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Facts on U.S. Latinos, 2015
Statistical portrait of Hispanics in the United States

There were 56.5 million Hispanics in the United States in 2015, accounting for 17.6% of the total U.S. population.
In 1980, with a population of 14.8 million, Hispanics made up just 6.5% of the total U.S. population. Read the
accompanying blog post, “How the U.S. Hispanic population is changing (http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-

tank/2017/09/18/how-the-u-s-hispanic-population-is-changing) .”

For a statistical portrait of the foreign-born population in the United States, click here
(http://www.pewhispanic.org/2017/05/03/facts-on-u-s-immigrants/) .

Click on the charts below to explore Hispanic population trends.
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Hispanic population, by nativity

Source: For 1960 and 1970, see Passel and Cohn’s 2008 population projections

(http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2008/02/11/us-population-projections-2005-2050/) . For 1980-2000, Pew Research Center

analysis of U.S. decennial census data (5% IPUMS). For 2006-2015, Pew Research Center analysis of American Community

Survey (1% IPUMS).
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Since 1960, the nation’s Latino population has increased nearly ninefold, from 6.3 million then to 56.5 million by
2015. It is projected to grow to 107 million by 2065, according to the latest Pew Research Center projections
(http://www.pewhispanic.org/2015/09/28/modern-immigration-wave-brings-59-million-to-u-s-driving-population-growth-

and-change-through-2065/) . The foreign-born Latino population has increased to nearly 20 times its size over the
past half century, from less than 1 million in 1960 to 19.4 million in 2015. On the other hand, while the U.S.-born
Latino population has only increased sixfold over this time period, there are about 32 million more U.S.-born
Latinos in the U.S. today (37.1 million) than there were in 1960 (5.5 million).

Back to top (#2013-hispanic-SP-int)

 

Hispanics are a rising share of the U.S. population

Note: In 1960-1970, Asians include Pacific Islanders. 

Source: For 1960 and 1970, see Passel and Cohn’s 2008 population projections

(http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2008/02/11/us-population-projections-2005-2050/) . For 1980-2000, Pew Research Center

analysis of U.S. decennial census data (5% IPUMS). For 2006-2014, Pew Research Center analysis of American Community

Survey (1% IPUMS).
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The share of the U.S. population that is Hispanic has been steadily rising over the past half century. In 2015,
Hispanics made up 17.6% of the total U.S. population, up from 3.5% in 1960. According to the latest Pew
Research Center projections (http://www.pewhispanic.org/2015/09/28/modern-immigration-wave-brings-59-million-to-
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u-s-driving-population-growth-and-change-through-2065/) , the Hispanic share of the U.S. population is expected to
reach 24% by 2065.
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Foreign-born share declining among Hispanics

Source: For 1960 and 1970, see Passel and Cohn’s 2008 population projections

(http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2008/02/11/us-population-projections-2005-2050/) . For 1980-2000, Pew Research Center

analysis of U.S. decennial census data (5% IPUMS). For 2006-2015, Pew Research Center analysis of American Community

Survey (1% IPUMS).
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After increasing for at least four decades, the share of the Hispanic population that is foreign born began
declining after 2000. Among all Hispanics, the share that was born in another country was 34.4% in 2015, down
from a peak of about 40% earlier in the 2000s. The share of adult Hispanics who are foreign born began
declining a bit later – 47.9% of Hispanic adults were born in another country in 2015, down from a peak of 55.0%
in 2007.
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Mexican-origin share among U.S. Hispanics declining

Source: For 1850-2000, Pew Research Center analysis of U.S. decennial census data (5% IPUMS). For 2006-2015, Pew

Research Center analysis of American Community Survey (1% IPUMS).
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Mexican-origin Hispanics have always been the largest Hispanic-origin group in the U.S. In 1860, for example,
among the 155,000 Hispanics living in the U.S., 81.1% were of Mexican origin – a historic high. Since then the
origins of the nation’s Hispanic population have diversified as growing numbers of immigrants from other Latin
American nations and Puerto Rico settled in the U.S. For example, between 1930 and 1980, Hispanics from
places other than Mexico nearly doubled their representation among U.S. Hispanics, from 22.4% to 40.6%. But
with the arrival of large numbers of Mexican immigrants in the 1980s and 1990s, the Mexican share among
Hispanics grew, rising to a recent peak of 65.7% in 2008, but declining since.
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Sources of Hispanic population growth, by decade
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Notes: U.S. births and immigrations reflect additions to the U.S. Hispanic population. Deaths and emigration not shown. 

Source: Based on Pew Research Center tabulations of 2015 American Community Survey (1% IPUMS) for 2010-2015, and of

the 2010 American Community Survey (1% IPUMS) for 2000s. Data for 1970s, 1980s and 1990s drawn from Pew Research

Center historical projections (Passel and Cohn, 2008).
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Between 1980 and 2000, immigration was the principal driver of Latino population growth as the Latino
immigrant population boomed from 4.2 million to 14.1 million. Since then, however, the primary source of this
growth has been U.S. births. Between 2000 and 2010, there were 9.6 million Latino births in the U.S., while the
number of newly arrived immigrants was 6.5 million. The present decade is on track to repeat this pattern, with 5
million Latino births in the U.S. between 2010 and 2015, compared with just 1.9 million newly arrived Latino
immigrants.
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English proficiency among Hispanics
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Note: Respondents are asked if they speak a language besides English at home. If they answer yes, they are asked how well

they speak English. 

Source: Pew Research Center tabulations of 1980, 1990 and 2000 censuses (5% IPUMS) and 2010, 2013, 2014 and 2015

American Community Surveys (1% IPUMS).
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English proficiency is rising among Hispanics ages 5 and older. In 2015, 69% of Hispanics said they speak only
English at home or indicate that they speak English “very well”, up from 59% who said the same in 1980. Most of
this growth has been driven by U.S.-born Hispanics, whose English proficiency share has grown from 71.9% in
1980 to 89.7% in 2015. By contrast, English proficiency among foreign-born Hispanics has seen little change over
the same period. In 2015, just 34.6% of foreign-born Hispanics reported that they speak only English at home or
speak English “very well”, a slight increase from 30.7% in 1980.
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How the U.S. Hispanic population is
changing
BY ANTONIO FLORES (HTTP://WWW.PEWRESEARCH.ORG/STAFF/ANTONIO-FLORES)

(http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/09/18/how-the-u-s-hispanic-population-is-changing/ft_17-09-

18_hispanics_ushispanicpop/) The Latino population in the United States has reached nearly 58 million in 2016
(https://www.census.gov/newsroom/press-releases/2017/cb17-100.html) and has been the principal driver of U.S.
demographic growth, accounting for half of national population growth since 2000
(http://www.pewhispanic.org/2016/09/08/latino-population-growth-and-dispersion-has-slowed-since-the-onset-of-the-great-

recession/) . The Latino population itself has evolved during this time, with changes in immigration, education and
other characteristics.
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This summary draws on a statistical portrait of the nation’s Hispanic population, which includes trends going back to
1980. Here are some key facts about the nation’s Latino population.

The Hispanic population has reached a new high, but growth has slowed. In 2016, Hispanics accounted for 18% of
the nation’s population and were the second-largest racial or ethnic group behind whites. (All racial groups are single
race non-Hispanic.)

View interactive charts and detailed tables on U.S.
Hispanics.

They are also the nation’s second-fastest
(https://www.census.gov/newsroom/press-releases/2017/cb17-100.html)

-growing racial or ethnic group, with a 2.0% growth rate between
2015 and 2016 compared with a 3.0% rate for Asians. The slowing
of Hispanic population growth is occurring as immigration to the
U.S. from Mexico levels
(http://www.pewhispanic.org/2015/11/19/more-mexicans-leaving-than-

coming-to-the-u-s/) off and the fertility rate among Hispanic women
declines.

The U.S. Hispanic population is drawn from an increasingly
diverse mix of countries. Hispanics of Mexican origin account for
63.3% (36 million) of the nation’s Hispanic population in 2015, by
far the largest share of any origin group, but down from a recent peak of 65.7 in 2008. But this share has declined in
recent years as fewer migrants from Mexico (http://www.pewhispanic.org/2015/11/19/more-mexicans-leaving-than-coming-

to-the-u-s/) arrive in the U.S. and the number leaving the country rises. Meanwhile, the share among non-Mexican
origin groups (36.7% in 2015, up from 34.3% in 2008) has grown as migration from elsewhere in Latin America has
increased.

The population of Hispanics of Puerto Rican origin, the
second-largest origin group, stands at 5.4 million in 2015 in
the 50 states and the District of Columbia (an additional 3.4
million people (http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-

tank/2017/03/29/key-findings-about-puerto-rico/) live in Puerto
Rico). The migration of Puerto Ricans
(http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2015/10/14/puerto-ricans-

leave-in-record-numbers-for-mainland-u-s/) to the U.S. mainland
over the past decade has helped drive up this number from
3.8 million in 2005. Five other Hispanic origin groups have
populations of more than 1 million – Salvadorans, Cubans,
Dominicans, Guatemalans and Colombians – and each has
also seen its population increase over the past decade.

The foreign-born share has declined among U.S. Latinos.
Today, 34.4% of Latinos are immigrants, down from a peak of
40.1% in 2000. And the share that is U.S. born has grown to
65.6% in 2015, up from 59.9% in 2000. This decline in the
foreign-born share extends across the largest Latino origin
groups. The foreign-born share among Guatemalans (61.3% in
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Hispanic origin profiles, 2015
The 14 largest U.S. Hispanic groups by origin (based on self-
described race or ethnicity)

 

U.S. Hispanic population -- 56,477,000

Rankings Characteristics

7 Colombians 1,091,000

4 Cubans 2,116,000

5 Dominicans 1,866,000

6 Guatemalans 1,384,000

8 Hondurans 853,000

1 Mexicans 35,758,000

2 Puerto Ricans 5,371,000

3 Salvadorans 2,174,000
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2015) fell by 17.2 percentage points during this time, the
largest percentage-point decline of the six largest Hispanic
origin groups. Salvadorans’ foreign-born share (58.8% in
2015) also had a significant drop, declining 16.9 percentage
points. Meanwhile, the Mexican foreign born share (32.2% in
2015), had a smaller decline – 9.3 points.

HOMEOWNERS

Rounded to the
nearest thousand

Source: Pew Research Center tabulations of the 2015 American
Community Survey (1% IPUMS).
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14 Argentineans 274,000

10 Ecuadorians 707,000

8 Hondurans 853,000

12 Nicaraguans 422,000

11 Peruvians 651,000

9 Spaniards 799,000

13 Venezuelans 321,000
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U.S. Hispanics are the youngest of the nation’s largest racial and ethnic groups. But like the rest of the country
(http://www.pewhispanic.org/2016/04/20/the-nations-latino-population-is-defined-by-its-youth/) , the Hispanic population
overall has grown older. Hispanics had a median age of 28 in 2015, up from 25 in 2000. Whites had the highest
median age – of 43 in 2015 – followed by Asians (36) and blacks (34). Among Hispanics, those born in the U.S. and
those born in another country differ widely in age. The median age of U.S.-born Hispanics was 19 in 2015, up from 18
years in 2000. Meanwhile, foreign-born Hispanics have a median age of 42 years, up from 33 in 2000.

A growing share of Hispanics have gone to college (http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/07/28/5-facts-about-

latinos-and-education/) . Almost 40% of Hispanics ages 25 and older had any college experience in 2015, up from 30% in
2000. Among U.S.-born Hispanics, 52% reported they had gone to college, an increase from 41% in 2000. By
comparison, 27% of foreign-born Hispanics reported some college experience, up from 22% in 2000.

The number of Hispanics who speak Spanish at home is at an all-time high
(http://www.pewhispanic.org/2015/05/12/english-proficiency-on-the-rise-among-latinos/) , though growth is slowing. A
record 37 million Hispanics ages 5 and older speak Spanish at home, up from 25 million in 2000. However, between
2010 and 2015, this number grew at an annual average of 1.8%, down from an annual average of 3.4% between 2000
and 2010.

At the same time, a record 35 million Hispanics ages 5 and older say they are English-proficient, up from 19 million in
2000. Among this group, 14 million Hispanics speak only English at home in 2015, up from 7 million in 2000.
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Antonio Flores (http://www.pewresearch.org/staff/antonio-flores) is a research
assistant focusing on Hispanic research at Pew Research Center.

D O N A T E

(http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/09/18/how-the-u-s-hispanic-population-is-changing/ft_17-09-14_hispanicstates/)

California continues to have the largest Latino population (http://www.pewhispanic.org/interactives/hispanic-

population-by-county/) among states, but Texas is seeing a faster growth rate. In 2015, 15.2 million Hispanics lived in
California, a 39% increase from 10.9 million in 2000. Yet Texas has had even faster growth, with its Hispanic
population increasing 60% over the same period, from 6.7 million in 2000 to 10.7 million in 2015. Meanwhile,
Georgia’s Hispanic population has more than doubled since 2000, the fastest growth among the 10 states with the
largest Hispanic populations.

Related posts:

U.S. Hispanic population growth has leveled off (http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/08/03/u-s-hispanic-

population-growth-has-leveled-off/)

Hispanic dropout rate hits new low, college enrollment at new high (http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-

tank/2017/09/29/hispanic-dropout-rate-hits-new-low-college-enrollment-at-new-high/)
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Stacey Diane A. Litam 

Human Sex Trafficking in America: 
What Counselors Need to Know

The social justice issue of human sex trafficking is a global form of oppression that places men, women 
and children at risk for sexual exploitation. Although a body of research exists on the topics of human 
trafficking, literature specific to the mental health implications for counselors working with this population 
is limited. Counselors should increase their awareness of the vulnerabilities that place persons at risk 
of becoming trafficked. Additionally, obtaining a deeper understanding of the indicators and processes 
through which persons become trafficked is necessary in order to provide appropriate services. Counselors 
should learn how force, fraud and coercion influence the wellness of trafficked persons. The following 
article provides an overview of the relevant information pertinent to sex trafficking and addresses the 
counseling implications for working with sex trafficked survivors.

Keywords: human sex trafficking, sexual exploitation, social justice, trafficked survivors, oppression

     The sexual exploitation of men, women and children through sex trafficking continues to occur 
in the United States and across the globe at an increasingly alarming rate. Despite misconceptions 
that sex trafficking requires transportation across state or country borders, the majority of victims 
are domestically trafficked within their own country by persons of the same nationality (Shelley, 
2010; U.S. Department of State, 2009). Rates of forced labor are unknown and notoriously difficult to 
obtain due to methodological deficiencies (Fedina, 2015) and issues related to reporting and victim 
identification (Chesnay, 2013; Hyland, 2001; Laczko & Gramegna, 2003). However, the International 
Labour Organization (n.d.) estimates 27 million people become trafficked annually—4.5 million 
of whom are victims of forced sexual exploitation. Children and adolescents are exceptionally 
vulnerable to forced entry into the sex trade. The National Center for Missing and Exploited Children 
(2014) reported that 1 in 5 runaways are at risk for forced sexual exploitation. This represents an 
increase from an estimated 1 in 6 in 2014 (Polaris, 2016). Additionally, a study conducted by Estes 
and Weiner (2002) estimated that 326,000 youth are at risk for child trafficking. Counselors must 
become educated in recognizing the signs of trafficked persons, vulnerabilities to becoming trafficked, 
and the processes by which persons are forced into sexual exploitation in order to obtain a deeper 
understanding of the client’s worldview and provide appropriate support.

     Existing literature addressing the mental health needs of sex trafficked survivors remains 
extremely limited (Hossain, Zimmerman, Abas, Light, & Watts, 2010; Tsutsumi, Izutsu, Poudyal, 
Kato, & Marui, 2008). Instead, the current body of research has focused on the sexual consequences 
of trafficking-related health issues such as sexually transmitted infections and rates of HIV among 
trafficked women in Asia (Beyrer, 2001; Beyrer & Stachowiak, 2003; Silverman et al., 2006; Silverman 
et al., 2007). The following article provides a brief overview of the definition, terms and processes 
associated with human trafficking. Next, the vulnerabilities and signs that a person has been or is 
currently being trafficked are presented. Finally, we address the clinical implications of working 
with trafficked survivors and identify trauma-sensitive interventions. Although female pronouns 
are used in this article, this detail is not intended to minimize the fact that many cisgender men, as 
well as lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender persons, become victims of forced sexual exploitation 
(Martinez & Kelle, 2013; Oram, Stöckl, Busza, Howard, & Zimmerman, 2012).
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Definition, Terms and Processes of Sex Trafficking

     Despite the growing awareness of modern day slavery, the act of human trafficking is not a 
new phenomenon. In Imperial Rome, it has been estimated that between 30–40% of the Roman 
population was comprised of slaves trafficked from nearby countries such as Thrase, Gaul, Britain 
and Germany (Collingridge, 2006). In fact, during the height of the Roman Empire, wars were fought 
solely to procure more slaves (Cahill, 1995; Goldsworthy, 2006). Human trafficking was not limited 
to European countries. Beginning in 1619, both White and African slaves were taken from their 
countries and imported to Virginia to help construct the colonies (D. Davis, 2006; Jordan & Walsh, 
2007). Human trafficking and modern day slavery are acts of social injustice that have historically 
exploited men, women and children.

     According to the Trafficking Victims Protection Act (U.S. Department of State, 2000), the act 
of human trafficking refers to the recruitment, harboring, transportation, provision or obtaining 
of a person for commercial sex through force, fraud or coercion, or in which the person induced 
to perform a sex act is under 18 years of age. Despite common misconceptions, for an act to be 
considered sex trafficking, forced movement across the state is not required (U.S. Department of 
State, 2000). Sex trafficking includes a wide variety of traditionally accepted forms of labor, including 
commercial sex, exotic dancing and pornography (Logan, Walker, & Hunt, 2009). The following 
sections address the three components of control associated with human trafficking, namely force, 
fraud and coercion. Specific strategies used by traffickers to obtain and maintain control also are 
described.

Force
     As defined by the United States Department of Health and Human Services (2012), force pertains 
to the physical restraint or serious physical harm that traffickers use to obtain and maintain control. 
According to Chesnay (2013), methods of force are typically used to break down the victim’s spirit. 
Examples of force as a means of control include rape, physical violence, intimidation, physical 
confinement and restricted freedom (Williamson & Prior, 2009; Zimmerman et al., 2008). Traffickers 
may introduce an addiction to an illicit substance or use existing drug or alcohol addictions to 
force persons into exploitative circumstances (Raphael & Ashley, 2008; Raymond et al., 2002; 
Whitaker & Hinterlong, 2008; Williamson & Prior, 2009; Zimmerman, 2003). According to findings 
by Whitaker and Hinterlong (2008), victims’ resistance often leads to additional or more forceful 
control mechanisms used by traffickers. For example, traffickers may initially use physical or sexual 
violence and increase the severity (e.g., burning or torturing victims) when disobeyed. Additionally, 
Whitaker and Hinterlong discovered the presence of gendered patterns of control or the concept that 
different strategies are used when eliciting compliance from men and women (e.g., use of threats to 
community members and drug addiction in men, and threats to family relationships and references 
about the world being dangerous in women). It is important to note that not all trafficked persons 
experience physical suffering (Aradau, 2004; Belser, 2005).

Fraud
     Fraud, or the use of false promises to lure persons into the human trafficking industry, is another 
method used by traffickers to control and exploit their victims (United States Department of Health 
and Human Services, 2012). Although fraud is typical in labor trafficking scenarios (e.g., women are 
offered appealing job opportunities overseas as a nanny or model and then forced into prostitution 
upon arrival), this tactic also is employed within sex trafficking scenarios (Belser, 2005; Whitaker & 
Hinterlong, 2008). Traffickers may recruit children from low-income families by promising parents 
that their children will be safer, better cared for and taught a useful skill or trade (Albanese, 2007; 
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U.S. Department of State, 2009). Once recruited, victims enter into debt bondage and are promised 
freedom upon repayment to traffickers for their services (Williamson et al., 2010). Unfortunately, the 
result of debt bondage is a never-ending cycle from which victims cannot escape (Chesnay, 2013). 
Upon incurring a debt, persons in forced labor scenarios become trapped as traffickers enforce high 
interest rates, withhold payment, and charge for miscellaneous expenses such as the cost for food, 
transportation, condoms, and other supplies (International Labour Organization, 2005). Albanese 
(2007) described one case in which traffickers used fraud after recruiting two girls from Vancouver, 
British Columbia, and transporting them to Hawaii. In this scenario, the traffickers withheld the girl’s 
passports and threatened to circulate photographs of them engaging in sex acts in order to obtain 
their compliance. For many victims of forced labor, fraud is a strategy used by traffickers to exploit 
dreams or hope for a better life (U.S. Department of State, 2009).

Coercion
     Coercion, or using threats of physical harm or physical restraint against a person, is another 
context of control associated with human trafficking (United States Department of Health and 
Human Services, 2012). Coercion can take the form of direct physical violence or be psychological 
in nature (Logan et al., 2009; U.S. Department of State, 2009). In many cases, traffickers coerce 
victims by threatening to harm their families if they do not comply with their demands (Whitaker 
& Hinterlong, 2008; Williamson & Prior, 2009). Coercive tactics can directly exploit cultural beliefs, 
such as the case described by Whitaker and Hinterlong (2008) in which a victim believed she had to 
obey a trafficker because he kept a lock of her hair. Homeless youth who lack resources (e.g., food, 
protection, drugs) become coerced by adults that provide shelter and later demand “payment” in the 
form of sex (Hagan & McCarthy, 1997, p. 48). Although some victims are controlled by traffickers, 
others are coerced into sexual exploitation by boyfriends, girlfriends and friends (Hagan & McCarthy, 
1997; Widom & Kuhns, 1996). Traffickers may coerce their victim’s compliance through the use 
of a grooming process (Herman, 1992) in which a connection is forged between victims and their 
traffickers in order to produce intense loyalty (Priebe & Suhr, 2005). When threats, force or coercion is 
used for the purpose of exploitation, victim consent is not relevant (Logan, 2007).

     The grooming process. The seasoning, or grooming, process refers to the progression of power 
used by traffickers to control their victims and, in some cases, forge a trauma bond (Smith, Vardaman, 
& Snow, 2009). Similar to “Stockholm syndrome,” in which hostages relate to and defend their 
captors (Smith et al., 2009), trauma bonding is a form of coercive control in which traffickers instill a 
sense of fear as well as gratitude for being allowed to live (United States Department of Health and 
Human Services, 2012). As outlined by O’Connor and Healy (2006), the grooming process stages are 
ensnaring, creating dependence, taking control, and total dominance. During the ensnaring phase, traffickers 
begin to identify themselves as a trustworthy and valuable person in the victim’s life (O’Connor & 
Healy, 2006). Traffickers may provide favors, purchase expensive gifts, show affection and enter 
into a romantic relationship with the victim (Albanese, 2007). For many adolescents, this façade may 
represent the only affirming, reliable and secure relationship in their lives, and victims quickly find 
themselves emotionally invested. Next, traffickers create dependence. During this process, victims 
gradually become separated from their families and friends (O’Connor & Healy, 2006). Traffickers may 
convince victims that other persons in their lives are unreliable or untrustworthy. At the completion of 
this stage, victims begin to rely solely on their traffickers for support and become isolated from their 
previous lives (O’Connor & Healy, 2006). The taking control stage is characterized by a shift in the 
traffickers’ behavior from caring and supportive to controlling and possessive (O’Connor & Healy, 
2006). The trafficker may begin to use threats, violence and drugs as methods of control and dictate 
whom the victim sees and where she goes (Whitaker & Hinterlong, 2008). At the end of this stage, 
traffickers may test the victims’ commitment to the relationship and demand that they begin selling 
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commercial sex to prove their love (O’Connor & Healy, 2006). Once victims have become completely 
dependent on their traffickers and are convinced that the easiest way to earn money and maintain 
their relationships is through selling sex, total dominance has been achieved (O’Connor & Healy, 
2006). Although the grooming process outlined by O’Connor and Healy is a helpful model that 
represents how many persons become trafficked, these series of stages may not occur in every case. 
Persons may enter the commercial sex trade through a variety of avenues, and their experiences of 
becoming trafficked may be consistent with, or distinct from, O’Connor and Healy’s model.

Contexts of Control
     Just as variability exists within the stages of grooming, different factors influence whether 
the grooming process itself results in victim compliance. Traffickers use a variety of recruitment 
techniques and forms of exploitation to obtain and maintain control (Shelley, 2010). Contexts of 
control acknowledge the complex associations that influence the relationship between victim and 
trafficker (Whitaker & Hinterlong, 2008). These factors include the individual resiliencies of trafficked 
persons, the grooming process, and the methods of force, fraud and coercion used by traffickers 
(Whitaker & Hinterlong, 2008). According to Whitaker and Hinterlong (2008), the four contexts 
of control include control-seeking, control mechanisms, controllability and resistance. The context of 
control-seeking refers to the trafficker’s desire to limit the victims’ choices in order to increase the 
likelihood that their desires are met (Whitaker & Hinterlong, 2008). Traffickers with higher rates 
of control-seeking seek more power over victims’ behaviors, appearance and travel (Whitaker & 
Hinterlong, 2008). They may determine what victims wear, control how they interact with buyers, 
confine persons to specific locations, identify and enforce a mandatory amount of earnings per 
day, or withhold passports, money and identifying documents (Whitaker & Hinterlong, 2008; 
Zimmerman, 2003). Traffickers use control mechanisms (e.g., threats of violence, debt bondage, 
psychological intimidation and acute violence) to obtain and maintain control of victims, and they 
may vary depending on the victims’ level of controllability, or capacity to resist due to their social 
or financial context, cultural or personal beliefs, physical limitations, or other deficiencies (Shelley, 
2010; Whitaker & Hinterlong, 2008). Thus, a trafficker may attempt to recruit a young woman by 
showering her with expensive gifts and affection, but if she demonstrates a low level of controllability 
(e.g., she has a strong support system, is financially stable, has high self-efficacy), the control 
mechanisms are less effective (Whitaker & Hinterlong, 2008). Controllability can be further delineated 
into six subdomains: social, financial, physical, cultural, psychological and institutional (Whitaker 
& Hinterlong, 2008). Persons with a strong combination across these six subdomains have lower 
controllability levels and are less likely to become trafficked through the grooming process (Whitaker 
& Hinterlong, 2008). Because trafficked people are unable to predict or manage events that influence 
their health and safety, the methods of control in human trafficking are parallel to the characteristics 
of abuse described in the literature on torture (Saporta & Van der Kolk, 1992).

Vulnerabilities and Risk Factors

     The market for commercial sex represents a diverse avenue that incorporates a wide spectrum of 
activities and transactions across many settings (Anderson & O’Connell Davidson, 2003). Although 
survivors of human trafficking are not limited to race, ethnicity, age, gender or socioeconomic status, 
vulnerabilities such as location, poverty, sexual minority status and childhood trauma history, among 
other factors, influence higher rates for potential sexual exploitation (Albanese, 2007;  Bales, 2007; 
Hyland, 2001; Kidd & Liborio, 2011; Martinez & Kelle, 2013). The following section outlines a variety 
of risk factors that have been linked to entrance into the sex trafficking trade. 
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Location as Risk Factor
     Within the global human trafficking industry, there are origin and destination countries that 
influence the direction of movement and likelihood that persons become victims of forced sexual 
exploitation (Bales, 2007). Often, third world countries are origin countries characterized by locations 
with a large supply of available victims (Bales, 2007). The country may be in a state of conflict and 
social unrest or have high rates of poverty, government corruption and a lack of viable employment 
opportunities (Bales, 2007). Because trafficking is strongly linked to rates of poverty and minimal 
employment opportunities (Loff & Sanghera, 2004), many people willingly go with traffickers 
believing they will receive better opportunities abroad and can send money home to their families 
(Chung, 2009). Once recruited from origin countries, survivors are transported to destination 
countries, characterized by locations with high demand for commercial sex (Bales, 2007). Some 
locations, such as the United States, are bidirectional countries, in which victims are both recruited and 
put to work (Farr, 2005).

     Although many persons become trafficked across international borders, the majority of victims 
in the United States are trafficked domestically (U.S. Department of State, 2009), with an increase of 
minors recruited from the Midwest (Williamson & Prior, 2009). In a study of 13 youth involved with 
forced sexual exploitation, respondents explained that recruitment occurred on the streets, while 
walking to friends’ houses, with peers, at corner stores, at malls, at their own homes, and waiting 
to meet with a probation officer outside the juvenile justice center (Williamson & Prior, 2009). In 
most cases, youth were approached by someone they knew, a mutual acquaintance, or people they 
recognized from their community (Williamson & Prior, 2009). Thus, counselors need to become 
familiar with recruitment cities, destination cities and bidirectional cities (Williamson & Prior, 2009). 
Recruitment and destination cities respectively refer to locations where persons are obtained and 
transported to meet the growing demand for commercial sex (K. Davis, 2006). Although victims may 
become recruited and forced into sexual exploitation in any city across the United States, smaller 
cities in the Midwest have been linked to increased rates of recruitment (K. Davis, 2006). Recruitment 
cities share similar characteristics, such as access to numerous highways that facilitate victim 
transportation to destination cities where demand for commercial sex is greatest (K. Davis, 2006). 
Once obtained, victims are transported to high-demand locations such as Chicago, Detroit and Las 
Vegas (Wilson & Dalton, 2007. Additional factors that seem to link location to sex trafficking exist. 
Previous studies have found increased rates of commercial sexual exploitation in areas with higher 
ratios of females to males (Rao & Presenti, 2012), in places with legalized prostitution (Cho, Dreher, 
& Neumayer, 2013), and within areas characterized by large populations of transient males such as 
military personnel, truckers, tourists, and conventioneers (Estes & Weiner, 2002; Farley & Kelly, 2000).

Interpersonal and Intrapersonal Risk Factors
     In addition to location, other vulnerabilities to becoming trafficked exist, including individual, 
family, peer-related and environmental factors (Williamson & Prior, 2009). Persons from any 
socioeconomic background, race or ethnicity may become trafficked (McClain & Garrity, 2010). 
A study exploring the shared characteristics of adolescent females in the commercial sex industry 
identified low IQ scores and multiple mental health disorders as common factors (Twill, Green, 
& Traylor, 2010). History of risky or deviant behavior exposes adolescents to increased risk for 
becoming trafficked. For example, adolescents selling, buying and using drugs all increase the 
likelihood of crossing paths with a trafficker (McClain & Garrity, 2010; Walsh & Donaldson, 2010). 
Additional risk factors such as poverty, unemployment, isolation, low self-efficacy, drug addiction 
and history of physical and sexual abuse have been linked with entrance into the sex trafficking 
industry (Bales, 2007; Kidd & Liborio, 2011). Although not all trafficked persons have histories 
of childhood abuse (Chudakov, Ilan, Belmaker, & Cwikel, 2002), persons forced into sexual 



50

The Professional Counselor | Volume 7, Issue 1

exploitation have commonly experienced violence prior to becoming trafficked, which increases their 
vulnerability to entering the sex trafficking trade and influences the greater likelihood of developing 
future mental health concerns (Hossain et al., 2010).

Homelessness and Sexual Minority Status as Risk Factors
     Runaway, homeless or throwaway children are recruited into trafficking rings and exposed 
to extreme forms of abuse (Estes & Weiner, 2002). Many are killed as a result of violence or from 
diseases incurred from their sexual victimization (Estes & Weiner, 2002; Mitchell, Finkelhor, & 
Wolak, 2010). Adolescents are typically approached by traffickers within 48 hours of living on the 
street (Jordan, Patel, & Rapp, 2013). Traffickers are predatory in nature and adept at identifying 
vulnerable persons in need of safety, security and protection (Albanese, 2007; Jordan et al., 2013). 
LGBT persons are especially at risk of forced sexual exploitation due to increased rates of high-risk 
behaviors and homelessness (Martinez & Keele, 2013). According to the National Coalition for the 
Homeless (2009), sexual minority youth are twice as likely to experience sexual abuse before the age 
of 12 and are 7.4 times more likely to become victims of sexual violence. Counselors working with 
LGBT adolescents must assess their clients’ histories and explore whether they have engaged in 
survival sex or substance abuse or have been homeless. Survival sex is characterized by the exchange 
of sexual acts for shelter, food, money, protection, favors or other resources (Estes & Weiner, 2002; 
Williams & Frederick, 2009). It is important to note that persons from stable families may become 
trafficked. Young women may go willingly with friends to parties and become enamored with 
charming men involved in the sex trafficking trade or become flattered by the attentions of predatory 
older men (Chesnay, 2013). According to a study conducted by Raphael and Myers-Powell (2010) that 
interviewed 25 ex-pimps in Chicago, the prime candidate for recruitment was a blonde runaway.

Social Media and Internet Use as Risk Factor
     Free access and anonymity with the Internet has created greater opportunity for offenders to 
purchase sex online where a wider variety of options exist (Chung, 2009; McCarthy, 2010; Raphael 
& Myers-Powell, 2010). Social media Web sites such as Myspace, Twitter and Facebook have been 
identified as a frequent tool used by traffickers to recruit adolescents into the sex trafficking trade 
(Demir, 2010; Jordan et al., 2013; Raphael & Myers-Powell, 2010; Williamson & Prior, 2009). Offenders 
cited the use of social media Web sites to contact, groom and connect with their victims, whereas 
online advertisement Web sites such as Craigslist were used to sell their victims (Raphael & Myers-
Powell, 2010).

   Adolescents with low levels of self-efficacy may be at increased risk for victimization due to higher 
rates of social media use. According to the Pew Research Center (2013), 74% of adults online use 
social networking sites, with young adults ages 18 to 29 representing the vast majority of social media 
users. Research exploring the relationship between social media use and the well-being of young 
adults has yielded significant findings that promote a deeper understanding of how traffickers select 
and recruit victims online. A study conducted by Meier and Gray (2014) linked photo activity on 
Facebook with greater than ideal internalization and self-objectification. Michikyan, Subrahmanyam, 
and Dennis (2014) additionally discovered that young adults experiencing emotional instability were 
more strategic in their online self-presentation, presumably to seek reassurance. Social networking 
site use also has been found to increase levels of self-efficacy, satisfy a need for belonging and 
improve self-esteem in college-aged students (Gangadharbatla, 2008). Upon examination of these 
pre-existing vulnerabilities, counselors can acquire a deeper understanding of how the grooming 
process may result in trauma bonds and entrance into the sex trafficking trade. For at-risk adolescents 
that lack a strong support system, experience low levels of self-efficacy and seek affirmation through 
their social media presence, online connections with traffickers may satisfy their deep desires for 
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validation. Because traffickers are predatory in nature and gravitate toward vulnerable persons 
with low self-efficacy and high rates of controllability, counselors working with adolescents and 
young adults should provide education on topics related to Internet safety and the consequences of 
promoting a sexually suggestive online presence.

Possible Signs of Trafficking

     Counselors working with at-risk populations (e.g., clients with addictions, and a history of 
homelessness and trauma) must recognize the possible signs that clients are being trafficked. Because 
many victims remain invisible to law enforcement (Hyland, 2001) and counselors, the identification 
and treatment of victims represents one of the greatest challenges in working with this population 
(McClain & Garrity, 2010). According to Polaris (2015), a variety of indicators exist that may suggest 
forced exploitation.

Signs of Trafficking in Mental Health Settings
     Counselors and other helping professionals should assess clients for signs of trafficking, including 
instances in which clients are under 18 and providing commercial sex acts, have a controlling older 
boyfriend, work excessively long or unusual hours, or have few personal possessions (Polaris, 2015). 
Within behavioral health settings, clients may present as fearful, anxious, depressed, submissive 
or tense with avoidant eye contact (Polaris, 2015). Trafficked persons rarely seek counseling 
independently and have likely endured intense, ongoing victimization and may present with 
depression, dissociative reactions, suicidal ideation, post-traumatic stress disorder, feelings of guilt,  
shame and self-mutilation (Chesnay, 2013). Clients also may have histories of solicitation charges, 
substance use issues, or a need for safe and stable housing, lack a strong support system, and have 
visible bruises or branding (Chesnay, 2013; Hyland, 2001; Jordan et al., 2013). Branding refers to a 
method of identification used by traffickers to indicate ownership and may be tattoos or carvings 
(Jordan et al., 2013; Shared Hope International, 2016). It is the author’s experience that some clients 
that become addicted to opiates by their oppressors are forced to inject in locations on their bodies 
that will not detract from their overall marketability as a reusable commodity. In many cases, these 
locations include the inner thighs or between the fingers or toes. As one anonymous survivor (a 
client of the author) explained, “Nobody is going to buy someone with track marks.” A trend exists 
in which offenders trafficking drugs are beginning to traffic people (Shelley, 2010). Whereas drugs 
can be sold once, people can be sold repeatedly and thus represent a more profitable and less risky 
business venture (Neville & Martinez, 2004; Shelley, 2010).

Signs of Trafficking in Medical Settings
     Trafficked persons may present in health care settings, although these instances occur at a low rate. 
Persons are only allowed to seek medical attention when traffickers believe their condition prevents 
monetary gain, at which point they can become disposable (Chesnay, 2013; Neville & Martinez, 
2004). Medical issues associated with trafficked survivors within health care settings may include 
sexually transmitted infections, pregnancy, history of unsafe abortions, chronic pain, malnutrition, 
substance use issues, and sleep deprivation (Chesnay, 2013; Estes & Weiner, 2002). Counselors and 
medical professionals may additionally note that trafficked survivors struggle during a mental 
status exam (Chesnay, 2013). Due to a combination of working long hours, exhaustion, and frequent 
transportation to and from locations, trafficked persons may respond incorrectly to questions 
regarding time, place and person (Chesnay, 2013).
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Signs of Trafficking in School Settings
     School counselors need to be mindful of signs that students are being trafficked. Adolescents may 
be trafficked out of their own homes and transported to and from school by their oppressor (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2013). Possible signs that students are being trafficked within educational 
settings include references to frequent travel to other cities, signs of bruising, presence of depression, 
anxiety, or fear, coached or rehearsed responses to questions, and inappropriate dress based on 
weather conditions (U.S. Department of Education, 2013). Additionally, school counselors need to 
be mindful of children who have significantly older boyfriends or girlfriends, describe concern for 
the safety of family members if they disclose, or care for children that are not family members (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2013). When a child is being sex trafficked, they may be absent from school 
or miss periods of time while being sold to other communities (Williamson & Prior, 2009).

Challenges of Working With Trafficked Clients

     Counselors may experience feelings of frustration and helplessness upon discovery that clients are 
rarely willing to leave their traffickers despite their dire situations. It is important to remember that 
many adolescents who become sex trafficked experience neurological effects from childhood physical, 
emotional and sexual trauma that inhibits their abilities to make pragmatic choices or escape their 
traffickers (Reid & Jones, 2011). The presence of chronic fear can inflict barriers to cognitive processing 
and decision making, which explains why some survivors do not escape when the opportunity 
arises (Loewenstein, Weber, Hsee, & Welch, 2001; Logan, Walker, Jordan, & Leukefelt, 2006). Due 
to the familiarity of unhealthy relationships and the lack of self-efficacy required to pursue change, 
childhood victims of sexual trauma are more likely to accept situations characterized by abuse (Reid 
& Jones, 2011). Counselors are encouraged to seek supervision, connect with colleagues and practice 
regular self-care routines in order to avoid experiencing burnout, secondary trauma, and compassion 
fatigue when working with this population.

     Counselors working with trafficked clients are often faced with a series of challenges since an 
intervention modality specific to sex trafficked survivors has not yet been developed (Jordan et al., 
2013). Although a small body of research exists on the health consequences associated with human 
trafficking, limited research has explored the mental health consequences of trafficking (Hossain et 
al., 2010; Tsutsumi et al., 2008). Current treatments are borrowed from evidence-based interventions 
originally developed for post-traumatic stress disorder and survivors of domestic violence, slavery 
and captivity (Jordan et al., 2013).

Assess Client’s Current State
     Whether providing individual or group counseling to sex trafficked clients, several treatment 
considerations should be examined. First, counselors should assess whether the client is currently 
being trafficked or whether a sex trafficking history exists. Naturally, the counselor’s role will differ 
significantly depending on the client’s present situation. In the author’s experience, clients that are 
currently trafficked rarely seek mental health services independently. Instead, clients may present 
to counseling as the result of court mandates associated with drug or solicitation charges. Clients 
that are currently trafficked often resist help from mental health providers and avoid reporting due 
to well-founded fears of physical violence or threats of retribution if they disclose their situation 
(Flores, 2010). Therefore, building strong rapport with sex trafficked clients is critical (Chesnay, 
2013). Because of the fraud and deception used by traffickers during the grooming process, many 
trafficked persons demonstrate marked difficulty with trusting others (Belser, 2005). It is essential that 
counselors build trust with the client by demonstrating unconditional positive regard, empathy and 
authenticity. Counselors may support clients by developing individualized safety plans and sharing 
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valuable resources (e.g., The National Human Trafficking Hotline: 1-888-373-7888). Once a strong 
therapeutic relationship has been established, counselors may begin pursuing a variety of counseling 
goals, including psychoeducation, supporting clients through the stages of personal change, engaging 
in group counseling, medication management, addressing substance use issues, and promoting 
reintegration through education and job training.

     Counselors working with sex trafficked survivors must assess whether the client has access to 
necessary resources, including housing, food, water, shelter and medicine. Ensuring that survivors 
are equipped with safe and stable homes minimizes the likelihood that they are simply returning to 
the same endangering conditions (Feingold, 2005). Counselors should work with sex trafficked clients 
to explore the circumstances that increased their risk for sexual exploitation. Once the situations are 
identified, counselors must work collaboratively with clients to create a sustainable maintenance 
promotion plan. Chesnay (2013) explained that once basic physiological needs and safe housing are 
obtained, mental health professionals can begin reframing the client’s worldview from “victim” to 
“survivor” to “thriving survivor.”

Asking Helpful Questions
     In addition to taking the client’s trafficking situation into consideration, it is important to remain 
mindful of the language used when working with this population. Clients will rarely, if ever, identify 
with the term trafficked and also are likely to struggle with identifying their partner and protector as 
a pimp or trafficker (Chesnay, 2013). Trafficked clients may explain that they are working to help their 
boyfriends (Priebe & Suhr, 2005). Counselors and other mental health professionals are encouraged to 
accept the client’s identified terms and work within their individual framework (Chesnay, 2013).

     Providing psychoeducation on the process, rates and prevalence of sex trafficking may be 
beneficial for clients to promote insight. Educational modalities that shift pertinent information from 
general to specific may be helpful in gradually exposing clients to difficult concepts. Counselors 
should work collaboratively with clients to identify salient issues and validate their experiences to 
promote recognition and exploration on the effects of trafficking. Counselors may use statements 
such as, “Many young adolescents living on the streets feel scared and find someone to protect and care for 
them. I wonder whether this is true for you?” Or, “Some people care so much about their partners that they 
feel obligated to prove their love and begin doing things they are not really comfortable with. I am curious 
whether this has been your experience as well?” Offering opportunities for clients to disclose information 
in a safe, nonjudgmental and accepting environment can increase client insight, promote counselor 
awareness of client history and facilitate therapeutic growth. Additionally, counselors should 
determine whether clients have access to safe and stable housing. If basic physiological needs are not 
met, clients may struggle to focus on higher order needs such as developing a safety plan or emotion 
regulation.

Assess Client’s Stage of Change
     For clients that are currently trafficked, the stages of change outlined by Norcross, Krebs, and 
Prochaska (2011) may be a helpful tool for examining clients’ willingness to engage in counseling. 
Clients in the precontemplation stage may respond positively to counseling strategies aimed at 
increasing education and awareness. When clients present in the stage of contemplation, counselors 
may be most supportive by exploring client ambivalence. Counselors may facilitate costs and benefits 
analyses with the client regarding their current predicaments. Regardless of the client’s stage of 
change it is important that counselors do not force the client to leave their oppressor. This may put 
the client, their families and other loved ones at risk (Flores, 2010). Instead, counselors must listen, 
affirm and provide the client with resources such as the trafficking hotline and empower them to call 
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when ready. It is important that counselors assess the severity and duration of trafficking-related 
abuse and recognize how these experiences influence recovery time (Hossain et al., 2010). In a sample 
of 204 trafficked girls and women, the presence of sexual violence during a trafficking experience 
had an independent effect on mental health symptoms (Hossain et al., 2010). Hossain and colleagues 
(2010) concluded that persons trafficked for longer periods of time have an increased likelihood of 
abusive episodes and prolonged feelings of entrapment, alienation, loss of control, humiliation and 
helplessness—all of which are associated with developing mental health disorders in the future. 
Counselors can better accommodate the needs of persons that have been trafficked for longer periods 
of time by providing longer duration post-trafficking care.

Assess Entrance Into Trafficking
     Other treatment considerations pertain to the process through which clients became trafficked. 
Clients recruited and controlled through a grooming process may struggle to identify their captors 
as oppressors due to the presence of a trauma bond (United States Department of Health and 
Human Services, n.d.). Cases also exist in which clients have been trafficked by family members or 
sold to traffickers by their parents (Shelley, 2010). In some instances, adolescents and children are 
forced into sexual exploitation by their parents or siblings in order to support drug addictions or to 
avoid financial burdens (Estes & Weiner, 2002). One survivor, a client of the author, reported that a 
family member diagnosed with schizoaffective disorder trafficked her for a period of 2 months. The 
client described how the family member would hold a firearm to his neck and threaten to commit 
suicide if she did not provide him with heroin. The client explained how she felt forced to complete 
commercial sex acts with drug dealers, as this strategy was the quickest and easiest way to obtain 
illicit substances within her impoverished community. Counselors should work to identify their 
biases regarding how persons are trafficked, and by whom, in order to identify survivors and provide 
appropriate services.

Counseling Sex Trafficked Clients

     Counselors working with sex trafficked survivors should be prepared to employ a variety of 
trauma-sensitive interventions to support the individual needs of each client. Trauma-sensitive 
interventions identify safety as the foundation for working with persons to eliminate self-harm, 
develop trustworthy relationships, overcome challenges, promote wellness and remove themselves 
from dangerous situations (Najavits, 2002). Helping traumatized clients to regain a sense of control 
is critical (Goodman & Calderon, 2012). For example, counselors may use mindfulness-based 
activities such as body scans and body awareness exercises to help clients differentiate between 
current and past experiences (Rothschild, 2000). Counselors can use other mindfulness techniques, 
such as focusing on the present and emphasizing the mind-body connection, to help clients identify 
and reduce the somatic symptoms of arousal when no threats are present (Goodman & Calderon, 
2012). Finally, counselors can help clients practice imagining, and returning attention to, comforting 
images to increase their sense of safety and decrease arousal (Goodman & Calderon, 2012). Ideally, 
counselors will empower their clients to redefine their lives not by their pasts, but by their futures 
(Chesnay, 2013).
 
Creative Interventions
     Creative-based interventions are especially powerful with sex trafficked clients because they 
provide opportunities for clients to make choices. For clients who have long been told what to do and 
have lived according to their trafficker’s demands, the presentation of choices and sense of control 
may represent an exciting and difficult challenge. Creative arts interventions have received a great 
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deal of empirical support for clients presenting with trauma. Research that investigated resiliency has 
identified the importance of creativity, humor, flexibility, and movement as effective interventions 
to improve traumatized clients’ self-esteem, hope and prosocial behaviors (Johnson, Lahad, & Gray, 
2009; Lahad, 2000; Raynor, 2002). Additionally, therapeutic art has been shown to be efficacious 
for work with clients presenting with emotional disturbances, grief and loss, low self-efficacy, 
depression, post-traumatic stress disorder, anxiety, and feelings of guilt and shame (Johnson et al., 
2009; Slayton, D’Archer, & Kaplan, 2010). Creative interventions can be used to help clients reframe 
ideas, shift perspectives, externalize emotions and gain deeper understanding of events (Bradley, 
Whiting, Hendricks, Parr, & Jones, 2008). According to Lev-Weisel (1998), clients that struggle to 
find words to describe their traumatic experiences may prefer creative interventions as a means of 
expression. Counselors can integrate the use of creative and expressive interventions using mandalas 
or other art mediums to support clients in promoting openness while providing a sense of structure. 
Future areas of research are needed to determine the efficacy of creative interventions specific to 
clients with a history of sex trafficking.

Cognitive Behavioral Therapies
     Clients with a history of sex trafficking can benefit from cognitive behavioral therapies due 
to their internalization of derogatory labels (Hickle & Roe-Sepowitz, 2014). Counselors working 
with trafficked clients can identify and challenge these labels in order to decrease the presence of 
shame and other meta-emotions (e.g., anger at oneself for feeling shame). Additional evidence-
based counseling interventions that may be useful for sex trafficked client populations include Eye 
Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing with adults (Maxfield, 2003; Shapiro, 1989) and trauma-
focused cognitive behavioral therapy with children (Cohen, Berliner, & Mannarino, 2010; Cohen, 
Mannarino, Berliner, & Deblinger, 2000). The use of dialectical trauma-focused cognitive behavioral 
therapy is effective with both children (Racco & Vis, 2015) and adults with histories of trauma and 
post-traumatic stress disorder (Wagner, Rizvi, & Harned, 2007). Although trauma-focused cognitive 
behavioral therapy and dialectical trauma-focused cognitive behavioral therapy have not been tested 
specifically for sex trafficked populations, research indicates that these modalities are successful in 
helping children overcome histories of trauma and abuse (Classen, Koopman, Nevill-Manning, & 
Spiegel, 2001; Cohen & Mannarino, 1997). Future research studies should investigate the efficacy 
of cognitive behavioral therapies with sex trafficking survivors in order to standardize appropriate 
treatment methods for this unique population.

Group Counseling
     Providing survivors of forced sexual exploitation with an opportunity to participate in group 
counseling can empower persons to share similar experiences while creating a sense of community 
and support (Hickle & Roe-Sepowitz, 2014). Peer support is a crucial component for treatment since 
bearing witness to the similar lived experiences of other survivors provides a unique dimension of 
support and sense of universality (Chesnay, 2013). Counselors working with trafficked persons may 
focus on accomplishing a variety of treatment goals, including feeling identification, establishing safety, 
addressing substance use, countering internalized stigma and labels, providing psychoeducation and 
establishing healthy boundaries. Shame can be reduced by prompting discussions about taboo and 
stigmatizing topics within group settings (Hickle & Roe-Sepowitz, 2014). Many trafficked survivors 
have upheld the belief that they are the only ones who have been trafficked by parents, have engaged in 
survival sex, or who have been forced into sexual exploitation by boyfriends or girlfriends. According 
to Estes and Weiner (2002), boys that performed oral sex on adult males as a result of forced sexual 
exploitation experienced a profound sense of shame. Addressing these foci of shame can help clients 
recognize the universality of their experiences, build rapport with peers and facilitate trust in the 
group setting. Counselors should listen openly to the client’s stories of shame and receive them with 
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empathy in order to dispel their negativistic beliefs. Psychoeducation within group settings can be used 
to explain how traffickers use coercion and other techniques to recruit young women (Hickle & Roe-
Sepowitz, 2014).

     Expressive techniques that allow group members to process trauma experiences without 
dissociating from the event are beneficial in promoting therapeutic growth (Hickle & Roe-Sepowitz, 
2014). Clients can use markers, colored pencils and other artistic mediums to draw, color or write on 
an outlined body where they feel specific emotions such as pain, shame, anger, fear and guilt (Hickle 
& Roe-Sepowitz, 2014). Words and pictures from magazines also can be used to represent emotions 
or past and present states of mind and facilitate the healing process. The author has facilitated mask 
exercises within group settings to support trafficked clients in identifying and processing their 
ideal and actual selves. Once completed, the pictures and masks can be processed with other group 
members and similar or different experiences, emotions and challenges can be discussed.

Conclusion

     Although social and cultural norms, poverty, gendered inequality and childhood history represent 
important vulnerability factors, the social injustice known as sex trafficking could not occur without 
the demand for sexual exploitation (Matheson & Finkel, 2013). A deeper understanding is needed to 
comprehend how persons become trafficked (Whitaker & Hinterlong, 2008). Additionally, a dearth of 
research remains that identifies specific evidence-based and trauma-sensitive modalities developed 
specifically for sex trafficked survivors (Chesnay, 2013; Jordan et al., 2013). The experiences, challenges 
and reflections of the author have been presented with the intention of providing education, support 
and guidance to other counselors serving this unique population. Regardless of which counseling tools 
are used, establishing and building a strong therapeutic alliance is a valuable tool that counselors can 
employ to support sex trafficked persons (Chesnay, 2013). Although challenging at times, establishing 
rapport requires a nonjudgmental attitude and a willingness to bear witness to clients’ experiences, 
without pointing out what survivors could have done differently (Chesnay, 2013).

     It is important to remember that trafficked persons are often survivors of long-term childhood 
trauma characterized by instability within the home, childhood sexual trauma and community 
violence (Bales, 2007; Hossain et al., 2010; Kidd & Liborio, 2011; Williamson & Prior, 2009). Many 
adolescents were targeted, recruited and trafficked due to pre-existing vulnerabilities and high 
controllability factors (Whitaker & Hinterlong, 2008). Counselors are tasked with a unique position 
to provide corrective relational experiences characterized by the nonjudgmental acceptance, 
support and affirmation desperately needed by this population. Fewer resources and services exist 
for trafficked survivors than for victims of any other crime (Clawson, Dutch, & Cummings, 2006). 
Counselors should connect sex trafficked survivors to necessary social service supports, including 
case management services, safe and stable housing, and services aimed at supporting the successful 
reintegration of clients into the community through education and job training (Williamson & Prior, 
2009). Future areas of research should explore the profiles of traffickers and standardize how mental 
health and medical providers can better identify, serve, protect, and support trafficked survivors 
(Bales, 2005). Finally, counselors are called to continue promoting awareness on the prevalence and 
signs of sex trafficked survivors. Increasing awareness and decreasing demand for sexually exploited 
persons are the fundamental steps necessary to end the human rights violation of sex trafficking 
(Chung, 2009; Kotrla, 2010).
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One of the benefits of serving as president of the American Psychological Association is the 
opportunity to select projects or initiatives that are personally meaningful. The topic of 
immigration surfaced as a priority for me and is a topic of concern for many. Over the past few 
decades, psychology—and APA in particular—has periodically applied its science and 
knowledge to issues of societal interest and social justice that may be the subject of media 
attention, pending legislation, and/or court proceedings. At times, the societal context and 
political focus on social problems have influenced APA’s topics of study. Immigration fell into 
that category, in my view. In addition, although I am fourth-generation Mexican American (my 
parents were both born in the United States, and my mother’s family lived in the Texas area 
when it was still part of Mexico), I identify personally with the community of immigrants.  
 
Immigrants significantly contribute to the ever expanding diversity of the population of the 
United States. Further, many challenges have resulted from inadequate federal immigration 
policy as well as anti-immigration legislation in several states. My Presidential Task Force on 
Immigration, chaired by Carola Suárez-Orozco, PhD, was charged with developing an evidence-
based report on the psychological factors related to the immigration experience. Our hope is that 
increased understanding of the psychological factors related to various aspects of the immigrant 
experience will improve decision making with regard to immigration. The effective integration 
of immigrants in educational, work, and community settings is essential to the well-being of this 
country and its future.  
 
A call for potential task force members was sent out, and we were very pleased to have 99 
experts respond who were interested in serving on the work group. Unfortunately, we could only 
choose six members. The six task force members selected represent a high level of expertise in 
the research on and study of the immigrant population. Other nominees were invited to serve on 
an advisory committee, and I am grateful that many provided reviews of drafts of this report. I 
appreciate tremendously the dedication and expertise of the task force members, advisors, and 
APA staff members who devoted a significant part of their working lives to contribute to this 
important project.  
 
Their report describes, in broad strokes, the diverse population of immigrants and then addresses 
the psychological experience of immigration, focusing on factors that impede and facilitate 
adjustment. Specifically, the report reviews the recent theoretical and empirical literature on 
immigration with the goals of raising awareness about this growing but poorly understood group; 
deriving evidence-informed recommendations for the provision of psychological services for the 
immigrant-origin population; and providing recommendations for the advancement of training, 
research, and policy efforts for immigrant children, adults, older adults, and families. This report 
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represents the current state of psychological scientific and professional knowledge with regard to 
immigration. In particular, I hope that widespread negative views of immigrants and their 
children will be informed and challenged by the increasing data available in the literature rather 
than by ideological impulses and that this data will reduce the “disconnect” between research and 
policy.  
 
Melba J.T. Vasquez, PhD, ABPP President, American Psychological Association, 2011 Preface 
3 Report of the APA Presidential Task Force on Immigration J  
 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
The United States today has approximately 39.9 million immigrants—the largest number in its 
history (Passel & Cohn, 2012; U.S. Census Bureau, 2011b). As a nation of immigrants, the 
United States has successfully negotiated larger proportions of newcomers in its past (14.7% in 
1910 vs. 12.9% today) and is far from alone among postindustrial countries in experiencing a 
growth in immigration in recent decades. Notably, nearly three quarters of the foreign-born are 
naturalized citizens or authorized noncitizens (Congressional Budget Office [CBO], 2011). One 
in five persons currently residing in the United States is a first- or second-generation immigrant, 
and nearly a quarter of children under the age of 18 have an immigrant parent (Mather, 2009). As 
such, immigrants and the second generation have become a significant part of our national 
tapestry.  
 
Just as this demographic transformation is rapidly unfolding, the United States is facing 
international, domestic, and economic crises (Massey, 2010). Like other historical economic 
downturns (Simon, 1985), the current recession has served as a catalyst to make immigration a 
divisive social and political issue (Massey & Sánchez, 2010). Across the nation, immigrants have 
become the subject of negative media coverage (Massey, 2010; M. Suárez-Orozco, Louie, & 
Suro, 2011), hate crimes (Leadership Conference on Civil Rights Education Fund, 2009), and 
exclusionary political legislation (Carter, Lawrence, & Morse, 2011). Given the demographic 
growth, however, we now face an “integration imperative” (Alba, Sloan, & Sperling, 2011)— 
not only for the well-being of this new population but also for that of the nation’s social and 
economic future.  
 
Psychologists are, and increasingly will be, serving immigrant adults and their children in a 
variety of settings, including schools, community centers, clinics, and hospitals, and thus should 
be aware of this complex demographic transformation and consider its implications as citizens, 
practitioners, researchers, and faculty. This report aims specifically to describe this diverse 
population and address the psychological experience of immigration, considering factors that 
impede and facilitate adjustment. The report, which includes the recent theoretical and empirical 
literature on immigrants, (a) raises awareness about this growing (but poorly understood) 
population; (b) derives evidence informed recommendations for the provision of psychological 
services for the immigrant-origin population; and (c) makes recommendations for the 
advancement of training, research, and policy efforts for immigrant children, adults, older adults, 
and families.  
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GUIDING FRAMEWORKS  
 
There are three guiding principles throughout this report. First, immigrants are resilient and 
resourceful. Second, immigrants, like all human beings, are influenced by their social contexts; 
the report thus takes an ecological perspective in framing their experience. Third, as it is 
essential to use the lens of culture with the increasingly diverse immigrant-origin population, the 
report follows the APA Guidelines on Multicultural Education, Training, Research, Practice, and 
Organizational Change for Psychologists (APA, 2002).  
 

A. Immigrant Resilience  
 
Within political and media discourse, immigration is generally framed as a social problem in 
need of solving (M. Suárez-Orozco et al., 2011). Yet a careful reading of the research from a 
variety of disciplines suggests that immigrants demonstrate a remarkable pattern of strengths 
(APA, 2007; Chiswick, 2011; Hernandez & Charney, 1998). This body of data examining the 
well-being of immigrant origin populations across generations reveals a counterintuitive pattern 
that contradicts conventional expectations: First-generation immigrant populations 
demonstrate the best performance on a variety of physical health (L. S. Morales, Lara, Kington, 
Valdez, & Escarce, 2002), behavioral health (Pumariega, Rothe, & Pumariega, 2005; Takeuchi, 
4 Report of the APA Presidential Task Force on Immigration; Hong, Gile, & Alegría, 2007), and 
some educational (Fuligni & Witkow, 2004; García Coll & Marks, 2011; C. Suárez-Orozco & 
Suárez-Orozco, 1995) outcomes, followed by a decline in subsequent generations.  
 
Although many recently arrived immigrants face a wide range of stressors and risks (e.g., 
poverty, discrimination, taxing occupations, fewer years of schooling, and social isolation), they 
do better than their counterparts who remain in the country of origin, as well as second-
generation immigrants, on a wide range of outcomes (Alegría et al., 2007; Corral & Landrine, 
2008; García Coll & Marks, 2011). Despite these strengths and evident resilience, immigrants 
also face a series of challenges in their new land. Thus, while recognizing resilience, this report 
also considers a number of the challenges immigrants and subsequent generations face across a 
variety of developmental phases, focusing on the educational and clinical contexts where 
psychologists are likely to encounter and serve them.  
 

B. Social-Ecological /Contextual Framework: a Series of Challenges 
 

The social contexts and resources of immigrants vary widely, and they settle in an array of 
settings, some more welcoming than others. This report uses a broadly defined social-ecological 
theoretical framework, adapted from Bronfenbrenner (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006) and 
others (Serdarevic & Chronister, 2005). An ecological Contextual-framework proposes that the 
human experience is a result of reciprocal interactions between individuals and their 
environments, varying as a function of the individual, his or her contexts and culture, and over 
time. In describing the immigrant experience, this report focuses on the influence of context—in 
particular, contextual risks and protective factors that detract from or enhance healthy adaptation.  
 
 



  4 

 
APA Multicultural Guidelines  
 
Research suggests that culture—in the form of cognitive schemas, value systems, and social 
practices—powerfully shapes human experience (APA, 2002), including cognition (D’Andrade, 
1981; Rogoff, 2003), emotion (White, 2010), and identities (Shweder & Sullivan, 1993). 
Immigrants who have arrived in the United States over the last 4 decades represent a wide range 
of cultures, ethnicities, and races. This diversity of cultural values, beliefs, and practices provides 
a challenge to the practice and science of psychology. Psychologists carry their own sets of 
cultural attitudes that influence perceptions as they encounter the culturally different (APA, 
2002). Further, research strategies including population definition, concept development, 
measurement tools, and methodology and analysis choices demonstrate cultural limitations 
(Hughes, Seidman, & Williams, 1993; Solano-Flores, 2008; C. Suárez-Orozco & Carhill, 2008). 
To effectively and ethically conduct research and provide mental health services to immigrant 
children, adults, older adults, and families, the lens of culture must be used. The APA Guidelines 
on Multicultural Education, Training, Research, Practice, and Organizational Change for 
Psychologists (APA, 2002) can serve as a tool in promoting cultural competence in the many 
roles and contexts in which psychologists work.  
 
CONTENTS AND ORGANIZATION OF THIS REPORT  
 
This report begins by providing an overview of the new wave of immigration, briefly 
considering the principal motivations that propel migration as well as demographic profiles of 
the U.S. immigrant population based on multidisciplinary research from demography, sociology, 
and economics. Recognizing the significance of the receiving social context to psychological 
functioning, the report next considers the role of social attitudes toward immigrants, 
discrimination, and neighborhood contexts in immigrant adaptation.  
 
The next section examines acculturation and identity formation as they relate to immigration 
research in the field of psychology and then considers challenges relevant to several vulnerable 
populations and specific developmental challenges across the life span. Issues of assessment and 
testing with immigrants and second-language learners, central to the field of psychology, are 
addressed in educational, clinical, forensic, and legal contexts. The educational setting, a context 
critical for the well-being and future success of the children of immigrants, is then examined, 
followed by a discussion of the critical mental health challenges of immigrants in clinical 
settings, addressing classic presenting problems as well as issues pertinent to diagnosis, 
assessment, treatment, and intervention.  
 
The concluding discussion chapter reviews the demographic imperative of attending to issues 
related to immigrant-origin individuals and their families, considers the current implications of 
the evidence, and draws conclusions about where psychology should be going as a field to better 
serve immigrant populations. The report provides 5 Report of the APA Presidential Task Force 
on Immigration J EXECUTIVE SUMMARY bulleted recommendations for culturally and 
developmentally informed services and supports, research, education and training, and 
collaboration and advocacy. A brief synopsis of the report is presented below.  
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THE DIVERSE NEW IMMIGRANT POPULATION  
 
Diverse Origins  
While immigrants to the United States come from all over the world, in the last 3 decades 
migration has primarily originated from Latin America, the Caribbean, and Asia. One third of the 
foreign-born population in the United States is from Mexico, and a total of 55% originate from 
Latin America (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). The four states with the largest numbers of 
immigrants (California, Hawaii, New Mexico, and Texas) have already become 
“majority/minority” (less than 50% White) states (U.S. Census Bureau, 2011a).  
 
Educational and Professional Diversity  
 
Immigrants arrive in the United States with varied levels of education. At one end of the 
spectrum are highly educated immigrant adults (Portes & Rumbaut, 2006) who comprise a 
quarter of all U.S. physicians, 24% of the nation’s science and engineering workers with 
bachelor’s degrees, and 47% of scientists with doctorates. Many highly educated and skilled 
immigrant adults, however, find a dramatic decrease in employment opportunities when they 
immigrate (Yakushko, Backhaus, Watson, Ngaruiya, & Gonzalez, 2008) and may experience 
unemployment, underemployment, and downward mobility (Davila, 2008; G. Lee & Westwood, 
1996; Yost & Lucas, 2002). These issues are magnified for ethnic or racial minority adults 
(Catanzarite & Aguilera, 2002; Fernandez, 1998; M. C. Morales, 2009).  
 
At the other end of the spectrum, some immigrant adults have educational levels far below 
native-born contemporaries (CBO, 2011; Portes & Rumbaut, 2006). Some sectors of the U.S. 
labor market (e.g., unskilled manual and service work), are particularly reliant on “low-skilled” 
immigrant adults, including agriculture, service, and construction industries (CBO, 2011; 
Schumacher-Matos, 2011).  
 
Language Diversity  
 
An estimated 460 languages are currently spoken in homes in the United States (Kindler, 2002). 
The National Center for Education Statistics estimates that between 1979 and 2008, the 
percentage of children who spoke a second language at home increased from 9% to 21% (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2010). Of those individuals speaking a language other than English at 
home, 62% speak Spanish, 19% speak another Indo-European language, 15% speak an Asian or 
a Pacific Island language, and the remaining 4% speak another language (Shin & Komiski, 
2010). Although in the United States there have been recurring concerns about the immigrant 
population’s inability or unwillingness to learn English (Bayley & Regan, 2004), research finds a 
consistent pattern of language assimilation within a generation (Alba, Logan, Lutz, & Stults, 
2002; Portes & Schauffler, 1994; Wong Fillmore, 1991).  
 
XENOPHOBIA AND DISCRIMINATION IN THE SOCIAL CONTEXT OF 
RECEPTION  
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In the current anti-immigrant climate, xenophobia and discrimination significantly impact the 
lives of immigrants in the United States (Deaux, 2006). Immigrant adults and their children may 
be identified by their accented English, “unusual” names, and manners of dress. Because native 
born Americans sometimes view immigrants as taking away jobs (Transatlantic Trends, 2010) 
and bringing undesirable cultural practices (Zárate, Garcia, Garza, & Hitlan, 2004), many 
immigrants are discriminated against in the workplace (Dietz, 2010) and across a range of other 
microsystems, including their neighborhoods, service agencies, and schools (Rumbaut, 2005; 
Stone & Han, 2005).  
 
Immigrants who are racially distinct from the majority are at greater risk for experiencing 
discrimination than those who are not (Berry & Sabatier, 2010; Liebkind & Jasinskaja-Lahti, 
2000). Many immigrants from Asia, Latin America, the Caribbean, and Africa encounter racial 
discrimination for the first time in the United States, which can have a substantial impact on their 
health and mental health (Brown et al., 2000). Xenophobia affects both immigrants and U.S.-
born minority populations and is an increasing problem for Latinos in the United States (Lopez 
& Taylor, 2010; Lopez, Morin, & Taylor, 2010). Asian immigrants, often referred to as “the 
model minority,” are perceived as doing well educationally and economically (Fuligni & 
Witkow, 2004) but also experience negative attitudes (Maddux, Galinsky, Cuddy, & Polifroni, 
2008; Zárate et al., 2004). Notably, immigrant Asians report they experience more discrimination 
than Asian Americans born in the United States (Yip, Gee, & Takeuchi, 2008). As there is clear 
evidence that there are negative consequences to living with prejudice, this is an issue of grave 
concern (see Report of the Presidential Task Force on Reducing and Preventing Discrimination 
[APA, 2012] and the APA Resolution on Prejudice, Stereotypes, and Discrimination; APA, 
2006).  
 
ACCULTURATION  
 
Psychological acculturation refers to the dynamic process that immigrants experience as they 
adapt to the culture of the new country (Berry, 1980). Psychological acculturation occurs against 
the backdrop of the local community of resettlement (Birman, Trickett, & Buchanan, 2005; 
Schnittker, 2002), the experience of the immigrant group (Gibson, 2001), and the economic 
context of the larger society. Immigrants of color in particular may encounter discrimination that 
limits their acculturation options. The age of immigration is also an important factor that shapes 
how acculturation unfolds. Children learn the host country’s language and culture relatively 
quickly, while adults take longer, having been fully socialized into their heritage culture prior to 
migration. Acculturation to the new culture is particularly slow for immigrants of retirement age 
(Jang, Kim, Chiriboga, & King-Kallimanis, 2007; Miller, Wang, Szalacha, & Sorokin, 2009).  
 
Acculturation is a multidimensional process that involves changes in many aspects of 
immigrants’ lives, including language competence and use, cultural identity, attitudes and values, 
food and music preferences, media use, ethnic pride, ethnic social relations, cultural familiarity, 
and social customs (see Yoon, Langrehr, & Ong, 2010, for a review). Acculturation may occur in 
stages, with immigrants learning the new language first, followed by behavioral participation in 
the culture (Birman & Trickett, 2001; Gordon, 1964; R. M. Lee, Yoon, & Liu-Tom, 2006). 
Immigrants who have lived in the United States for a long time and appear to have adopted the 
American lifestyle may nonetheless continue to maintain strong identification with the values of 
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their culture of origin. This has important implications for providing psychological services to 
this population.  
Acculturation and Mental Health  
 
The process of acculturation may lead to acculturative stress (Berry, 1997; Lazarus, 1997), 
defined as stressful life events thought to be associated with the acculturation process that lead to 
psychological difficulties. Increasingly, researchers are using independent or bilinear measures 
of acculturation to both cultures. They are finding that immigrants benefit from acculturation to 
both the new and the native culture. From a contextual perspective, there is no “best” 
acculturative style independent of context (Birman, Trickett, & Buchanan, 2005). Rather, 
whether a particular way of acculturating is beneficial depends on the kinds of cultural skills 
needed for successful adaptation within each particular microsystem. Thus, acculturation to both 
cultures provides access to different kinds of resources that are useful in different settings, which 
in turn are linked to positive mental health outcomes (Birman & Taylor-Ritzler, 2007; Oppedal, 
Roysamb, & Sam, 2004; Shen & Takeuchi, 2001).  
 
Intergenerational Differences in Acculturation  
 
Because parents and children acculturate in different ways and at different rates, immigrant 
parents and children increasingly live in different cultural worlds. Immigrant parents often 
understand little of their children’s lives outside the home. For immigrant children, it can be 
difficult to live with the expectations and demands of one culture in the home and another at 
school. Children may not turn to their parents with problems and concerns, believing that their 
parents do not know the culture well enough to provide them with good advice or assistance or 
are already overburdened with the multiple stresses of resettlement (Birman, 2006; C. Suárez-
Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2001). Extensive research with a variety of immigrant groups has 
documented the problems caused by acculturation gaps in studies with Asian (Buki, Ma, Strom, 
& Strom, 2003; Farver, Bhadha, & Narang, 2002; Ho & Birman, 2010; R. M. Lee, Choe, Kim, & 
Ngo, 2000), Latino (Martinez, 2006; Schofield, Parke, Kim, & Coltrane, 2008; Smokowski, 
Rose, & Bacallao, 2008), and European (Birman, 2006; Crul & Vermuelen, 2003) immigrant 
families.  
 
ASSESSMENT WITH IMMIGRANT-ORIGIN ADULTS AND CHILDREN  
 
The classic tools of the field of psychology—normed psychological tests and psychological 
batteries—have a long history of misuse in the field, particularly with minority populations 
(Strickland, 2000). At the most basic level, the assessment tools at psychologists’ disposal are 
not often normed on the cultural and linguistic populations to which they are applied (Suzuki, 
Kugler, & Aguiar, 2005).  
 
The challenge of appropriately assessing immigrants and English language learners affects this 
population in three general areas: placement in special education (Lesaux, 2006; Solano-Flores, 
2008); ability, achievement, and aptitude testing (Menken, 2008; Solano-Flores, 2008); and the 
use of clinical assessment and diagnostic measures (Suzuki, Ponterotto, & Meller, 2008). There 
are several potential errors that may arise in assessment with immigrants. Content knowledge 
may go unrecognized, disguised behind language acquisition challenges (Solano-Flores, 2008). 
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Information presented on tests may depend on exposure to cultural knowledge that test-takers 
have never encountered, deflating test scores (Solano-Flores, 2008). Timed tests penalize 
second-language learners, who are processing two languages as they settle on an answer (Solano-
Flores, 2008). When culturally sensitive approaches are not used, individuals can either be 
overpathologized or, conversely, their needs may go unrecognized (Leseaux, 2006; Suzuki et al., 
2008).  
 
Approximately 20,000 mental, personality, and educational tests are published and developed 
each year, yet many of these tests suffer from assessment biases that can lead to misdiagnosis 
and inappropriate interventions (Cohen & Swerdlik, 1999; Suzuki et al., 2005). This is an area of 
professional practice that has often been criticized for perpetuating the social, economic, and 
political barriers confronting ethnic minority and immigrant groups (Padilla & Borsato, 2008). 
For testing and assessment to be culturally appropriate, there needs to be a continuous, 
intentional, and active preoccupation with the culture of the group or individual being assessed. 
Appropriate multicultural assessment requires that practitioners “arrive at an accurate, sound, 
and comprehensive description of the client’s psychological presentation” (Ridley, Tracy, 
PruittStephens, Wimsatt, & Beard, 2008, p. 27) by gathering data on historical, familial, 
economic, social, and community issues. This knowledge is critical in choosing appropriate tests 
and assessment language, as well as in interpreting test results (Suzuki et al., 2005).  
 
IMMIGRANT POPULATIONS IN EDUCATIONAL CONTEXTS  
 
The size and diversity of today’s immigration flow is reflected in U.S. public schools. As of 
2011, 23.7% of school age children in the United States were the children of immigrants 
(Migration Policy Institute [MPI], 2011), with the majority (77%) second-generation-citizen 
children and the rest (23%) foreign-born (Mather, 2009). Approximately 10.7% of all U.S. 
public school students are classified as English language learners (MPI, 2011). These children, 
like their parents, represent a tremendous diversity in their socioeconomic, cultural, and 
linguistic backgrounds. While some do remarkably well in school, many others struggle (García 
Coll & Marks, 2011; C. Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 1995; C. Suárez-Orozco, Suárez-
Orozco, & Todorova, 2008). The patterns of high achievement among many in the first 
generation are remarkable given the myriad challenges they encounter, including xenophobia, 
economic obstacles, language difficulties, family separations, underresourced neighborhoods and 
schools, and struggles to gain their bearings in a new educational system (Huynh & Fuligni, 
2008; Pong & Hao, 2007; Portes & Zhou, 1993). On a number of educational outcomes, 
immigrant youth outperform their U.S.-born peers (García Coll & Marks, 2011; Perreira, Harris, 
& Lee, 2006).  
 
First-generation immigrants demonstrate certain advantages; they enter U.S. schools with 
tremendous optimism (Kao & Tienda, 1995), high aspirations (Fuligni, 2001; Portes & Rumbaut, 
2001), dedication to hard work, positive attitudes toward school (C. Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-
Orozco, 1995), and an ethic of family support for advanced learning (Li, 2004). First-generation 
immigrant students show a number of positive academic behaviors that often lead to stronger 
than expected academic outcomes (García Coll & Marks, 2011; C. Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-
Orozco, 1995). On the other hand, immigrant students tend to perform poorly on high-stakes 
tests of academic achievement because of language acquisition challenges (Menken, 2008).  
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Newcomer students, and especially students with interrupted formal education, must surmount 
daunting obstacles, including developing academic English skills (Carhill, Suárez-Orozco, & 
Páez, 2008) and fulfilling graduation requirements (Ruíz-de-Velasco, Fix, & Clewell, 2000), all 
in a high-stakes testing environment not designed with their educational obstacles in mind 
(Hood, 2003; Menken, 2008). Some of these youths may never enroll in school, arriving with the 
intention to work (C. Suárez-Orozco, Gaytán, & Kim, 2010). Others enroll and quickly drop out, 
encountering frustrations with language acquisition as well as schools that are not equipped to 
serve them (Ruiz-deVelasco et al., 2000; C. Suárez-Orozco et al., 2008).  
 
Immigrant-origin students of the second generation face some of the same experiences as the 
first generation. Though born in the United States, if they grow up in non-English-speaking 
homes, they enter schools needing to acquire English just as they are learning to read. This 
places them at a transitory disadvantage if they are not provided adequate educational supports 
(O. García, 2009). Compared with the first generation, however, immigrant-origin students of the 
second generation have some unique advantages. All are automatically U.S. citizens, and some 
will not have the language acquisition hurdle, particularly if they live in neighborhoods where 
they are regularly exposed to English-language models (C. Suárez-Orozco & SuárezOrozco, 
2001). Yet the second generation may be disadvantaged, as they are less buffered by immigrant 
optimism (Fuligni, 2011; Kao & Tienda, 1995; C. Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2001).  
 
Meeting the needs of immigrant-origin students has not been a national priority in today’s high-
stakes testing, school-reform environment (Menken, 2008; C. SuárezOrozco et al., 2008). This 
population is largely continuously “overlooked and underserved” (Ruiz-de-Velasco et al., 2000). 
More systematic attention must be focused on their educational needs, and a systematic research 
and public policy agenda is required to establish efficacious educational practices addressing the 
specific learning needs of immigrant-origin students.  
 
The successful incorporation of children of immigrants into the educational system is one of the 
most important and fundamental challenges today, particularly in a knowledge-intensive 
economy. Understanding the specific needs that different immigrant populations face vis-à-vis 
the education system is critical to determining appropriate interventions. Given the diversity of 
the immigrant student populations entering schools, it is clear that a one-size-fits-all model will 
not work (see C. SuárezOrozco, Suárez-Orozco, & Sattin-Bajal, 2009). Programs that support 
newcomer students by creating a community of peers experiencing the same dramatic transitions 
may provide educational innovations and insights for immigrant students, but further research on 
their efficacy is necessary (see C. Suárez-Orozco et al., 2009).  
 
Some of the fiercest debates over immigrant education center on the issue of second-language 
development. Cross-country comparisons of good practice demonstrate that it is essential to 
make “long-term investments in systematic language support” (Christensen & Stanat, 2007, p. 2) 
as well as to provide pre-service and professional development training for teachers. To 
effectively educate and integrate all immigrant-origin students, every educator and school 
support staff member must consider immigrant children’s education as part of their 
responsibility. These students’ needs go beyond second-language development to include 
cultural adaptation, social support, and assistance in general academic subjects. Therefore, 



  10

schools should provide ongoing professional development to all faculty and staff on how to work 
with immigrant-origin children.  
 
Recognizing the varieties of cultural models of family involvement that immigrant families bring 
with them will reduce the inaccurate stereotyping of immigrant parents’ commitment to their 
children’s education that educators often carry with them (Birman & Ryerson-Espino, 2007; C. 
Suárez-Orozco et al., 2008). In addition, for immigrant families unfamiliar with American 
higher education, it is critically important to assist them with the process of preparing for 
college, applying for admissions, and securing scholarships and financial aid. Without such 
assistance, a generation of youths may end up undereducated, underemployed, and unable 
to participate optimally in society (C. Suárez-Orozco et al., 2010).  
 
IMMIGRANT POPULATIONS IN CLINICAL CONTEXTS  
 
Many immigrants adapt well to their new living circumstances. They do so by navigating 
multiple sociocultural contexts in positive ways that contribute to their wellbeing and success in 
the United States. Studies suggest that immigrants may not experience more mental illness or 
psychological distress than nonimmigrants (Alegría, Canino, Stinson, & Grant, 2006), though it 
is important to note that refugees are a particularly vulnerable subpopulation of immigrants (see 
Resilience & Recovery After War: Refugee Children and Families in the United States, APA, 
2010).  
 
When immigrants do experience mental health difficulties, for many it is related to the 
immigration experience. A wide range of mental health problems, including anxiety, depression, 
posttraumatic stress disorder, substance abuse, and a higher prevalence of severe mental illness 
and suicidal ideation have been observed among immigrant populations in the United States 
(Desjarlais, Eisenberg, Good, & Kleinman, 1995; Duldulao, Takeuchi, & Hong, The immigration 
process as a whole—loss of and separation from country of origin, family members, and familiar 
customs and traditions; changes in social class and/or socioeconomic status; exposure to a new 
physical environment; and the need to navigate unfamiliar cultural contexts—has the potential to 
serve as a catalyst for the development of a great variety of psychological problems.  
 
Given such experiences, many first-generation immigrants experience a variety of psychological 
problems, including stress. The constellation of presenting issues for immigrants tends to fall 
within the areas of acculturation-based presenting problems (see McCaffrey, 2008; Ponce, 
Hays, & Cunningham, 2006; Tummala-Narra, in press; Vasquez, Han, & De Las Fuentes, 2006), 
trauma-based presenting problems (see Chaudry et al., 2010; Foster, 2001; Yoshioka, Gilbert, El-
Bassel, & Baig-Amin, 2003), and discrimination, racism, and xenophobia–based problems (see 
Alegría et al., 2004; Cheng et al., 2010; Gee, Spencer, Chen, Yip, & Takeuchi, 2007; Lopez et 
al., 2010; Tran, Lee, & Burgess, 2010; Tummala-Narra, Alegría, & Chen, 2011).  
 
It is important to note that immigrant-origin adults, children, older adults, and families also often 
demonstrate resiliency and benefit from protective factors rooted within their specific cultural 
contexts, including the greater use of protective traditional family networks (Escobar, Nervi, & 
Gara, 2000) and collectivistic coping strategies (e.g., seeking help from family or similar ethnic 
peers). When immigrants require clinical treatment, it is important to incorporate a resilience and 
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coping perspective into the treatment process. Some immigrants may draw strength from family 
structures that U.S. therapists may judge negatively or misunderstand (Hong & Domokos-Cheng 
Ham, 2001). It is important to note that what may be considered a strength in one cultural 
context may be considered deviant or undesirable in another (Harvey, 2007; TummalaNarra, 
2007). Culturally competent treatment attends to culture-specific coping among immigrant 
clients. Consistent with the ecological perspective (Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994), this report 
highlights the interaction of person and environment and related intersections of social identities 
(i.e., gender, race, ethnicity, age, sexual orientation, social class, disability/ability, and 
immigration status) in addressing mental health needs among immigrant communities.  
 
A number of barriers to culturally sensitive and appropriate mental health services for 
racial/ethnic minority and immigrant populations have been well documented in the literature. 
Both distal and proximal barriers (Casas, Raley, & Vasquez, 2008) have an impact on the 
effective use of mental health services by immigrant persons:  

 Social-cultural barriers include differences in symptom expression (e.g., somatic 
symptoms) (Alegría et al., 2008) and conflicting views about the causes of (i.e., 
attributions) and ways of coping with mental problems (Atkinson, 2004; Koss-Chioino, 
2000).  

 Contextual-structural barriers include lack of access to appropriate and culturally 
sensitive mental health services (Lazear, Pires, Isaacs, Chaulk, & Huang, 2008; Wu, 
Kviz, & Miller, 2009), lack of knowledge of available and existing mental health services 
(C. M. Garcia & Saewyc, 2007), shortage of racial/ethnic minority mental health workers 
and/or persons trained to work with racial/ethnic minority persons (APA, 2009a), older 
persons and culturally diverse elders (APA, 2009b), lack of access to interpreters, and 
lack of resources (e.g., lack of child care or transportation) for accessing services 
(Rodríguez, Valentine, Son, & Muhammad, 2009).  

 Clinical-procedural barriers include the lack of culturally sensitive and relevant services 
(Maton, Kohout, Wicherski, Leary, & Vinokurov, 2006), “clinician bias” (Maton et al., 
2006), communication problems related to language differences and cultural nuances 
(Kim et al., 2011), misdiagnosis of presenting problems (Olfson et al., 2002), failure to 
assess cultural and linguistic constructs and procedural appropriateness of tests for 
targeted populations (Dana, 2005; Kwan, Gong, & Younnjung, 2010; Suzuki et al., 
2008), lack of attention to culturally embedded expressions of resilience (Tummala-
Narra, 2007), and failure to use the most efficacious mental health interventions (McNeill 
& Cervantes, 2008) (e.g., evidence-based interventions adapted for use with minority and 
immigrant populations).  
 

There is a growing body of research that documents life experiences (e.g., the immigration 
experience itself) and contextual conditions (e.g., poverty and discrimination) that put some 
immigrants and their families at risk for experiencing diverse mental health challenges. Further, 
some types of challenges faced by immigrants, such as interpersonal, racial, and political trauma, 
are especially important for clinicians to recognize, as they tend not to be discussed openly and 
yet often compromise positive adjustment and wellbeing (APA, 2010). It is also important to 
recognize that various factors (e.g., social-cultural, contextual-structural, and clinical-procedural) 
contribute to an underutilization of mental health services among immigrant populations. Much 
of what is known about the use of evidence-based treatments with immigrants has been 
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extrapolated from research on ethnic minorities (Miranda et al., 2005), and only a few studies 
have examined the effectiveness of evidence-based treatments with immigrant populations 
(Beehler, Birman, & Campbell, 2011; Constantino, Malgady, & Rogler, 1988; Duarté-Vélez, 
Bernal, & Bonilla, 2010; Kataoka et al., 2003; Santisteban & Mena, 2009).  
 
While research on evidence-based treatments is clearly needed to address the utility of 
interventions with immigrants, clinicians and researchers can benefit from attending to practice-
based evidence that offers important lessons in culturally competent interventions (Birman et al., 
2008). To increase the accessibility and efficacy of services, clinicians and practitioners should 
adhere to the following guiding principles:  

 Use an ecological perspective (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006) to develop and guide 
interventions.  

 Integrate evidence-based practice with practice based evidence (Birman et al., 2008).  
 Provide culturally competent treatment (APA, 2002; Birman, Ho, et al., 2005; Marmol, 

2003; Nastasi, Moore, & Varjas, 2004; Pedersen, 2003; Vera, Vila, & Alegría, 2003).  
 Partner with community-based organizations (Birman et al., 2008; Casas, Pavelski, 

Furlong, & Zanglis, 2001).  
 Incorporate social justice principles in providing service (Crethar, Torres Rivera, & Nash, 

2008).  
 

Additionally, evidence suggests that awareness of context in every stage of planning and 
implementing assessment and intervention is essential for ethical and effective practice with 
immigrant clients.  
 
SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS  
 
Recommendations to ensure positive outcomes for immigrant-origin adults (including older 
adults), children and adolescents, and families are embedded throughout this report. Positive 
outcomes require stakeholders within clinical practice, research, education, and public policy 
sectors to become culturally competent as well as cognizant of an array of diverse 
interacting factors (i.e., immigrant generation, gender, race, age, sexual orientation, 
religion, social class, education, English language proficiency, and disability/ability) that 
may influence immigrant mental health and adjustment.  
 
Stakeholders should collaborate with family members, community members, and one another to 
provide effective and ethical mental and behavioral health and educational support for 
immigrant-origin adults (including older adults), children and adolescents, and their families.  
 
The recommendations in this report focus broadly on ways in which the field of psychology can 
address the needs of this population across practice, research, education, and policy domains. 
These recommendations require further communication and collaboration within the field and in 
interdisciplinary collaboration with other fields involved in the care and adaptation of 
immigrants across the life span 
 
REFERENCES 
[Skipped the 5‐6 pages of references] 
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REPORT: 
PSYCHOLOGY OF IMMIGRATION 101 

 

Overview 
Within Psychology of Immigration 101, the APA Presidential Task Force on Immigration 
and Public Interest Directorate have developed information and various tools for mental health 
professionals, educators, advocates, service providers and members of the public on the 
mental health needs of immigrants in the United States. 
 
Psychology has a unique and important perspective to offer on this topic. Specifically, 
psychology advances scientific research, promotes the delivery of culturally and linguistically 
appropriate services, educates and trains psychologists and others who work with immigrants, 
and informs the development of sound public policy. The Presidential Task Force developed a 
report based on the most recent research that addresses the psychological factors related to 
the experience of immigration. The report gives particular attention to the mental and 
behavioral health needs of immigrants across the lifespan and the effects of acculturation, 
prejudice/discrimination, and immigration policy on individuals, families and society. 
 
With this mission, the report’s three major goals are to: 

(a) raise awareness about this growing (but poorly understood) population  
(b) derive evidence‐informed recommendations for the provision of mental health 
services to immigrants  
(c) make recommendations to improve education, research, practice and policy affecting 
immigrants of all ages and backgrounds. 

 
The tools and resources that are included in Psychology of Immigration 101, such as the 
Executive Summary, are based on the content of the Presidential Task Force Report on 
Immigration. Please check back again and often as new tools and resources will be added 
continuously. 
 
I.  WHO ARE IMMIGRANTS? 

a. Demographics/diversity 
 Currently, 39.9 million people (12.9 percent of the population) living in the United 

States are foreign-born. 
 As the foreign-born population has grown over the last few decades, so has the 

population of their children. Another 33 million individuals (11 percent) are native-born 
with at least one foreign-born parent. 

 Today, one in five people living in the United States is a first-generation 
immigrant (born abroad to foreign-born parents) or a second-generation immigrant (born 
in the United States to a foreign-born parent or parents). 

 All second-generation immigrants are U.S. citizens as mandated by the 14th 
Amendment. 

 Thirty percent of young adults between the ages of 18 and 34 are first- or 
second-generation immigrants. 
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 Immigrant-origin children have become the fastest growing segment of the child 
population with one in three children under 18 projected to be the child of an immigrant 
by 2020. 
 
Immigrants to the United States come from all over the world. During the previous great 
wave of migration, most new arrivals originated from Europe. But in the mid-1960s, 
immigrants began to contribute to the great diversification of our nation. 
 
Since 1965, more than three-quarters of new immigrants arriving in the United States 
are "of color" with origins in Latin America, Asia, the Caribbean and Africa1. The largest 
group of immigrants comes from Latin America, a racially and ethnically complex region 
consisting of indigenous origin, White European origin, African origin and mestizo (or 
mixed origin) populations2. Asians account for 27.8 percent of the foreign born and 
there has been a very rapid growth in immigration from Africa since 1960, from 35,355 
to 1.4 million3, with most of that growth occurring in the last decade. 
 
The four states with the largest numbers of immigrants (California, Hawaii, New Mexico 
and Texas) have already become "majority/minority" (less than 50 percent White) 
states. In the past 2 decades, a growing number of states with no previous 
immigrant population have seen very high rates of new migration. Southern 
states have experienced the most dramatic change in immigrant population 
compared to other states. 
 
Immigrants arrive in the United States with varied levels of education but tend to be 
overrepresented at both the highest and lowest ends of the educational and skill 
continuum. They comprise a quarter of all U.S. physicians, 24 percent of the nation’s 
science and engineering workers with a bachelor’s degree, and 47 percent of scientists 
with doctorates. It is likely these percentages will be higher when the 2010 Census data 
are released. 
 
At the other end of the spectrum, some immigrant adults have educational levels far 
below the average U.S. citizen. Some sectors of the U.S. economy rely heavily on "low-
skilled" immigrants, including the agriculture, service,and construction industries. 
Approximately 75 percent of all hired farm workers and nearly all those involved in the 
production of fresh fruits and vegetables are either legal or undocumented immigrant 
adults. 
 
An estimated 460 languages are currently spoken in homes in the United States4. The 
National Center for Education Statistics estimates that between 1979 and 2008, the 
percentage of children who spoke a second language at home increased from 9 
percent to 21 percent 5. Of those individuals speaking a language other than English at 
home, 62 percent speak Spanish, 19 percent speak another Indo-European language, 
15 percent speak an Asian or Pacific Island language, and the remaining 
4 percent speak another language6. 
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Immigrants also contribute to religious diversity. Religion is a fundamental part of life for 
most people throughout the world7. Newly arrived immigrant adults and children who 
are feeling disoriented in their new land are particularly likely to turn to their religious 
communities in times of transition8. 
 

b. What propels migration 
Three factors have been identified as driving migration: 

 reuniting with family members 
 searching for work 
 the need for humanitarian protection 

 
Separated families often desire reunification, which may take years, especially when 
complicated by financial hurdles and immigration regulations9. The longer the 
separation, the more complicated the family reunification and the greater the likelihood 
that children will report psychological symptoms10. 
 
Trends in the global economy stimulate migration because immigrants tend to follow 
where investments and jobs flow. Labor markets in global economies rely on foreign 
workers both in the highly paid knowledge-intensive sector as well as in the more labor-
intensive sector. Economic difficulties in home countries along with higher wages in 
immigrant destinations lead large numbers of migrants to seek jobs outside their native 
countries. 
 
Seeking humanitarian protection also contributes to U.S. immigration. By the first 
decade of the 21st century, there were approximately half a million refugees in the 
United States. The United States’ stated immigration policy goal is to provide shelter to 
those fleeing their native countries because they face risk of persecution. Reasons for 
seeking humanitarian protection include wars, violence and environmental disasters. 
 
c. Dispelling the myths 
Although the number of immigrants in the United States is at an all-time high, the rate of 
immigration today is actually lower than during the last era of mass migration from 1880 
to 1920, when European immigrants were arriving in America. 
 
Contrary to popular belief, the number of undocumented immigrants is declining. The 
vast majority of immigrants in the United States are legal. In 1910, the rate of 
immigration reached a peak of 14.7 percent, while in 2009 the rate was 12.5 percent. 
After 3 decades of continuous growth, with a peak in unauthorized migration in 
2000, the number has dropped by approximately one million during the last 2 
years following the start of the recession in late 2007. 
 
Economists have routinely debated the relative costs and benefits of immigration for the 
U.S. economy. Contrary to popular perceptions, undocumented immigrants are unable 
to access a host of services even though they regularly contribute to the federal system 
through taxes and social security payments automatically deducted from their wages. 
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There is, however, a general tension between federal governments and state 
governments when it comes to the economic consequences of immigration. The 
federal government keeps a large share of the taxes generated by immigrants, 
while local governments must bear many of the costs and provide the services 
immigrants consume, particularly for education11. 
Despite concerns about the immigrant population’s inability or unwillingness to learn 
English 12, research finds a consistent pattern of language assimilation within a 
generation13. Research suggests that immigrants today are highly motivated to learn 
English and do so more quickly than in previous generations. Compared to their U.S.-
born peers, immigrant students have better attendance rates, more positive attitudes 
toward their teachers and school, higher feelings of being connected to their schools 
and higher grades when controlling for parental education. 
 

d. Resilience of the population 
Immigrants demonstrate a remarkable pattern of strengths. They have very high levels 
of engagement in the labor market, and the children of immigrants go on to out-perform 
their parents. Although recently arrived immigrants often face many risks, including 
poverty, discrimination, taxing occupations, fewer years of schooling and social 
isolation, they do better than expected on a wide range of outcomes compared with 
their counterparts remaining in the country of origin as well as second-generation 
immigrants. 
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II.  WHAT IS THE PYSCHOLOGICAL EXPERIENCE OF IMMGRATION 
 

Social context of reception 
 

 Soci-ecological model  
Ecological approaches acknowledge that behavior does not occur in a vacuum 
but is affected by the larger culture and society, as well as the local community 
and its institutions. Thus, the social climate and receiving environment into which 
immigrants arrive help shape their experience in and adaptation to America. Also, 
today’s immigrants may adopt American culture without losing the connection to 
their native culture, and thus enjoy the advantages of biculturalism. 
 

 Assimilation versus multiculturalism  
The arrival of a new racially diverse wave of immigrants to the United States has 
highlighted the distinctions between assimilation ("the melting pot") and multiculturalism 
("the salad bowl"). Those in favor of "cultural assimilation" believe the best approach is 
for immigrants (and other minority groups) to rapidly blend into the dominant culture. 
They contend adopting the norms and rules of the dominant culture will eliminate ethnic 
differences and thus prejudice will be drastically reduced.  
 
On the other hand, "multicultural ideology" holds that all cultural groups should have the 
opportunity to retain their basic cultural norms, values, traditions, and languages within 
a greater cultural framework. They believe that prejudice is reduced and self-esteem is 
enhanced through appreciation of group differences. In the end, the solution may 
involve preserving cultural distinctiveness while also developing a shared identity with 
those born in the United States. 
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 The immigration debate, xenophobia and discrimination  
In the current anti-immigrant climate, xenophobia (hatred or fear of foreigners or 
strangers or of their politics or culture), and discrimination significantly impact the lives 
of immigrants. Many immigrants are discriminated against in employment, their 
neighborhoods, service agencies and schools. Reasons include immigration status, skin 
color, language skills, and income and education levels. Immigrants are often negatively 
stereotyped and these stereotypes have negative consequences for well-being. 
 

 Neighborhoods/communities  
Neighborhood relationships are particularly critical for new immigrants because many 
aspects of the new environment can be disorienting. Living in ethnic communities 
seems to protect immigrants from cultural isolation, which in turn, benefits their 
psychological adjustment. However, pressure to assimilate may be strong outside their 
ethnic group and lead to discrimination and its negative consequences.  
 
New immigrants of color who settle in predominantly minority neighborhoods often have 
virtually no direct, regular and intimate contact with middle-class White Americans. This 
in turn affects their opportunities to hear and use English, the quality of schools their 
children attend, and their access to desirable jobs. Concentrated poverty is associated 
with the lack of job opportunities, and youth in such neighborhoods are chronically 
under- or unemployed. 
 
b. Acculturation and adaptation 

 Acculturation and mental health  
Acculturation is a multidimensional process that involves changes in many aspects of 
immigrants’ lives, including language, cultural identity, attitudes and values, types of 
food and music preferred, media use, ethnic pride, ethnic social relations, cultural 
familiarity and social customs.14 
 
Acculturation may occur in stages, with immigrants learning the new language first, 
followed by behavioral participation in the culture15. While some settings, such as 
workplaces or schools, are predominantly culturally American, others, such as an 
immigrant’s ethnic neighborhood and home environment, are predominantly of the 
heritage culture. From this perspective, acculturation to both cultures provides access to 
different kinds of resources that are useful in different settings, and in turn, hopefully 
linked to positive mental health outcomes.  
 
But even immigrants who have lived in the United States for a long time and who 
appear to have adopted the American lifestyle may continue to maintain strong 
identification with, and hold the values of, their culture of origin. This has important 
implications for providing psychological services to this population. The process of 
integrating the social and cultural values, ideas, beliefs, and behavioral patterns of the 
culture of origin with those of the new culture can lead to acculturative stress if they 
conflict. 

 Acculturation gaps  
Family acculturation gaps extend across a variety of parent–child relationships, and 
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immigrant parents and children increasingly live in different cultural worlds. Because 
immigrant parents are immersed primarily in one cultural context and their children in 
another, they often know little of their children’s lives outside the home. For immigrant 
children, it can be difficult to live with the expectations and demands of one culture in 
the home and another at school. Children may not turn to their parents with problems 
and concerns, believing their parents do not know the culture and its institutions well 
enough to provide them with good advice or assistance. 

 
 Social trust and civic engagement  

Democratic societies require citizens to interact regularly with each other for political, 
economic, and social reasons. The current atmosphere of general social distrust in the 
United States coincides with, and is complicated by, the highest levels of immigration 
since the last great wave of migration from 1880 to 1920. For immigrants, involvement 
in U.S. society, politics, and communities represents successful integration into the life 
of the country.  
 
A marker of whether new immigrants feel welcomed and accepted in this country is 
whether they are able to develop social trust and become involved in U.S. society, 
politics, and communities. While historically, civic engagement was defined as voting, 
definitions of civic engagement now include the following:  
 
- attitudes toward political participation  
- acknowledge about government  
- commitment to society  
- activities that help those in need  
- collective action to fight for social justice16 
 
Although non-naturalized immigrant adults cannot vote, they can be involved in an array 
of civic projects. With citizenship and second-generation status come greater civic and 
political participation17. Not speaking English blocks participation in some activities for 
the first generation. On the other hand, bilingual competencies can serve as tools for 
civic engagement among immigrant youth who become involved as culture brokers.18 
 
Trust and civic engagement do not occur in a vacuum. It remains to be seen how the 
general climate of distrust in the United States and the current crisis over immigration 
shape immigrant youths’ civic trust and engagement. Research is needed on how the 
current political climate influences trust in the culture and future civic engagement. 
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III.  INFORMATION OF RESILIENCE AND CONTEXT OF A RESILIENCE PERSPECTIVE 
 
The immigration process can cause a variety of psychological problems related to: 

 negotiating loss and separation from country of origin, family members and 
familiar customs and traditions; 

 exposure to a new physical environment; and 
 the need to navigate unfamiliar cultural experiences. 
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These problems, including stress, may be acute for first-generation immigrants 
emigrating from countries in which the social and cultural setting contrasts sharply with 
that of the United States. 
 
There is no evidence in the literature that immigrants are any more likely to experience 
mental illness or psychological distress than nonimmigrants, taking into account who 
does and does not seek treatment. However, when immigrants do experience mental 
health difficulties, many are particular to the immigration experience. 
 
A wide range of mental health problems, including anxiety 
, depression, posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), substance abuse and higher 
prevalence of severe mental illness and thoughts of suicide have been observed among 
immigrant populations in the United States. It is also important to note that there are 
particularly vulnerable immigrant subpopulations (e.g., refugees, older adults, and LGBT 
populations) that are likely to experience additional stressors that can negatively impact 
their mental health. 
 
Context matters 
From a cultural perspective, the experience of immigrants can be understood as an 
effort to fit between cultures. Immigrants bring with them cultural values, beliefs, and 
attitudes that may fit well or may clash with those in the United States. The settings of 
the larger society and local community can be a source of stress for immigrants. 
Stressors that can affect immigrants’ mental health and utilization of mental health 
services include: 

 poverty 
 lack of reception by mainstream society 
 limited networks of social support and opportunities 
 policies that restrict access to health care 
 lack of knowledge about mental health services 
 
Individual factors, such as exposure to trauma during the migration process, can 

further shape the ways in which immigrants experience, express, and cope with 
psychological distress. On the other hand, the following factors have been associated 
with psychological well-being: 

 family cohesion 
 support from extended family 
 positive ethnic identity 
 a sense of belonging and involvement with one’s ethnic community 
 

b. Presenting problems related to: 
 
Acculturation 
 
As immigrants negotiate their identities in a new cultural environment and find ways 
to cope with immigration-related stress, they may experience increasing family tensions. 
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Intergenerational conflicts are common in immigrant households, reflective of an 
acculturation gap between parents and children and spouses and partners. Some 
manifestations of these conflicts are verbal arguments between parents and children 
regarding friendships, dating, marriage and career choices and between spouses about 
gender role expectations. 
 
In some cases, second-generation children and adolescents experience role reversal, 
translating for their parents from their native language to English or helping their parents 
and/or grandparents navigate mainstream culture. Many older immigrants, particularly 
those who immigrate late in life and have limited English proficiency, experience 
loneliness and isolation. They may also have difficulties in navigating a cultural context 
in which they are no longer revered or sought out as respected elders by family and 
younger members of their communities. 
 
Trauma 
A significant number of immigrants have had previous, recent, and/or ongoing 
experiences with trauma. Traumatic experiences place immigrants at risk for mental 
health problems, including depression and anxiety disorders, and particularly 
posttraumatic stress disorder. 
Traumatic experiences can occur at various stages of the immigration process, 
including: 

 pre-migration trauma or events that are experienced just before migrating; 
 traumatic events that are experienced during the transit to the new country; and 
 ongoing traumatic experiences in the new country, including substandard living 

conditions due to unemployment, inadequate supports, and discrimination and/or 
persecution. 
 
Any of these traumatic events can affect the ways immigrants adjust to their new 
cultural context. 
 
Undocumented immigrant children and youth are frequently subject to particularly 
traumatic experiences, including: 

 racial profiling 
 ongoing discrimination 
 exposure to gangs 
 immigration raids 
 having family members arbitrarily stopped to ascertain their documentation status 
 being forcibly taken or separated from their families 
 returning home to find their families have been taken away 
 placement in detention camps or child welfare 
 deportation 
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Discrimination and racism 
 
Immigrants, especially those of color, are often the targets of discrimination or at least 
the victims of aggression. Whether subtle or overt, the negative impact of discrimination 
on the psychological well-being of an individual is still the same. Both open and hidden 
forms of racism and aggression have important implications for immigrants’ sense of 
well-being and belonging. Specifically, experiences of racial/ethnic discrimination have 
been associated with mental health problems, including depression, anxiety, substance 
abuse, and thoughts of suicide. 
 
Lower socioeconomic status 
 
As noted earlier, immigrants represent a wide range of socioeconomic backgrounds. 
Those who arrive with lower levels of education, or who encounter conditions of 
unemployment or poverty, face greater challenges to overall well-being. 
 
c. Intervention 
 
Importance of assessment 
 
A challenge in assessment with immigrants is the lack of diagnostic tools that are valid, 
culturally appropriate, and sensitive and comprehensive enough to capture cultural 
variability. Clinicians should consider the fairness and utility of diagnostic tests in the 
context of language, educational background, and cultural norms. It is also important 
that clinicians understand the implications of psychological testing and diagnosis on an 
individual basis and recognize that many immigrant clients are concerned about 
diagnostic labels due to cultural stigma and/or immigration status. 
While assessment issues of immigrants are usually in the context of educational and 
clinical settings, the significance of culture and language has crucial bearing within 
forensic and judicial/legal settings, including family courts, immigration courts, and 
criminal courts. Psychologists may be called upon to make critical decisions that 
significantly affect the lives of immigrants and their families—deportation or asylum, 
preserving citizenship, uniting or separating families, incarceration or freedom19. 
 
Guiding principles 
 
The present state of knowledge concerning clinical practice suggests that to provide the 
most effective mental health services to immigrants, clinicians should apply the 
following guiding principles: 

1. Use an ecological perspective to develop and guide interventions. 
2. Integrate evidence-based practice with practice-based evidence. 
3. Provide culturally competent treatment. 
4. Use comprehensive community-based services. 
5. Use a social justice perspective as a driving force for all services. 
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Clinicians can benefit by using multiple sources of evidence in their approaches to 
assessment with immigrant clients. In addition to identifying culture-specific expressions 
of well-being and distress, it is important that researchers critically examine resources 
developed in a Western middle-class context before applying them to non-Western, 
non-middle-class participants. Bicultural and bilingual researchers are better able to 
establish a rapport and trust within immigrant communities and gain entry into 
populations that might otherwise be difficult to access. 
 
Collaboration should be sought with family members, community members, and one 
another to provide effective and ethical mental and behavioral health and educational 
support for immigrant-origin adults (including older adults), children and adolescents, 
and families. 
 
Common barriers to treatment 
 
A number of barriers to culturally sensitive and appropriate mental health services for 
racial/ethnic minority and immigrant populations have been well documented in the 
literature. Some immigrants may view self-help as the best means of dealing with 
mental health problems or may lack an understanding as to how psychological 
problems can be treated from a Western perspective. 
 
Others may prefer alternate sources of help that are rooted in their cultural origin, e.g., 
priests or imams. Some cultures that maintain strong family ties see individuals with 
mental health problems as bringing shame to the family, destroying the family 
reputation, exemplifying an overall family weakness or a retribution for family wrongs. 
 
Other barriers to treatment include 

 lack of access to appropriate and culturally sensitive mental health services; 
 lack of knowledge of available mental health services; 
 a shortage of mental health workers who are racial/ethnic minorities or trained to 

work with racial/ethnic minority or culturally diverse children, adolescents, adults 
(including older adults), and families; 

 lack of access to interpreters; and 
 lack of resources for accessing services (e.g., lack of child care, transportation, 

or finances). 
 

In particular, unauthorized immigrants face additional challenges related to their 
documentation status (e.g., ineligibility for services provided by the county or state, fear 
of identification as undocumented, and potential for deportation). Those who live a 
migrant existence typically do not seek help, either due to fears related to unauthorized 
status or due to moving from place to place in search of work. Immigrants in rural areas 
may face additional barriers, including lack of access to culturally competent services 
and service providers. 
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mental disabilities in removal proceedings. Washington, D.C.: Author. 
 
 
 
 
 
IV.  INFORMATION FOR EDUCATORS 
 

a. Importance of resilience and context 
 
A resilience perspective 
 
The pattern of high achievement among many first-generation immigrants is remarkable 
given the myriad of challenges they encounter, including: 

 xenophobia 
 economic obstacles 
 language difficulties 
 family separations 
 under-resourced neighborhoods and schools 
 the struggle to get their bearings in a new educational system 
 
But immigrant children demonstrate certain advantages. They enter U.S. schools 
with: 
 tremendous optimism 
 high aspirations 
 dedication to hard work 
 positive attitudes toward school 
 an ethic of family support for advanced learning 

 
First-generation students show a number of positive academic behaviors and attitudes 
that often lead to stronger-than-expected academic outcomes. Some age groups have 
higher scores on standardized tests than their U.S.-born peers, particularly on 
standardized math tests. However, a decline in academic aspirations, engagement, and 
performance has been documented over time and across generations. 
 
Immigrant students whose education has been interrupted, or who have had no prior 
formal education, face particular challenges in making a transition to U.S. schools. This 
includes children coming from conditions of poverty where older children are expected 
to work and secondary schooling is unavailable. Many refugee children arrive after 
prolonged stays in refugee camps, never having been in school, and some come from 
cultures with no traditions of literacy in any language. 
 
It is estimated that 20% of English Language Learner (ELL) high school students and 
12% of ELL middle school students have missed 2 or more years of schooling. Students 
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with Interrupted Formal Education (SIFE) arrive with limited literacy skills in their native 
language, and yet need to master a new language, literacy, and gaps in their knowledge 
across academic subjects. They face distinctive challenges in adjusting to school, 
lacking the expected skills to complete homework assignments or participate in most 
classroom activities, or in extreme cases, even knowledge of how to use pencil and 
paper. 
 
Context matters 
 
Resettlement shapes the experiences of immigrant students in their neighborhoods, 
families, and schools. A number of factors, including family capital and school resources 
available to newcomer students, can bolster or undermine academic integration and 
adaptation. Although some immigrant students come from privileged backgrounds, 
children living in families headed by immigrant parents are more likely to live in poverty 
than their nonimmigrant peers. This is a significant issue to consider, as immigrant-
origin children are more likely to be raised in poverty than any other group of children 
residing in the United States. 
 
Educational attainment within the first generation is closely, but not exclusively, tied to 
parental educational levels. Youth arriving from families with lower levels of education 
tend to struggle academically, while those who come from more literate families and 
with strong skills often flourish. Highly literate parents are better equipped to guide their 
children in studying, accessing educational information, and supporting literacy 
development either in their native language or in English. 
 
U.S. schools are often not well prepared to serve immigrant-origin students. Schools 
that serve ELL students have chronic shortages of teachers with specialized training, 
and principals, counselors, and other support staff rarely have specialized training 
either. In general, education of immigrant-origin students is conceived of as an addition 
to the "normal" functions of the secondary school. Thus programming to meet the needs 
of these students often happens in the absence of sufficient expertise or clear 
standards. 
 
b. Importance of assessment 
 
Approximately 20,000 mental, personality and educational tests are developed and 
published each year, yet many of these tests suffer from traditional test practices and 
assessment biases that lead to (mis)diagnosis and inappropriate interventions. For 
testing and assessment to be culturally appropriate, there needs to be a continuous, 
intentional, and active preoccupation with the culture of the group or individual being 
assessed. 
 
The challenge of appropriately assessing immigrants and English Language Learners 
(ELLs) affects this population in three general areas: 

 placement in special education 
 ability, achievement and aptitude testing 
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 use of clinical assessment measures (i.e., the WISC-III and MMPI) 
 
Schools have limited assessment strategies to differentiate between adjustment and 
learning disorders with regard to English Language Learners (ELLs), or non-English 
learners, often lacking the means or ability to adapt tests, or make appropriate 
administration, translation, or assessment adaptations. Thus, many errors are made, in 
both over- and underdiagnosing adjustment and learning disorders in school settings. 
 
Many school systems do not assess newly arrived immigrant students for mental 
disabilities for at least one year because they deem it impossible to differentiate 
adjustment difficulties from mental disabilities. Research suggests that poor, immigrant, 
and racial/ethnic minority children are disproportionately placed in low-ability groups 
early in their education. 
 
Students from Spanish-speaking, ELL backgrounds are overly referred to specialized 
programs for students with speech and language learning disabilities. Teachers 
referring immigrant students for special education testing may inappropriately assess 
their behavior because they misunderstand that they are behaving according to the 
norms of their heritage culture. At the same time, some children who need such 
services do not receive them because valid assessment instruments do not exist in 
most immigrant languages. 
 
c. Issues related to immigrant-origin students learning English 
 
Acquiring the language of the host country is a critical aspect of academic transition for 
first-generation immigrant students. According to an Urban Institute Report, 62% of 
foreign-born children speak English less than "very well"20. However, there is a great 
distinction between interpersonal communicative English and academic English. 
Although developing academic second-language skills generally requires 4 to 7 years of 
optimal academic instruction, students in the United States are generally expected to 
transition out of second-language acquisition programs within 3 years. 
 
While schools place an emphasis on learning English, research suggests that native 
language retention is also important. When students are well grounded in their native 
language and have developed reading and writing skills in that language, they are better 
able to efficiently apply that knowledge to the new language when provided appropriate 
instructional supports. Unfortunately, many immigrant students do not encounter strong 
second-language-acquisition programs in their schools. 
 
d. Importance of school belonging and parental involvement 
School belonging 
 
In addition to language-related challenges, immigrant students must transfer their 
academic skills to the U.S. school environment and form relationships with peers and 
school adults. A sense of school belonging has been defined as the level of attachment, 
commitment, involvement and belief students have in the value of their school. 
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This sense of belonging, in turn, has implications for increasing social involvement, 
motivation, school attendance, academic engagement and ultimately achievement. In 
addition, for immigrant students, a sense of school belonging has been found to predict 
better mental health, indicating the importance of feeling "at home" in their new 
environment. 
 
A sense of school belonging can be fostered by social support from peers and school 
adults. Positive relationships with school adults can help bridge the gap between home 
and school cultures and aide language and cultural connections to the new society. 
 
Supportive relationships with caring adults in the school context provide emotional 
sustenance as well as practical help and advice and can sometimes spark active 
participation in subject areas that may have traditionally held little interest. Conversely, 
students may lose interest if they perceive a diminished concern about their progress on 
the part of the teacher. 
 
ELL (both bilingual and ESL) teachers play a critically important role in the school 
experience of newcomer students. As "first responders" to the nation’s immigrant 
students, they tend to spend more time, in smaller classrooms, getting to know their 
students and becoming their advocates in the school. 
 
Bilingual teachers have the additional advantage of being able to communicate with 
parents in their native language and serve as a bridge between home and school. 
These teachers are often asked to take on a number of roles both inside and outside 
the classroom not formally recognized or valued by school authorities. They fill gaps in 
educational programs that don’t meet students’ needs, provide professional 
development for mainstream teachers, reach out to students’ families, and search for 
additional resources unavailable at school. 
 
At the same time, they are often blamed when their students don’t perform well in 
mainstream classes. Despite the tremendous importance of their work for immigrant-
origin students, research suggests that ELL teachers are not sufficiently supported. 
 
Parental involvement 
 
Parental school involvement (e.g., participating in Parent-Teacher Organizations, 
volunteering in class and chaperoning field trips) has shown profound positive effects on 
performance and adaptation to school for U.S.-born students. Teachers view those 
parents as supportive of their children's learning. For immigrant parents, however, such 
involvement may be neither a familiar cultural practice in their countries of origin nor a 
luxury their current financial situation allows. 
 
Not speaking English and having limited education may make parents feel inadequate 
when communicating with teachers. Lack of documentation may make them worry 
about exposure to immigration raids. Low-wage, low-skill jobs with off-hour shifts 
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typically limit flexibility to attend parent–teacher conferences. The impediments to 
coming to school are multiple and can frequently be mistaken by teachers and 
principals as parents "not valuing" their children’s education. 
 
Despite this perception by many educators, most immigrant parents describe providing 
better educational opportunities for their children as the goal of immigration. Parents 
may be involved, but in ways different than expected by U.S./Western schools. Many 
immigrant parents come from cultural traditions where parents are expected to respect 
teachers’ recommendations rather than advocate for their children. They see their role 
as supporting their children’s education at home and deferring to teachers during the 
school day. 
 
In addition, not having gone to U.S. schools themselves, immigrant parents often don’t 
understand 

 how schools are organized, 
 what schools expect from children (e.g., expressing opinions rather than rote 

memorization), 
 how to deal with learning problems, or 
 how to communicate with the school. 

Thus, teachers may perceive immigrant parents as disinterested, reach out to them 
less, and as a result, the parents know even less about school matters. 
 
Ideally schools should make contact with immigrant parents in positive circumstances 
rather than waiting for a crisis. Immigrant parents' knowledge of school practices has 
been found to predict higher grades for immigrant students, suggesting the unique 
importance of such knowledge. Regardless of parents’ preferred form of involvement, 
keeping them abreast of their children’s academic progress, sharing important notices 
and events, and communicating information about school policies are some of the most 
critical ways that school districts can work to promote parent involvement. 

 
(20) Capps, R. M., Fix, M., Murray, J., Ost, J., Passel, J. S., & Herwantoro, S. 
(2005). The new demography of America's schools: Immigration and the No Child Left 
Behind Act. (PDF, 86.71KB) Washington, D.C.: The Urban Institute. 
 
 
V.  INFORMATION FOR RESEARCHERS 
 

a. Assessment considerations 
 
The challenges of the field when assessing immigrants and second-language learners 
are aptly summed up by the question: "Who is given tests in what language by whom, 
when and where?" 
 
To assure valid measures and avoid misdiagnoses of ELL students, immigrant groups 
and racial/ethnic minority groups, the field of psychology must seriously revise testing 
and assessment practices. Much of the field of assessment is plagued by the challenge 



  32

of differentiating among measurement errors, learner characteristics (e.g., language, 
acculturation and socioeconomic status), and learning conditions (e.g., school district, 
bilingual versus full-immersion program and lack of appropriate instruction). Clinicians 
and practitioners need to be provided significant training to distinguish learning 
characteristics from learning conditions and understand multiculturalism in broader 
terms. 
 
To establish a valid model of identification for English Language Learners and learning 
disability, researchers have proposed that four important changes need to take place, 
including: 

 development of a single, operational definition of English Language Learners; 
 better understanding of the developmental norms for all ELLs, with or without 

learning difficulties; 
 better understanding of longitudinal developmental norms of language and 

literacy skills and the influence of instruction and demographics over time; and 
 consideration of differences of immigrant communities by disaggregating factors 

such as culture and language of origin, content learned in country of origin, 
socioeconomic status (pre- and postmigration), and ability to negotiate language 
development between the two languages. 

 
b. Research considerations 
 

To construct valid and culturally meaningful research, psychology must further the 
understanding of how different cultural groups vary in beliefs and cultural practices 
around well-being, distress, and healing. It is important that researchers critically 
examine models developed in a Western middle-class context before applying them to 
non-Western, non-middle-class participants (21). 
 
Ideally research should be designed to meet the following characteristics of the 
individual or group under consideration: 

 age at migration 
 current age 
 length of residency in the United States 
 generational status (e.g., first, 1.5, or second) 
 English-language proficiency 
 education 
 extent of acculturation 
 gender 
 race 
 sexual orientation 
 religion 
 social class 
 disability/ability 
 country of origin 
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A representative, comprehensive general population survey of first- and second-
generation immigrants, however, is difficult to conduct for a variety of reasons that 
include: 

 insufficient funding, 
 difficulties of validating and translating instruments across groups, 
 lack of widely representative community samples, and 
 historically low rates of participation. 
A variety of strategies for conducting sound research are recommended, including: 
 using triangulated data collected from a variety of perspectives, 
 combining "outsider" (etic) and "insider" (emic) points of view, 
 collecting developmental and longitudinal perspectives, and 
 combining mixed-methods—quantitative and qualitative approaches. 
  

 c. Ethical considerations 
 
There are particular ethical considerations when working with immigrant-origin 
populations. Power dynamics between researcher and participant are always a concern 
but are accentuated between the researcher and immigrant participant, particularly 
when the participant is less-educated or undocumented21. 
Since some portion of first-generation participants may be undocumented, researchers 
must give thought to that issue when formulating the study, recruiting participants, and 
conducting the study. In the current climate of deportation, extra precautions must be 
taken to shield the identities of these participants. 
The task force recommends consulting the APA Code of Ethics to resolve potential 
conflicts. The strictest ethical standards must be upheld to maintain the trust of the 
community and not place research participants at risk. 

 
(21) American Psychological Association (2010). Resilience and recovery after war: 
Refugee children and families in the United States. Washington, D.C.: Author. 
 
 
 



POLITICS

What Nobody Says About Austin

Is Austin the state’s most segregated city?

BY TEXAS MONTHLY AND CECILIA BALLÍ

ISSUE FEBRUARY 2013

SHARE

NOTES 13 COMMENTS

https://www.texasmonthly.com/news-politics-home/
https://www.texasmonthly.com/author/texas-monthly-staff
https://www.texasmonthly.com/author/cecilia-balli
https://www.texasmonthly.com/issue/february-2013/


Casey Dunn

W
hen I moved to Austin in the fall of 2008 to teach at the University of Texas, I

was the envy of nearly everyone I knew. Wasn’t it the coolest city in the state?

The country? Quite possibly the earth?! Yet still I was dragging my feet, which

many Austinites found offensive (ever tried arguing with one about the

superiority of any other place?). I’d lived previously in Brownsville, San Antonio, El Paso,

and Houston, and I’d visited Austin countless times as a contributor to this magazine. But

I’d always found it wanting in a way that was significant to me: it was the first place in my

home state where I was frequently aware of my ethnic difference. Those other Texas cities

had their own racial and class problems, sure, but they all had vibrant Latino communities,

and they were cities where I could experience myself as both a Tejana and a Texan, an

American who was Latina. By contrast, sometimes when I had lunch with my editor in

downtown Austin I noticed I was the only non-white patron in the restaurant. Things

weren’t much better at UT, where the faculty was just 5.9 percent Latino (and just 3.7

percent African American). I had to ask myself, In a city where Hispanics made up over a

third of the residents, why were they so hard to find?

Austin prides itself on its cultural liberalism and sophistication, but given the invisibility of

Latinos, it irked me that the city was obsessed with Latin American culture. Austin’s

fixation with tacos and migas and queso (“kay-so”) seemed to me a way for locals to

fetishize a world most of them didn’t regularly engage with. When I went salsa dancing

downtown, a few times a white guy would sashay up to me with a sultry “Ho-la, ¿quie-res

bailar conmigo?” and I had to explain that I spoke English. I also felt persistently

overdressed. When invitations called for “Texas chic” or “Austin cool,” I invariably wore the

wrong clothes. Once, I showed up at a beautiful Hill Country ranch wedding in a long

summer dress and stilettos when all the women were in knee-length frocks and sandals or

wedge shoes they could manage the rocky grounds in. I’d never even worn flip-flops out of

the house!

I bought a condo in southwest Austin, in a neighborhood with a nice mix of natives and

newcomers. For some reason, the area felt to me closer in spirit to the rest of Texas. On

William Cannon Drive, I could drive a couple of miles west for lemon–poppy seed pancakes

at Kerbey Lane Cafe or east for 99-cent barbacoa tacos at Las Delicias Meat Market. The

development was still under construction when I moved in, and a crew of strictly Mexican

workers was a ubiquitous presence during the first months I lived there. It was from them I

learned about the great Austin divide and began to understand why I rarely saw any Latinos



or blacks. A long-standing east-west geographic rift shapes race and class relations in the

capital to this day. The workmen lived on the east side of I-35, where the city’s biggest

concentration of minorities resides (Latinos make up 35 percent of Austin’s population,

blacks 8 percent). The west side of I-35 was mostly white. This was where they came to

work, and they literally kept their heads down while they did so. Was the state’s most

progressive city also its most segregated?

Austin’s geographic divide has a specific legal past. As I came to learn, African Americans

had been living throughout the city in the early 1900’s, until a 1928 city plan proposed

concentrating all services for black residents—parks, libraries, schools—on the East Side to

avoid duplicating them elsewhere (this was in the time of “separate but equal”). Racial

zoning was unconstitutional, but this policy accomplished the same thing. By 1940, most

black Austinites were living between Seventh and Twelfth streets, while the growing

Mexican American population was consolidating just south of that.

For years Austin has held the dubious distinction of being the only major city in the

country clinging to an outmoded model of elective representation that all but ensured its

racial exclusivity would persist. Since 1953, members of the city council have been elected

on an at-large basis, which means that residents vote for individuals to represent the city as

a whole, not their own neighborhoods. Because levels of voter participation, not to mention

money, are unequal from neighborhood to neighborhood, this has perpetuated a serious

imbalance in who holds and influences power. In the past forty years, half the city council

members and fifteen of seventeen mayors have been from four zip codes west of I-35, an

area that is home to just a tenth of the city’s population. The few have been governing the

many.

The roots of this system are shameful. Until 1950, the system was straightforward: the top

five vote-getters on a single ballot would become council members and select the mayor

themselves. In 1951, a black candidate, Arthur DeWitty, then president of Austin’s NAACP

chapter, came in sixth, which alarmed the city’s white business establishment. The system

was rejiggered to create designated seats, or “places,” requiring more than 50 percent of the

vote to win, a majority no ethnic candidate could achieve at the time. Not until twenty

years later, in 1971, was an African American elected to the council, followed by the first

Latino in 1975.

At that point, forced to acknowledge the slowly growing political clout of minorities, the

city’s establishment came up with an informal “gentleman’s agreement”: one spot on the

council would be reserved for Latinos (Place 5, although later it became Place 2) and



another spot (Place 6) for blacks. Though nothing prevented minority candidates from

running for another place, they generally complied with the rule, since to do otherwise

would disrupt the system, making victory unlikely. To date, no Latino or black has held a

different seat (though in 2001, Gus Garcia was elected Austin’s first Hispanic mayor).

For forty years, local activists have pushed to fix the disparity by moving to a system of

single-member districts. This legal remedy emerged throughout the country in the

seventies. The 1965 Voting Rights Act had outlawed policies impeding racial minorities’

access to the electoral process, including practices that might dilute the effectiveness of

their votes. A series of subsequent Supreme Court decisions compelled city and state

governments to draw up districts with non-white majorities, which would ensure they

could elect to office one of their own. By and large this fix has worked. Single-member

districts have been especially effective at overcoming historic segregation in cities with

similarities to Austin, where the system was specifically designed to weaken the voting

strength of minorities. They have far less impact in cities where ethnic groups are

dispersed or where they represent a sizable portion of overall voters.

Austin had tried and failed six times to pass a single-member-district ballot initiative.

Finally in November, 60 percent of voters approved a plan known as 10-1, for the ten

districts it will create citywide. “You’re finally going to have a council member that actually

lives in your area and experiences your same traffic jams, day-to-day life, trips to the

grocery store,” said council member Mike Martinez, currently the council’s only Latino.

But whether single-member districts are fully the answer remains to be seen. African

Americans face a special challenge: they have been moving out of Austin entirely, making it

harder to carve out an electoral district that will guarantee their representation. A different

problem affects Asian Americans, who now make up 6 percent of residents. Not suffering

the same segregationist legacies as blacks and Latinos, they are more spread out across the

city, making it difficult to guarantee direct representation. As for Latinos, when the plan

goes into effect in 2014, they will probably net one or two more seats.

Perhaps the biggest case to make for single-member districts in Austin is that they will lead

to geographic diversity on the council. Today, five of its seven members, including the

mayor, live downtown or in West or Central Austin. “I do feel that having a diverse

governing body with not just ethnic diversity but geographic diversity, age diversity,

diversity of professional experience—that really is going to add another level of enrichment

to public policy,” said 37-year-old Perla Cavazos, who ran, unsuccessfully, outside of the

traditional Hispanic seat in 2009. “It just makes for a richer decision-making process.”
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The question is how increasing diversity in political representation will eventually make

Austin a more genuinely multicultural city. Politics is one thing; the next step is getting

citizens from different backgrounds to know one another, to eat in the same restaurants, to

move through the same spaces. One thing I always admired about Houston is how

confidently immigrants claim public space for themselves—how working families picnic in

Hermann Park or elated quinceañeras roam the Galleria with their brightly attired

entourages and pose for portraits before the Williams Waterwall. I sorely missed this sight

when I moved to Austin, this visibility and celebration of cultural difference. But maybe

things are changing. On a recent Sunday following a peaceful afternoon at the Oasis, on

Lake Travis, I passed two very proud parents and a girl in a flaming hot-pink quinceañera

gown on their way up to the restaurant. She seemed as out of place there as a gal in stilettos

at a Hill Country wedding, but she was beaming, unencumbered, and she made me smile.
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ABSTRACT
This essay uses the Gateway to the Americas International 
Bridge at the Port of Laredo to examine Catholic parish life at 
la Parroquia Santo Niño in Nuevo Laredo, Tamaulipas, Mexico. 
Considering how infrastructure works, how it literally keeps 
people and objects moving, nuances our understanding of the 
devotional rhythms and space sacralization processes of actors 
who move and wait in a border environment. Contributing to 
debates about rhythm and mobility in border studies, it high-
lights religion’s temporal particularities—specifically the role 
that an international bridge plays in influencing where, when, 
and how often border-based actors manage worship and spaces 
of reflection. Thinking with scholars of material religion, this 
essay maintains that accounting for border infrastructure is 
worthwhile. Using infrastructure as a primary reference point 
can productively challenge still influential distinctions between 
American and Latin American religion. It will also show that 
infrastructure not only animates religious practice and dictates 
devotional rhythms within the walls of la Parroquia, but also 
facilitates or at times deters movement to and from that site of 
worship. Mapping out routes and relationships among objects, 
places, and people, it traces how parish life and international 
bridge usage are inextricably linked across several planes—
geographic, temporal, cultural, and economic; it is impossible 
to understand the significance of one without attending to the 
other.
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Door-to-Door1

I begin my trans-border walk to la Parroquia Santo Niño (Parish 
of the Holy Child) in Nuevo Laredo at the front doors of San 
Agustín Cathedral in Laredo, Texas, USA (see Figure 1 and Figure 
2).2 The tall wooden doors are closed this Saturday afternoon 
but there are plenty of people biding their time at San Agustín 
Plaza across the street—a popular pick-up and drop-off point for 
individuals who work in Laredo but live in Nuevo Laredo.

From the San Agustín Cathedral on the US side of the border, 
the two-block walk to the Gateway to the Americas Interna-
tional Bridge is familiar and crossing the bridge is simple—309 
meters in 10 minutes. Take an escalator up to the bridge level, 
pay a 75-cent toll fee (USD), and join a steady-paced stream of 
pedestrians. Several border crossers carry plastic shopping bags 
from Ross and Wal-Mart that day, some overflowing with spiral 
notebooks and other school supplies. Bikes and squeaky cars 
take up the narrow vehicular lanes of the bridge, a pre-stressed 
concrete structure completed in 1956.3

The walk through the Mexican inspection station located at 
the end of the bridge to the Parroquia Santo Niño is necessarily 
quick. Growing up, I learned that it is best not to linger on the 
street unless one has business to conduct. La Parroquia, a place 
I had inattentively walked past countless times as a teenager, 
sits quietly across the street from Plaza Benito Juárez. Boarded 
up storefronts, the remains of a tourist economy debilitated by 
a decade of drug cartel-related violence, keep it company. But 
music still plays in the Plaza, street vendors sell foodstuff, and 
pharmacies handle long lines of customers.

Entering the front doors of the sanctuary, I am welcomed by 
a familiar scene—a place of worship that has many more statues 
of saints than it does patrons. There are no more than a handful 
of people in the church. Adults, mostly praying alone, walk in 
and walk out within minutes. Mirroring the street scene out-
side, they do not linger. La Parroquia hosts more than a dozen 
statues: el Sagrado Corazón de Jesús, San Judas Tadeo, el Monje 
Charbel, la Santísima Trinidad, la Virgen del Carmen, El Cristo 
Velado, El Cristo de la Ascensión (also referred to as El Cristo de 
los Inmigrantes) and a stand-alone altar to la Virgen de Guada-
lupe. Choosing a destination point within the sanctuary, one 
man pays his respects to el Santo Niño, who reigns over the altar, 
and then gravitates toward el Cristo Velado. One woman goes 
directly to the statue of el Monje Charbel, which has dozens of 
colorful ribbons strewn over his arms that narrate the prayers 
and wishes of some of those religious actors (see Figure 3 and 
Figure 4). After sitting for a while I begin my customary walk past 
all of the statues, stopping to pay my respects to the Virgin of 
Guadalupe and then the Cristo de la Ascensión. The Christ figure 
is missing both arms and the bottom half of his left leg. A man 
in a polo shirt also stops, but he rubs the Cristo’s left knee three 
times with his right thumb before walking out the door.
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The return trip to San Agustín Cathedral on the US side of 
the border presents a completely different experience because 
it forces me to stop moving. Indeed, I, along with over 200 
US-bound crossers, are compelled to come to a full stop soon 
after paying the Mexican pedestrian toll fee (25 cents USD). 
Vendors walk the length of the bridge selling ice-cold water 
bottles, gum, and amazingly, shaved ice. The woman in front of 
me traveling with a suitcase and a young child does not know 
how long we will have to wait. She explains that she is crossing 
the bridge into the USA for the first time. The woman behind me, 
also traveling with a young child, offers a general estimate of 
30 minutes on a good day or 45 minutes on a bad day. Her son 
nods his head in agreement. I buy a newspaper to pass the time 
and look up occasionally to follow a Border Patrol boat cutting 
a frothy path in the Rio Grande. It takes about 34 minutes for 
me to reach the Customs and Border Protection (CBP) process-
ing point at the end of the bridge. I walk up to the customs 
agent and present my Global Entry card, which doubles as a US 
passport at Canadian and Mexican ports of entry and expedites 
airport travel. After quizzing me about my reason for traveling to 

FIG 1
The Port of Laredo connects the Pan American Highway and a NAFTA Superhighway. Graphic courtesy of Elaine A. Peña.



465

M
at

er
ia

l R
el

ig
io

n
Ar

tic
le

Ti
m

e 
to

 P
ra

y:
 D

ev
ot

io
na

l R
hy

th
m

s a
nd

 S
pa

ce
 S

ac
ra

liz
at

io
n 

Pr
oc

es
se

s 
at

 th
e 

M
ex

ic
o–

U
S 

Bo
rd

er
El

ai
ne

 A
. P

eñ
a

Vo
lu

m
e 

13
Is

su
e 

4

Nuevo Laredo he says, “You could have used the fast-track lane 
[which would have taken no more than 10 minutes]. Why did 
you wait in line?” “I know,” I answer, “I wanted to wait in line.” He 
smiles but is not amused. Walking away from his booth I see that 
the woman and child who were waiting behind me in line have 
already gained a city block.

La Parroquia del Santo Niño (hereafter la Parroquia), a place I 
have come to know better since starting ethnographic research 
in Nuevo Laredo in 2013, will serve as the primary reference 

FIG 2
Walking pathfrom San Agustín Cathedral in Laredo, Texas, USA to la Parroquia Santo Niño in Nuevo Laredo, Tamaulipas, 
Mexico. La Parroquia Santo Niño’s location makes it a convenient, if unexpected, touchstone for US-bound economic 
migrants, refugees, and unaccompanied children as well as those stranded indefinitely. Graphic courtesy of Elaine A. 
Peña.

FIG 3
Statue of El Monje Charbel. Photograph 
courtesy of Elaine A. Peña.
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point of this analysis. Like San Agustín Cathedral, la Parroquia 
is located two blocks away from the Gateway to the Americas 
International Bridge and is a well-established gathering place 
for generations of residents from both sides of the border. It 
is important to note, however, that while both places ground 
kinship ties and Catholic practices in similar ways—they both 
function as living repositories for border residents who have 
celebrated baptisms, confirmations, or their marriage vows on 
site—those symmetries do not evince trans-border communi-
cation or trans-institutional reciprocity. La Parroquia and the 
Cathedral answer to different authorities and have access to 
different resources.4 Moreover, because of housing, employ-
ment, and citizenship dynamics at the border, they do not 
necessarily compete for the same parishioners or even serve the 
same patrons. Their relationship is not necessarily conflictual but 
their location adjacent to an international bridge places them 
squarely in an environment that is easily conflict-ridden.

La Parroquia’s proximity to the bridge makes it particularly 
well suited for this special issue on material religion in Latin 
America. Located at the port of entry where Mexican Federal 
Highway 85 (part of the Pan-American Highway) meets US Inter-
state 35 (a NAFTA Superhighway), the bridge attracts a variety 
of cross-border and wait-station religious actors on the move—
daily round, off-site, and itinerant—from across the Ameri-
cas.5 The bridge also serves as a reference point for economic 
migrants and refugees traveling to the USA from the interior of 
Mexico, Central America, and South America. The area adjacent 
to the bridge in Nuevo Laredo often doubles as a wait-station 
space for family members and unaccompanied children trave-

FIG 4
A close examination of the ribbons 
adorning El Monje Charbel’s statue 
reveals handwritten messages. The 
physical imprints of those visits do 
more than change the appearance 
of the church. Interaction with those 
statues, and the material traces of 
others’ devotional labor, enhances the 
possibility for communication and 
exchange among objects, places, and 
people within the space. Photograph 
courtesy of Elaine A. Peña.
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ling from Honduras and other Central American countries. The 
space adjacent to the bridge in Laredo has served most recently 
as impromptu reunion places for groups of Cuban nationals 
traveling via Costa Rica and El Salvador hoping to outpace legis-
lation changes to the 1966 Cuban Adjustment Act.6

Shifting our focus away from the interior life of sanctuar-
ies or thick descriptions of public altars,7 this analysis uses the 
bridge, a state-run structure whose success depends on effi-
ciency, reciprocity and cooperation, to grapple with, not offset, 
that border environment’s unevenness. It uses a combination 
of ethnographic research, border theory, space/place theory, 
and geopolitical analysis to clarify how infrastructure does more 
than serve the state’s commercial and political interests. Building 
on scholarship that examines social, corporate and civic infra-
structure, expressions of public religion, and varying intensities 
of state control (Heo 2013, 150; Meyer 2011, 35; Napolitano et 
al. 2015, 91; see also Pasquier 2013; Vásquez and Knott 2014), it 
argues that physical infrastructure not only animates religious 
practice and dictates devotional rhythms within the walls of la 
Parroquia but also informs movement to and from that site of 
worship.8

In dialogue with scholars who work at borders within 
and beyond the Americas, this essay pays close attention to 
processes of waiting and moving (see, for example, Anders-
son 2014; Arreola 2010; Ballinger 2012).9 It stays close to the 
border—to the “physical and highly visible lines of separa-
tion between political, social and economic spaces” (New-
man 2006, 144)—to tease out border religion’s temporal 
particularities, specifically the role that infrastructure plays 
in influencing where, when, and how often border-based 
actors manage worship and spaces of reflection. Using the 
bridge as an optic differs substantially from approaches 
taken by borderlands scholars, many of whom seek out the 
far-reaching effects of international boundary lines in order 
to trouble the “precise correspondence between nation, state, 
and territory” (Wilson and Donnan 2012, 10). From thinking 
through “poetic” formulations that characterize religious 
production (León 1999, 543), to examining global institutions 
that strategically envision borderlands as a common geo-
graphic space (Martínez 2014), to focusing on the creative 
re-purposing of landscape, symbol, and ritual beyond the 
boundary line proper (Durand and Massey 1995; Sarat 2013; 
see also Gómez-Peña 2000; Hondagneu Sotelo et al. 2004), 
borderlands-oriented studies illuminate the vastly creative 
ways devotees envision religion’s relationship to territory. 
This essay stays close to the international boundary line to 
move away from state-centric interpretations of border infra-
structure. It opts instead to draw attention to the often taken 
for granted and under-studied ways infrastructure informs 
religious expression and emplacement.
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Border Religion at the Port of Laredo: Historical and 
Geopolitical Considerations
La Parroquia and San Agustín Cathedral are bound by 
geography, circumstance, and necessity. They both bear the 
historic burden of being the first brick and mortar churches on 
their respective sides of the Río Bravo/Rio Grande. San Agustín 
Cathedral, the older of the two, came to fruition in classic 
colonial fashion. San Agustín de Laredo’s founders worked 
to establish la Parroquia soon after securing permission from 
José de Escandón, the first governor of Nuevo Santander (New 
Spain), to populate that area in 1755. Like staking a flag in the 
ground, erecting a church would not only give them a de facto 
claim to that stretch of land but also meet the outpost’s socio-
religious needs (i.e. baptism, matrimony).

Construction commenced in 1768 and was completed in 
1788 (Juárez 2011, 3; see also Green 1991). Those emplacement 
processes did not unfold in a conflict-free environment. Fron-
tier life, particularly Indian–Spanish–Mexican–American land 
and trade route conflicts (Hinojosa 1983; Valerio-Jiménez 2013; 
Weber 1997), not to mention the emergence of competing 
interests and loyalties during Mexico’s War of Independence 
from Spain (1810–1821), the Republic of Texas’ violent rise to 
power (1836–1845), and the formation of the Republic of the Rio 
Grande, which was established in 1840 with Laredo as its capital, 
frequently challenged the area’s sense of stability. What irrevo-
cably changed Laredoans’ religious life and landscape was the 
Mexican–American War (1846–1848) and the Treaty of Guada-
lupe Hidalgo (1848), which divided la Villa de Laredo into Laredo, 
Texas (USA) and Nuevo Laredo, Tamaulipas (Mexico).

Although priests based at San Agustin Parish (now tech-
nically in Laredo, Texas) crossed the Rio Grande to continue 
ministering to parishioners until 1867, residents on the Mexican 
side of the border quickly rallied together to establish their own 
site of worship (Juárez 2011, 10). Constructing la Parroquia in 
the aftermath of the Mexican–American War bears out neolare-
denses’ efforts to piece together a sense of place, religious iden-
tity, and civil society in a time of crisis. In 1851 a combination of 
personal labor, private donations, and the strategic lobbying of 
ecclesiastical officials set the process into motion. Gifts given by 
Nuevo Laredo’s well-to-do residents, which included items like 
“un par de zarcillos de oro,” (a pair of gold earrings) and “un Rosa-
rio con cruz de plata,” (a rosary with a silver-plated cross), did not 
finance the entire operation. As historian Juan E. Richer noted, 
establishing la Parroquia, “se llevó a cabo por medio de limosnas, 
tanto en efectivo como en materiales, habiendo contribuído con su 
trabajo personal gratis la mayor parte del vecindario” (was accom-
plished with donations—made in cash and in building mate-
rials—and the larger community’s voluntary personal labor) 
(García Ortega 1980, 10; Richer 1958, 22). Residents formed com-
mittees to monitor production costs and construction. Similar to 
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other expressions of popular Catholicism in which the devotion 
to patron saints framed the production and experience of space 
(see, for example, Scheper Hughes 2010; Vanderwood 1998; 
Wright-Rios 2009), a separate group was charged with soliciting 
a statue of el Santo Niño de Atocha—“patrón tutelar de la villa” 
(protector of Nuevo Laredo)—from nearby Revilla (Guerrero 
Viejo) and arranging for it to be blessed in that diocese in early 
January 1851 (Richer 1958, 23).10

The placement of the first stone on October 15, 1851 was 
commemorated formally, “con las ceremonias correspondientes, 
tanto religiosas como civiles” (with the appropriate religious 
and civil ceremonies) (Richer 1958, 23) Indeed, one of the most 
powerful themes that has emerged from historical accounts of la 
Parroquia’s initial construction phase, a process that took almost 
40 years (1851–88), was that rising to service and accepting 
responsibility were paths of action inspired as much by faith as 
by civic duty. Establishing a parish not only sustained Catholi-
cism’s stronghold in that fledgling municipality but also func-
tioned as a symbol of residents’ collective desire to configure 
territory linked to their national identity. Indeed, many neolare-
denses had elected to continue residing in the immediate area or 
moved to the west bank of the river. They chose unequivocally 
to continue being Mexican, which also meant that they would 
continue to be Catholic (Ceballos Ramirez 1989). The colonial 
governing apparatus transposed from the Iberian Peninsula 
is church as much as it is state. Similar to other sites in Latin 
America, they remained linked in a postcolonial environment. 
In that respect, the idea that la Parroquia exceeds its religious 
function at this early stage in its development is not surprising. It 
was both a sanctified space and a symbol of national pride that 
signaled neolaredenses’ capacity to cope with the disorienting 
effects of a seismic geopolitical shift.

Contemporary Challenges at the Port of Laredo
Although forced to operate independently after 1848, Nuevo 
Laredo and Laredo remained connected by family ties, 
language, history, and most prominently, an interdependent 
economy built around transportation routes and the port’s trade 
potential (Adams 2008; Alarcón Cantú 1997; Ceballos Ramirez 
2001; Montejano 1987). Their shared geographic location 
at the Paso de San Jacinto—a centuries-old thoroughfare 
between San Antonio, Texas (USA) and Monterrey, Nuevo 
León (Mexico)—attracted the Texas–Mexican Railroad and the 
International and Great Northern Railroad in the early 1880s as 
well as unprecedented demographic change to the area. The 
construction of a railway bridge in 1883 and the completion of a 
pedestrian-crossing bridge in 1889 linked the two Laredos and 
bonded them to an economic vision driven primarily by import/
export industries.11 Boasting two physical communication points 
set the two Laredos apart from surrounding ports of entry at 
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Brownsville/Matamoros and Del Rio/Ciudad Acuña, which did 
not construct physical international links until 1910 and 1930 
respectively.12

Border infrastructure also drew the steady gaze of govern-
ment agencies in Mexico City and Washington DC tracking port 
revenue. By December 1893, Nuevo Laredo was the leading 
port of entry along the US border and second in the Republic of 
Mexico after the port of Veracruz (Adams 2008, 128–129).

Transport and trade are still the Port of Laredo’s raison d’être 
but recent political instability and shifting economic interests 
linked to drug cartel activity and widespread corruption among 
government officials have negatively affected dynamics on the 
ground.13 Referred to as la bestia (the beast), for example, the 
train that stops at the Mexico–USA border in Nuevo Laredo 
transports goods and people, as it has done for almost a century, 
but it has acquired a new epithet. Journalists and scholars have 
described it as “the Río Grande’s first cousin”—both train and 
river “flow with the same Central American blood” (Martínez 
2013, 52). Riding atop the beast, migrants risk their lives and 
their limbs to escape poverty, organized crime, or perhaps mis-
takes they cannot take back. The rail line makes Nuevo Laredo 
part of a “traditional” immigration route—“Guatemala, Chiapas, 
Veracruz, Edo. de México, San Luís Potosi, Nuevo León, y Tama-
ulipas” (Kendzierski 2011, 13–14).

Nuevo Laredo’s geographic location at the crossroads of 
the Mexican Federal Highway 85 and US Interstate 35 makes 
it an attractive drug smuggling thoroughfare (Navarro and 
Vivas 2012, 384). Violently vying for access to those transport 
routes, the Gulf drug cartel relocated its base of operations from 
Sinaloa, Mexico to Tamaulipas, Mexico in 2003. Neolaredenses 
as well as migrants seeking to travel on to the USA have had to 
cope with acts of macabre violence and trauma—beheadings, 
mass shootings, kidnappings, disappearances, and extortion 
(Brophy 2008, 255; Isacson and Meyer 2012, 37). Around the 
same period, pedestrian bridge traffic numbers, southbound 
border crossers, including “prescription medicine” tourism, 
dropped from 357,677 (February 2007) to 244,095 (February 
2008).14 The Port of Laredo continues to struggle with what 
appears to be a permanent decrease in pedestrian bridge-cross-
ing traffic. The monthly median average of pedestrian traffic 
crossing the Gateway to the Americas International Bridge 
between October 2014 and March 2015, for example, totaled 
260,038.15,16

Neolaredenses with enough resources have moved to Laredo, 
Texas, during this period, some even abandoning their homes in 
the process. Some “new refugees” have relocated their business 
operations to the USA (Garza 2009). Those who have to maintain 
their businesses in Nuevo Laredo often travel with a private 
security team. The majority of working-class neolaredenses, 
however, do not have that option so they continue to use the 
Gateway to the Americas International Bridge to commute 
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to work, shop, and visit family in Laredo. In turn, residents of 
Laredo, Texas (USA), who may not experience the violence first-
hand but who may literally hear or read about it, no longer cross 
the bridge to visit family, drink, or shop for a good deal in Nuevo 
Laredo. US government agencies discourage unnecessary travel 
to Tamaulipas (Kilburn, San Miguel and Hoon Kwak 2013, 32). 
Additionally, news reports and television programs (e.g. National 
Geographic Channel’s Border Wars) systematically highlight 
Mexico’s perceived inability to sustain rule of law, to maintain 
an enforcement presence that is not corrupt, and to dismantle 
cartel organizations. Emphasizing unlawful activity south of the 
US–Mexico border undermines the fact that drug trafficking is a 
supply and demand business that operates transnationally. That 
is to say, production and distribution networks are not isolated 
within the boundaries of any one country; they span the hemi-
sphere and affect all facets of religious and secular life (see, for 
example, O’Neill 2015; Wilde 2015).

Border Religion Under Duress
While it may seem like drug cartel violence or tallying bridge-
crossing traffic numbers are far removed from sites of worship 
like la Parroquia, ethnographic research suggests that they 
actually inform la Parroquia’s day-to-day operations. Current 
parish priest Father José Martínez Ramírez commented, for 
example, that it was hard to keep the church (or any business) 
open during extreme periods of violence (2005–2010)—when 
cartel soldiers and federal law enforcement officers engaged 
in street warfare, when naming a police chief was an effective 
death sentence, or when mutilated bodies were discovered 
hanging from bridges or buried in shallow graves. Martínez 
also noted that it was not just clergy members at la Parroquia 
who struggled but also personnel across the Diocese of Nuevo 
Laredo, which oversees 25 parishes and one cathedral. Staff 
at other sites of worship in the city (e.g. Mormon, Baptist, 
Presbyterian, Evangelical) often opted not to maintain regular 
hours. Especially then, Father Martínez Ramírez explained, la 
Parroquia had to stay open:

Aquí las puertas están abiertas para todos. Es un recinto en que se 
busca dar paz, orar por la paz, entonces la violencia, aunque exista, 
no nos va a impedir en lo más mínimo. Verdad. Y es lo que queremos, 
que a raíz, precisamente, de la oración se deserte esta violencia. Dice 
la sagrada escritura, la biblia, dos pecados ha cometido mi pueblo: 
el haberse alejado de mi y haber recorrido a cisternas rotas que no 
pueden retener el agua. Es decir, la violencia es el producto de habernos 
alejado de dios. Hemos hecho ídolos del dinero, del poder, de la corrup-
ción, y eso es los [sic] consecuencias de habernos alejado de dios. Son 
esas cisternas rotas que en un momento dado ofrecen un bienestar.

[Here, the doors are open to everyone. It is a place where people 
come to find peace, to pray for peace and for the violence to end. 
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Violence may exist but it will not hold us back, even in the slightest 
way. Right. It is what we want, that through prayer, the very essence 
of prayer, that the violence ceases to be. Scripture tells us, the Bible, 
that our village has committed two sins. We have moved away from 
God and toward reservoirs that are too damaged to store water. We 
have made idols of money, of power, of corruption, and those are 
the consequences of having distanced ourselves from God. Those 
broken tanks of water provide nothing more than a fleeting sense 
of wellbeing.]17

Speaking off the cuff and quoting from Jeremiah 2:13, Father 
Martínez Ramírez suggests two points: widespread violence in 
Nuevo Laredo is evidence that the city has strayed from God and 
prayer can help alleviate said violence. Interpreting scripture, 
Martínez explains neolaredenses are drawing their life force from 
a damaged fountain. But they are too distracted by money and 
power to see that it will no longer be able to provide for them. 
Keeping the doors of the church open for a rotating roster of 
parishioners, providing them with a place to cultivate wellbeing 
through prayer, can potentially heal the city and her residents.

Father Martínez Ramírez’s remarks remind us that activity 
within the walls of the church—pacing, kneeling, reflecting, 
sharing gazes with saints and with other devotees on-site—is 
embodied, spatial, and above all, communicative (Appadurai 
1998; Orsi 1998). Henri Lefebvre’s work on space production 
(Lefebvre 1991, 33–39; see also McAlister 2005) and his thinking 
about “rhythmanalysis,” are instructive here (Lefebvre 2004). Like 
all theories worth thinking with, rhythmanalysis has generated 
its fair share of critique and calls for careful usage (Edensor and 
Holloway 2008). Historian and border studies scholar Pamela 
Ballinger, for example, identifies rhythmanalysis rich potential as 
a mode of analysis in which the “body stands as a simultaneous 
site at which different kinds of temporalities intersect, and as the 
very instrument of the rhythmanalyst, who ‘will come to listen’ to 
a house, a street, a town, as an audience listens to a symphony” 
(Ballinger 2012, 399, italics in original). Lefebvre’s consideration 
of corporeal rhythms as object and method of study holds great 
potential for scholars of material religion—border or otherwise. 
One of his provocations is worth quoting at length:

Social times disclose diverse, contradictory possibilities: delays and 
early arrivals, reappearances (repetitions) of an (apparently) rich 
past, and revolutions that brusquely introduce a new content and 
sometimes change the form of society. [...] Objectively, for there 
to be change, a social group, a class or a caste must intervene by 
imprinting a rhythm on an era, be it through force or in an insinu-
ating manner. In the course of a crisis, in a critical situation, a group 
must designate itself as an innovator or producer of meaning. And 
its acts must inscribe themselves on reality. (Lefebvre 2004, 14–15, 
emphasis original)

Lefebvre’s insights resonate in Nuevo Laredo, particularly during 
moments of crisis involving street-level drug cartel violence or 
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even building national identity after a war. Making time to pray 
in designated spaces, even if sporadically or hastily, may not 
only strengthen believers’ ties to the sanctuary but also affirm a 
commitment to cultivating a general sense of wellbeing beyond 
the walls of la Parroquia.

Parish and Bridge: Devotional Rhythms and Space 
Sacralization Processes
Drug cartel violence between 2005 and 2015 paralyzed 
activity across Nuevo Laredo and markedly altered the built 
environments directly adjacent to the bridge—high value 
spaces worth controlling because they provide distributors with 
direct access to transport routes. City-wide curfews impacted the 
daily rounds of a wide variety of religious actors: neolaredenses 
who live in Nuevo Laredo (and not necessarily within the vicinity 
of the church), neolaredenses who live in Nuevo Laredo but who 
commute to Laredo to work, neolaredenses who live in Laredo 
and who travel to Nuevo Laredo for work purposes (like Father 
Martínez Ramírez, for example), and wait-station devotees. Here, 
“cross-border” refers to border residents who may work in one 
country (i.e. the USA) but technically reside in another. The term 
“wait-station” acknowledges the circumstances of refugees, 
economic migrants, and unaccompanied children who do not 
plan to stay but must bide their time on one side of the border. 
Wanting to move but having to wait, many of those populations 
seek out company and places within which to express and enact 
their religious points of view. These groups activate parish life 
and animate the bridge, sometimes in quick succession.

As mentioned above, la Parroquia’s location also attracts 
visitors who stop before they attempt to cross the river, or as a 
place where they come to look for help when they have recently 
just arrived. Church staff members made it a point to mention 
that devotees may only stay for a couple of minutes. When asked 
about that movement, Father Martínez Ramírez confirmed, 
“es típico de esta iglesia, entran y salen” (it is typical here at this 
church for people to come and go). But he was careful to point 
out that not everyone who passes through the doors of the 
church is a migrant:

Si hay gente que viene a orar precisamente para que Dios los ayude y 
crucen el puente sin peligro o el rio, mejor dicho. Pero hay gente que 
vienen a darlegracias a Dios a la Virgen porque les concedió un mila-
gro. Hay gente que va a trabajar a Laredo y antes de ir pasa y aquí, a su 
momento de oración, o regresa de su trabajo dándole gracias a Dios, 
verdad, por el trabajo.

[There are people who come to la Parroquia specifically to pray to God 
for help before crossing the bridge, or better said, crossing the river. But 
there are also people who come into la Parroquia, during their prayer 
time, before going to work in Laredo [Texas, USA] or stop in on their 
way home to thank God for having a job (my emphasis)].18
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I want to draw attention to the phrase: a su momento de oración 
(during their prayer time) because it qualifies the idea that use 
of la Parroquia’s space not only adheres to individual needs 
but also individual spatial trajectories linked to bridge/border-
crossing patterns. Those who take the time to stop in may say a 
quick prayer and bless themselves as part of their daily rounds or 
perhaps leave a coin and a message at the foot of their preferred 
saint before setting off on the next phase of their journey.

It is important to note that some visitors may not actually 
enter the sanctuary. One young man from Honduras whom I 
spoke with, for example, stood shyly at the front door. He had 
just survived a harrowing three-day leg of his journey atop “la 
bestia” and he was seeking money to eat and to pay for a shower. 
When asked how he arrived at the church he answered that he 
hailed a ride asking only to go to “la frontera.” In that respect, 
while not recognized formally as a help center for transnational 
migrants like Nuevo Laredo’s la Casa del Migrante Nazareth (part 
of the Scalabrini network) (Hagan 2013), as the church located 
closest to the border, la Parroquia inadvertently becomes a geo-
graphic reference point for travelers trying to find their way.19

The church also serves another set of parishioners, off-site 
parishioners—neolaredenses who previously lived in the city’s 
historic center. Most notably, work opportunities at maquiladora 
assembly plants, fostered in large part by the Border Industri-
alization Program (1965) and the North American Free Trade 
Agreement (1994), have gradually propelled neolaredenses to 
industrial zones located on the outskirts of the city over the past 
three decades (Palomares León 2001, 31; Trujeque Díaz 1997, 
521). Intra-city relocation combined with drug cartel violence 
has changed the built environment that links la Parroquia and 
the bridge. La Parroquia is no longer surrounded by residences 
but by boarded up buildings, which once functioned as night-
clubs, bars, markets, and restaurants, and by unyielding tertiary 
sector businesses—dentist’s offices, pharmacies, and currency 
exchanges (Curtis 1993). In that respect, la Parroquia is not a 
neighborhood church; it does not count on a congregation 
steadied on a weekly basis by devotees who live nearby.

Those devotees may no longer worship at la Parroquia on a 
regular basis but make a point of maintaining the sacred space 
because that is where their families’ religious identity developed. 
A church staff member, explained, 

la gente que viene de afuera, viven en esta misma ciudad—km 12, km 
14 las colonias más aledañas. Son la gente que antes, en un tiempo, 
vivió aquí, se fue a vivir más retirada. Y desde allá vienen. Se viene 
alguna gente a pie, en camión. Y ellos mismos lo comentan: yo aquí me 
bauticé y yo me fui a vivir a tal lugar pero mi iglesia es esta”

[People that come from afar actually live in the city—around 12 and 
14 kilometers in surrounding suburbs. They are the people who at 
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one time lived here [near la Parroquia] but then moved away. They 
make their way here from there. Some come on foot, some take 
the bus. They themselves have commented, “I was baptized here [la 
Parroquia] and I may have moved but this is still my church”].20

Having experienced an important rite of passage such as 
baptism, or even just having the memory of accompanying 
parents and grandparents to the church, links them to that 
space. Off-site parishioners make incredible sacrifices to attend 
mass. But they also show their loyalty to Nuevo Laredo’s first 
parish, also their parish, in more tangible ways.
During restoration and renovation efforts in anticipation of 
la Parroquia’s one hundred and twenty-fifth anniversary, for 
example, an off-site parishioner based in Monterrey, Nuevo 
León, donated a considerable amount of money to resurface 
and polish the floor.21 Another group of devotees, many of them 
women, prepared and sold tamales, enchiladas, and taquitos 
to buy paint and to renovate the doors of the church. While 
very much a weekend activity, their “devotional labor” has 
made a substantial impact on la Parroquia—both in terms of 
finances and image management (Peña 2011). Taking note of 
their backstage efforts, for example, one media outlet reported, 
“Recibe “manita de gato” la Iglesia Santo Niño: Una iglesia con 
aroma a pueblo y a enchiladas es la Santo Niño, patrimonio de los 
neolaredenses al albergar parte de su historia” (Santo Niño Church 
receives cosmetic surgery. The church gives off the scent of 
populace and enchiladas, neolaredenses’ patrimony and shelter 
of their history) (Monge Estrada 2012). Foodstuff-cum-monetary 
contributions not only made for good copy but also highlighted 
la Parroquia’s role as a collective site of worship, as a point of 
reference for individual devotees, and as proof that from the 
outset neolaredenses chose to be Mexican.

Material Religion and Border Infrastructure
Material or materialist approaches remind us that religion—as 
expressed relationally among things, places, and embodied 
practices—is nothing if not processual (Meyer et al. 2010, 209; s22 
Propelled by infinite variations of interaction and engagement, 
religion, even in place, is always in the state of becoming and 
therefore also on the move. Building on those insights, this 
essay has directed our attention to additional conceptual and 
methodological challenges of considering material religion in 
a bi-national or tri-national environment. Whether marked by a 
wall or a bridge, determined by stones placed long ago in desert 
areas, or the whims of an ever-winding river, identified on a map 
and therefore vetted as an official international boundary line, 
borders require more. Scholars of border religion have to engage 
jurisdiction, infrastructure, and scale to account for the legal logics 
and immigration enforcement responsibilities of two or more 
sovereign entities. Borders also require that scholars of religion 
engage geopolitical factors to identify how the economic and 
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political expectations attached to border territory and physical 
infrastructure shape the built environment and access routes on 
both sides of an international divide.

It may seem using border infrastructure to examine Catholic 
parish culture situates scholars too far outside religion’s purview 
or that it perpetuates border studies’ state-centric tendencies. 
This essay demonstrates how scholars of material religion, in 
particular, can further expand how we think about our objects of 
study—in place and in motion. It can shed light on the location, 
duration, and frequency of “cross-border” and “wait station” 
actors’ devotional practices.23 Paying attention to the location 
of places of worship in relation to border infrastructure can 
help us understand border history, specifically the role religion 
has played in consolidating identity and providing space for 
dialogue and reflection during times of crisis. Finally, accounting 
for a port of entry’s geopolitical profile into studies of border 
religion can alert us to and help us understand important 
differences that exist among border populations and make 
more careful distinctions between American religion and Latin 
American religion. As this essay has shown, border infrastructure 
facilitates engagement and exchange that denies the authority 
of state boundaries and academic categorical thinking.
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1 Fun facts: Distance from San Agustín 
Cathedral to Bthe bridge (approxi-
mately 320 meters) Distance from la 
Parroquia Santo Niño to the bBridge 
(approximately 270 meters) Length of 
the “Gateway to the Americas” Interna-
tional Bridge: 309 meters Distance from 

San Agustín Cathedral to la Parroquia 
Santo Niño (approximately 900 meters).

2 All translations from non-English 
sources are my own.

3 For more information about the 
construction of the Gateway to the 
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Americas International Bridge see Peña 
2017.

4 The Diocese of Laredo oversees San 
Agustín Cathedral and 31 parishes; San 
Agustín offers several mass services a 
day, the majority in Spanish. La Parro-
quia Santo Niño is one of 35 parishes 
under the jurisdiction of the Diocese of 
Nuevo Laredo. La Parroquia offers mass 
three times a day—at 9:00, 12:00, and at 
18:00. Parishes in residential areas offer 
mass up to four or five times a day.

5 According to statistics generated by 
Mexico’s Censo General de Población 
y Vivienda and the US Census, the 
Laredo/Nuevo Laredo metropolitan 
areas have a combined population 
of 600,000 documented residents. To 
give a sense of day-to-day cross-border 
movement, Gateway to the Americas 
International Bridge employees cur-
rently process over 200,000 pedestrians 
every month. For more information see 
the City of Laredo International Bridge 
System traffic distribution reports avail-
able at  http://www.cityoflaredo.com/
bridgesys/bridge_index.html

6 Cuban émigrés, interviewed by author 
in Laredo, Texas, February 16–18, 2016.

7 Several generations of scholars of 
religion have shown that believers and 
practitioners “in motion” use ritual, 
doctrine, idioms, symbols, imagination, 
and various forms of capital to over-
come the hardships that accompany 
mobility—forced or voluntary (Smith 
and Prokopy 1999; see also, Bender et. 
al. 2013; Tweed 2008; Vásquez 2008; 
Warner and Wittner 1998). A subset 
of that literature has focused on how 
religion desires place—how refugee 
and migrant populations rally around 
faith-based values to cultivate spaces 
of worship. The need to sanctify space 
may present itself as a brick and mortar 
edifice, as a makeshift sidewalk altar, 
or as an annual public procession in 
which devotees physically imbue the 
areas they traverse with their religious 
sensibilities (Becci, Burchardt, and 
Casanova 2013; Knott 2005, 2009; 
McCarthy Brown 1999; Orsi 1985, 1999; 
Peña 2011; Tweed 1997). Each of these 
practices of place-making is powerful 
in its own right, building a deeply felt 
experience of home through the tangi-
ble and the intangible work of believers 
and the deities they venerate.

8 Anthropology of infrastructure and 
focused examinations of scale and 

jurisdiction provide a strong base for 
this study; see Harvey and Knox (2015); 
Marston (2000); Valverde (2009).

9 Key to understanding the complexities 
of mobility and emplacement, and 
specifically the utility of the terms pre-
sented here (i.e. wait-station devotees), 
scholars have productively laid out defi-
nitions and qualifications of what con-
stitutes diasporic religion and migrant 
religious practices. Those examinations 
show that migration and diaspora 
may share a basic commonality—both 
involve people on the move—but 
they are not interchangeable terms. 
Moreover, the individually and/or 
collectively crafted worldviews people 
carry across spaces, however integral to 
the maintenance of a common religious 
identity, are not trans-historical and 
immutable. See, for example, Vertovec 
(2004), Brubaker (2005).

10 Historical studies refer to the church 
as “el Santo Niño de Atocha,” originally 
a Spanish icon who is also recognized 
as a patron of travelers and prisoners in 
Mexico, but the identity of la Parroquia’s 
namesake is still a debatable point. 
He is also referred to as “el Santo Niño 
Jesús” and “el Santo Niño de la Nativi-
dad del Señor.” La Parroquia does not 
carry either name affiliation. The iden-
tity of the child Christ, like many relics 
in the church, is continually negotiated.

11 In 1892, Laredo was already outpacing 
the seaport of Corpus Christi. Assessing 
the number of crossing entries tallied 
at Laredo (775) and Corpus Christi (3) 
between November 1890 and October 
1891, the Committee on Interstate and 
Foreign Commerce reported that the 
district collector, then based in Corpus 
Christi, felt “compelled to spend the major 
portion of the year [in Laredo].” See US 
Congress, House of Representatives, 
Bridge Over the Rio Grande. Report No. 
798. 48th Cong., 1st sess., March 18, 
1884, 1–2. See also US Congress, House 
of Representatives, Subport of Entry at 
Laredo, Tex. Report No. 1,014. 52nd Cong., 
1st sess., April 7, 1892, 1.

12 International Bridges. Hearings before 
the Committee on Foreign Relations, 
Senate, 86th Cong. 45–47 (1959).

13 Delivering on international manufac-
turing and trade corridor expectations 
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