vi 
 
Consequences for Unauthorized Youth and Families 
 
Ethnicity and national origin are the most important factors in perceiving whether an individual is unauthorized 
or has legal status in the U.S.  Latinx individuals in particular are associated with being unauthorized. 
Individuals from Asia or Europe are less likely to be perceived as unauthorized.vii 
 
This unauthorized visibility of the Latinx population has dire consequences for both unauthorized immigrant 
youth as well as legal immigrants and U.S. citizen youth. Though both groups experience racism and 
discrimination, Latinx youth (both authorized and unauthorized) experience more discrimination and 
prejudice due to their assumed documentation status than Asian and Pacific Islander and Black 
unauthorized youth.vi viii  
 

§ Latinx individuals are more likely to be profiled and questioned by immigration enforcement. For 
mixed-status (members with varying legal statuses) Latinx families especially, the fear of 
deportation is always present – whether they or someone they know is at risk or has been 
deportedix. Fear and insecurity often prevent them from accessing social benefits and 
resources, obtaining drivers licenses, and limiting their job and education opportunities, even if 
they are in the country legally.x 

§ Asian and Black unauthorized youth and families face similar fears and limited 
opportunities, but also experience more isolation and form fewer connections with other 
unauthorized youth.vi viii The sense of shared discrimination prevalent in the Latinx community 
can create a bond in the community that can buffer the isolation and vulnerability experienced 
by Latinx unauthorized families and youth.  

 
Why Does this Misperception Persist? 

 
§ This misperception in the diversity of the unauthorized population continues to persist in part because 

of Latinx-dominated immigrant rights movements, for example most youth who are active in the 
Dreamers movement are Latinx and most youth who have chosen to “come out” as unauthorized are 
Latinx.viii 

§ Likewise, the media continue to promote this bias by focusing on the US-Mexican border, highlighting 
Latinx unauthorized immigrants crossing the border and minimizing other unauthorized immigrant 



groups in the U.S.xi In reality, most unauthorized immigrants enter the country legally (62%) and 
overstay their temporary visa.xii 

 
Policy Recommendations 

 
§ Remove racial profiling as a reason for immigration enforcement to question and detain people 

suspected as unauthorized or of having committed an immigration violation.  
o Currently, immigration enforcement cannot question or search someone without “reasonable 

suspicion” and cannot rely solely on racial profiling (e.g., search anyone who looks Mexican 
or is speaking Spanish), but in practice these restrictions are often ignored or heavily relied on 
to begin a search.  

o Instead, racial profiling should not be a legitimate reason at all to search or arrest someone. To 
better enforce this unjust profiling that mainly targets the Latinx population, use of racial profiling 
in case against an immigrant should be grounds to dismiss the case.xiii xiv 

§ Increase public awareness via media campaigns. Along with attention on the U.S./Mexico border 
and the ongoing humanitarian crisis/situation, focus should be on alternative pathways people enter or 
live in the country without authorization. Likewise, there should be more focus on non-Latinx 
unauthorized youth and immigrants. 

§ Ensure indiscriminatory practices to ensure legal immigrant and U.S. citizen youth are not unjustly 
discriminated against due to their ethnicity/race. Trainings should be required for teachers, school 
administrators, and school psychologists so they do not mistreat students of Latinx origin or assume 
they are in the US without authorization, asking questions like “are your parents here illegally?”.  
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