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Mixed-status immigrant families, where one or more members are undocumented and all other
members are either US citizens or have lawful immigration status, are in a difficult predicament.
Because they lack work authorization, undocumented family members often have limited economic
opportunities and low-paying jobs that exclude employee benefits and worker protections.'They are
also restricted from accessing federal safety net programs and are under constant threat of immigration
enforcement. Immigrant families may fear enrolling their children in safety net programs, even when
children may be eligible, because of immigration-related concerns,? including the risk of undocumented
parents’ deportation.? Limited data on the undocumented population make it difficult to assess such
families’ well-being and how it compares with families with more secure immigration statuses.

To help fill the gap in knowledge of material hardships experienced by mixed-status families, we
drew on data from the Urban Institute’s December 2021 Well-Being and Basic Needs Survey, a
nationally representative survey of adults ages 18 to 64.* We assess material hardships in the previous
12 months among adults in mixed-status families, adults in families with permanent residents, adults in
families with naturalized citizens, and adults in all-US-born families.®
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Findings

Adults in mixed-status families were more likely than adults in families with other immigration statuses
and all-US-born families to report material hardship in 2021 (figure 1). Over half (56.4 percent) of adults
in mixed-status families experienced at least one form of hardship compared to over one-third in
families with permanent residents (38.0 percent), families with naturalized citizens (33.5 percent), and
families with all-US-born members (33.5 percent).

FIGURE 1
Material Hardships Experienced in the Past 12 Months Among Adults Ages 18 to 64, by Family

Citizenship and Immigration Status, December 2021
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Source: Well-Being and Basic Needs Survey, December 2021.
*/**[*** Estimate differs significantly from that for adults in mixed-status families at the 0.10/0.05/0.01 level, using two-tailed

tests.
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Nearly half (46.2 percent) of adults in mixed-status families reported food insecurity, a share much
higher than that for adults in families with permanent residents (24.2 percent), adults in families with
naturalized citizens (19.6 percent), and adults in all-US-born families (19.7 percent). Compared with
other adults, adults in mixed-status families were also more likely to report problems paying utility bills
(27.7 percent) or rent or mortgage (25.8 percent) and experience utility shutoffs (12.3 percent). Adults
in mixed-status families were also more likely than adults in families with naturalized citizens to report
problems paying family medical bills (18.5 percent versus 11.3 percent). Adults in families with
permanent residents generally had similar rates of hardship compared with adults in families with
naturalized citizens and those in all-US-born families, except in food insecurity and problems paying
rent. Notably, levels of material hardship were similar between adults in families with naturalized
citizens and adults in all-US-born families.

Adults in mixed-status families were more likely to have low family incomes, defined as family
income below 200 percent of the federal poverty level (FPL), than other adults (data not shown). Two-
thirds (66.6 percent) of adults in mixed-status families reported having low family incomes compared
with about one-third (37.7 percent) of adults in families with permanent residents, adults in families
with naturalized citizens (30.2 percent), and adults in all US-born families (30.5 percent).

The economic precarity of living in low-income and high-hardship families could have negative
repercussions on children’s health and well-being and their education and economic prospects as
adults.® Adults in mixed-status families were much more likely than those in other families to have a
child in the family (figure 2): 71 percent of adults in mixed-status families lived with children under age
19 compared with 40.3 percent of families with permanent residents, 35.4 percent of families with
naturalized citizens, and 33.2 percent of all-US-born families.
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FIGURE 2
Share of Adults Ages 18 to 64 with a Child Under Age 19 in the Family, By Family Citizenship and
Immigration Status, December 2021
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Source: Well-Being and Basic Needs Survey, December 2021.
*/** [*** Estimate differs significantly from that for adults in mixed-status families at the 0.10/0.05/0.01 level, using two-tailed
tests.

Policy Implications

Mixed-status families are disproportionately experiencing material hardships. The alarming rate of
materials hardships and the number of people in mixed-status families, now estimated at 22 million,”
highlights the urgency of addressing underlying factors that contribute to these disparities. Our findings
support previous research® on how immigration policies designed to limit access to employment and
safety net supports for undocumented individuals can affect other members of their family. Adults in
mixed-status families were much more likely than those in other families to have a child in the
household, and prior research shows that children in immigrant families with at least one unauthorized
immigrant parent tend to be citizens.? As such, more inclusive safety net policies that prioritize the
needs of children over the immigration status of their family members could be considered.'® For
instance, the later rounds of the economic impact payments during the pandemic did not require that all
family members have a social security number for a family to receive these payments, which may have
made it easier for citizen children with undocumented parents to receive benefits for which they were
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eligible.** Similar inclusive policies could be extended to other benefits, such as the federal Earned
Income Tax Credit, which currently excludes some mixed-status families because of complex social
security and other requirements.'?> Government agencies could also work to dispel misinformation®®
and confusion by addressing the immigration concerns that overshadow participation in government
programs among eligible members in mixed-status families.'*

The little variation in income and most material hardships between families with permanent
residents, naturalized citizens, and all-US-born members may point to the greater economic stability
that could be associated with more secure immigration statuses (i.e., permanent residency or
citizenship).1>The inability of most undocumented individuals to adjust to lawful permanent resident
status'® contributes to limited access to jobs, much of the social safety net, and upward economic
mobility.!” If a goal of policymakers is to reduce hardships among low-income families and improve
equitable access to safety net programs and economic opportunity, then the unique circumstances of
mixed-status families, which can include members eligible for these programs, must be considered.

Data Limitations

Our analysis includes 261 adults in mixed-status families, 568 adults in families with permanent
residents, 932 adults in families with naturalized citizens, and 6,449 adults in all-US-born families. The
share of immigrant adults who are undocumented in the WBNS is about 16 percent, which is lower than
other imputation-based estimates that place this percent around a quarter of the U.S. immigrant
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population.'® The discrepancy could be related to issues such as sample coverage, nonresponse, or
measurement error.*® The WBNS is only fielded in English and Spanish, so it does not fully capture the
experiences of adults in immigrant families who speak other languages.?°
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