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Deportation Threatens the Psychological, Physical, and 
Socioeconomic Well-being of Children and Families 
Expanded anti-immigration policies pose risk to children across legal statuses. 

Interaction with the Immigration System is an Adverse Childhood Experience 
A robust literature on child development science demonstrates the association between adverse childhood 
experiences (ACEs)—such a separation from a parent—and heightened lifetime risk of physical and psychiatric 
illnesses, behavior issues, and socioeconomic challenges.1 Researchers are now identifying migrant-specific ACEs 
within the immigration system that can result in poor developmental outcomes for children of immigrant parents 
and migrant children.2,3  For example, chronic fear of their own or a loved one’s imminent arrest, the separation of a 
parent, and detention in an immigration facility are all sources of toxic stress that can accumulate as families move 
deeper into the immigration system. This toxic stress can result in a myriad of poor outcomes, including disrupted 
brain development, behavior challenges, and post-traumatic stress disorder.4 As the developmental process is 
ongoing, children of all ages and immigration statuses are vulnerable to some level of risk.3 

At-a-Glance 
• Interacting with the immigration system, whether direct or indirect, proximal or distal, is an adverse 

childhood experience that poses developmental and socioeconomic harm to children and families.   
• Roughly one-in-twelve U.S. children risk losing a loved one to deportation, leading to long-term trauma 

and adversity.  Related economic, educational, and social disruptions pose further risk. 
• Immigrant children face compounding developmental and personal threats, including deportation and 

detention in unsafe, unsanitary, and developmentally inappropriate conditions.  
• Children with legal status still experience developmental harms. Immigration status is often precarious, 

sometimes changing day-by-day. This precarity is a source of confusion, anxiety, and harmful stress. 

Policy Implications 
• Policies that lead to family separation and detention are developmentally harmful and must be avoided. 
• Systemic changes to immigration policy are necessary to stabilize otherwise precarious legal statuses.  
• Immigration systems need resources to process cases quickly, mitigating the impact of precarious legal 

statuses. 
• High quality and culturally- and linguistically-responsive mental health care is essential for supporting 

the well-being of impacted children and families.  
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Deportation Causes Long-Term Trauma and Adversity for Children 

Deportation efforts and restrictive border policies may yield an unprecedented 
expansion of child-caregiver separations. Over 4 million U.S.-born children have an 
undocumented immigrant parent. Millions more have a non-parental undocumented 
loved one.5 Parental separation both denies children critical relationships and 
essential developmental building blocks and is a source of toxic stress, putting 
children at risk of a host of psychological impairments.6,7,8 Such stresses are 
compounded by secondary effects of separation, including economic instability, 
social and educational disruptions, and strained relationships with remaining parents 
who are contending with their own stresses.6,9,10,11  For example, adolescents whose 
loved ones are detained or deported  exhibit higher levels of suicidal ideation, 
substance use, and depression, indicating potential lifetime mental health 
challenges.12 

Children in Immigration Proceedings Face Cumulative Risks 
Shifts in migration patterns have resulted in a growing number of families and 
unaccompanied minors involved with the U.S. immigration system.6 During the  
deportation process, these children may be detained in government facilities or 
refugee camps that are both developmentally inappropriate and physically 
dangerous.2 The spread of disease in close quarters and instances of abuse at the 
hands of facility staff and other residents pose imminent physical risk to detained 
children.13,14 Children swept up in immigration proceedings must contend with a loss 
of autonomy, developmentally inappropriate environments, inadequate or 
inconsistent services, family separation, and risk of being lost in a complex nationwide-
system, among other adversities with developmental implications.2,6,15,16 The effects of 
these stresses are cumulative, so immigrant children who already faced adversity in 
their country of origin or in the migration process are more vulnerable to long-term 
consequences.17  

Children with Legal Status Can Experience Developmental Harms 
Children and families with protected legal status or citizenship are still subject to 
physical and psychological threats from expanded immigration and border policies. Legally, protected status may 
be precarious for those with temporary or discretionary status.3,6,18 U.S. citizens and other legal residents may be 
incorrectly arrested and detained—their lives disrupted until they can prove their identity and legal rights. Even if not 
directly targeted, children may still experience distress witnessing anti-immigration rhetoric or activities in their 
community. As these policies are primarily focused on migrants from Mexico and Central/South America, there is 
high-risk of racial profiling primarily impacting Latinx immigrants. Uncertainty and fear for their family’s safety—as 
well as a sense of injustice from witnessing profiling—is a source of psychological violence and stress that can 
impede normative development, particularly for older children.3,4,11,19,20 Parents contending with similar fears are 
less likely to access medical and other social services to avoid drawing government attention on their families.4,21,22 

Immigration-Related Adverse Childhood Experiences Can Be Avoided or Mitigated 
Expanded deportation efforts and detention pose significant threats to children’s psychological, physical, and 
socioeconomic well-being.4,12 Detention, deportation, chronic fear, and anti-immigrant rhetoric are all childhood 
adversities with potentially devastating developmental disruption.11 Immigration officials must prioritize keeping 
families together or maintaining parent-child contact if family separation does occur. More broadly, high quality and 
culturally- and linguistically-responsive mental health services must be offered to help impacted children cope with 
the stress, trauma, and uncertainty of a rapidly changing and expanding immigration system. 6 

For migrants of all legal 
status, the threat of 
deportation is ever present 
and constantly changing. 
Even once safe spaces, 
including churches, 
schools, and hospitals, are 
now subject to immigration 
activities.23 Increasingly 
precarious immigration 
status is a threat to 
physical and mental 
wellbeing.  
 
Migrants may experience 
this precarity through: 
▪ Detainment and 

interrogation by border 
patrol agents. 

▪ Immigration and 
Customs Enforcement 
(ICE) raids and arrests. 

▪ Detention in holding 
facilities. 

▪ “Remain-in-Mexico” 
refugee camps. 

▪ Rescission, 
nonrenewal, or denial 
of temporary legal 
status. 

▪ Deportation from the 
United States. 
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