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• Children in families with 
undocumented parents are 
significantly more likely 
to be in poverty relative to 
children in families with 
lawfully resident immigrant 
or US citizen parents.

• We estimate that the increase 
in earnings associated 
with legalization of 
undocumented immigrant 
parents could reduce poverty 
among children in such 
families by as much as 14 
percent and reduce the 
number of children in deep 
poverty by nearly 20 percent.

Introduction

Immigrants in the United States, in particular 
those without legal permission to reside or work 
in the country, face a variety of challenges to 
socioeconomic integration that threaten the 
wellbeing of their largely US-born, citizen children, 
leading to significant inequalities between children 
with parents of different legal standings. In this 
brief, we compare several socioeconomic indicators 
between children living with undocumented 
parents, lawful permanent resident (LPR) parents, 
and US-citizen parents. Next, given the current 
national spotlight on immigration reform and 
the potential for legalization for some or many 
undocumented immigrants, we estimate the effect 
of immigrant status legalization on poverty levels 
of children with undocumented parents. Our 
results suggest that children with undocumented 
parents experience poverty at much higher levels 
than children with LPR or citizen parents, and that 
legalization of undocumented immigrants could 
lead to a significant decrease in poverty for these 
mostly US-born children.

Approach, Analysis, and Results

Undocumented immigrants experience poverty at 
nearly twice the rate of US-born citizens.1 Much 
of this disadvantage stems from their exclusion 
from the many rights and privileges conferred 
to LPR immigrants. Among other restrictions, 
undocumented immigrants lack the authorization 
to work, are not allowed to purchase homes 
using federal loan and mortgage programs, and 
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are denied access to a plethora of public resources 
available to US citizens and LPR immigrants. While 
the implications of legal and social exclusion for 
undocumented immigrants themselves are quite 
clear, growing research has documented a spill-over 
effect of these policies to their children—a vast 
majority of whom are US-born citizens.2 Children 
of undocumented immigrants share in the material 
hardship of their parents, where fewer financial 
resources and social supports are available to invest 
in their cognitive and social development.3 Fear of 
deportation is strongly associated with chronic stress 
and psychological duress of undocumented  
parents,4 5 which can lead to lower levels of 
learning and development among children.6 The 
risk of deportation has also been found to deter 
undocumented parents from using services for which 
their US-born children may be eligible, such as WIC 
and Medicaid.7 8 When combined with life in poverty, 
the difficulties associated with undocumented status 
can be devastating to early childhood development. 

Using a statistical procedure to infer the legal status 
of immigrants in a nationally representative survey,9 
we first estimate the number and characteristics of 
children living in households with parents of different 
legal and nativity statuses. Next, we use a standard 
econometric technique to estimate the loss in 
earnings that undocumented immigrants experience 
due to their status.a Finally, we recalculate poverty 
levels of families headed by undocumented parents, 
taking into account estimated income losses, to assess 
the impact that legalization would have on poverty 
levels for this population.

Table 1 shows estimates of the number and 
socioeconomic characteristics of children in the 
United States who live with at least one parent, 
broken down by the nativity and legal status of 
parents. The table demonstrates clear disparities 

a We use the Oaxaca-Blinder method to decompose the gap in earnings between unauthorized immigrants and lawful permanent 
residents (LPRs) into a portion that is due to differences in the characteristics of the two groups (e.g., unauthorized workers have lower 
earnings in part because they possess on average less education, are less likely to be proficient in English, and so on), and into a second 
“unexplained” portion. We assume the unexplained portion to be that part of the gap that is due to legal status per se (independent of 
differences in group characteristics). The earned income of unauthorized workers is then inflated by a factor determined by the decom-
position models (the percentage of earnings “added back” to unauthorized works varies depending on their education level). Finally, 
family incomes are recalculated to include the “lost” earnings due to legal status, and these adjusted incomes are then used in federal 
poverty level calculations to estimate change in poverty rates resulting from legalization. 

between families headed by parents of different 
statuses. While children with US-citizen-only 
parents appear the most advantaged, having an 
undocumented parent is associated with the greatest 
disadvantage in terms of several socioeconomic 
indicators. Relative to parents with LPR status, 
undocumented parents on average have lower levels 
of education and English proficiency and are less 
likely to own their home. Unsurprisingly, children 
with undocumented parents are most likely to live in 
poverty. 

Next, given the stark socioeconomic disparities 
between families with legal or citizen parents and 
families with undocumented parents, we ask how an 
adjustment of legal status for undocumented earners 
could affect the poverty levels of their families. 
Figure 1 shows the number of children with at 
least one undocumented parent who are in poverty 
and in deep poverty (living in a household with 
income below 50 percent of the poverty threshold) 
at the time of the survey in 2018, compared to an 
estimate of the number who would still be in poverty 
after a hypothetical legalization program. Our 
calculations account for differences in characteristics 
between legal status groups and assume that these 
characteristics remain unchanged. We estimate that 
the effect of legalization on the earnings of parents 
alone would bring nearly 200,000 children out 
of poverty (a decrease of 14 percent), and nearly 
100,000 children out of deep poverty (a 19 percent 
decline). This estimate is conservative and does 
not take into account other effects of legalization 
that would likely benefit formerly undocumented 
individuals and their families. These effects may 
include first-time entrance or re-entry into the 
labor force for some individuals, greater freedom to 
seek out lucrative occupational opportunities, and 
newfound eligibility for financial assistance for higher 
education and for income-generating government 
assistance programs.
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Table 1. Characteristics of Minor Children by Nativity and Legal Status of Parent(s), 2018
Source: Authors

Figure 1. Estimates of Children in Families with at Least One Undocumented Parent Who Are in Poverty
Source: Authors
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Conclusions and Policy Recommendations

In the wake of a global pandemic that has exposed 
and exacerbated deeply entrenched inequalities 
in American society, we can assume that the legal 
status disparities evident in our pre-pandemic 
data have likely intensified. Already disadvantaged 
undocumented workers were concentrated in 
industries most severely impacted by COVID-
related outbreaks and work-place shutdowns. At 
the same time, relief efforts systematically excluded 
undocumented immigrants from desperately needed 
support. In sum, the poverty levels of children 
with undocumented parents we estimate here are 
likely understated as are the potential gains that 
undocumented earners and their families would 
experience upon legalization. Therefore, to address 
inequalities experienced by immigrant families and 
the penalties undocumented status imposes upon 
children, we support efforts for comprehensive 
immigration reform that include legalization and 
a pathway to citizenship for the nation’s estimated 
11 million undocumented immigrants. At a time 
when the federal government seems poised to act in 
meaningful ways both to provide pandemic-related 
relief and to address some of the nation’s enduring 
inequalities, policy makers must include immigration 
reform as a key component of this effort. 

We must not leave out undocumented immigrants 
and their families, which include millions of children 
who are US-born citizens.
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