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Abstract: This paper describes specific challenges to family unity and child welfare among
children in immigrant families resulting from immigration enforcement. Surges in
immigration activity over the past decade have resulted in family economic hardship,
psychological trauma to children, and difficulty accessing social services. Children whose
parents are detained/deported are at risk of unnecessarily entering the child welfare
system, and encounter significant barriers to family reunification. In recent months, the
scope of enforcement priorities that previously safeguarded many parents now target a
much larger group of immigrants for deportation, increasingly disregarding the needs of
children. Immigration raids have terrorized communities across the country, and
repercussions are being felt by the child welfare system and social service providers.
Within an anti-immigrant political climate, there is a desperate need for social workers to
lead initiatives to respond to immigrants’ needs. Strategies include: (1) development of
social work expertise in working with immigrants; (2) cross-systems and cross-disciplinary
collaborations;  (3) leveraging  existing resources and  supports;  (4)
documentation/collection of data; and (5) focused advocacy efforts.
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The number of children in immigrant families in the U.S. has risen for the past several
decades. By 2015, a full quarter of children in the U.S. were from immigrant families
(Clarke, Turner, & Guzman, 2017). Numbers of unaccompanied children arriving to the
U.S. have also spiked in recent years (Rosenblum & Ball, 2016). In 2016 alone, nearly
250,000 immigrants were deported (U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement, 2016).
Thousands of unaccompanied children were placed in federal foster care or released to
sponsors while awaiting asylum claims. Surges in immigration activity have resulted in
family economic hardship, psychological trauma to children, and difficulty accessing
social services. Children whose parents have been detained or deported have been at risk
of unnecessarily entering the child welfare system, and encounter significant barriers to
reunification with their parents. Unprecedented numbers of unaccompanied migrant
children arriving to the U.S. in recent years have posed significant challenges for the child
welfare system. Once children in immigrant families come to the attention of the child
welfare system, they face considerable barriers to achieving positive outcomes.

During the Obama administration, some efforts were made to reduce the risk of
collateral consequences of immigration on children. For example, the 2013 ICE Parental
Interests Directive protects immigrants' parental rights and responsibilities by increasing
detained parent's ability to be involved in child welfare proceedings and arrangement of
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care for their children (U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement [ICE], 2013). In recent
months, however, the scope of enforcement priorities that previously safeguarded many
parents now target a much larger group of immigrants for deportation, increasingly
disregarding the needs of children. Immigration raids have terrorized communities across
the country, and repercussions are being felt by the child welfare system and social service
providers throughout the country.

This article describes specific challenges to family unity and child well-being among
immigrant children or U.S. citizen children in immigrant families resulting from
immigration policy and enforcement activities. Within an anti-immigrant political climate,
this paper identifies opportunities for social workers to lead initiatives to respond to this
problem, with strategies that include: (1) development of social work expertise in working
with immigrants; (2) cross-systems and cross-disciplinary collaborations; (3) leveraging
existing resources and supports; (4) documentation/collection of data; and (5) focused
advocacy efforts.

Children of Immigrants in the U.S.

Changes in immigration patterns and trends over the past two decades have
considerably shifted the demographic profile of the United States (Grieco et al., 2012). The
number of foreign-born immigrants living in the United States has increased, and the
proportion of children in the U.S. living in immigrant families has been rising for the past
several decades. In 1990, just 8.3% of children in the U.S were in immigrant families, but
by 2015, a full quarter of children were from immigrant families (Annie E. Casey
Foundation, 2018).

Approximately 20 percent of children with two parents live with two foreign-born
parents, and 10 percent of children live in families of mixed-status parents, or families with
one foreign-born and one native-born parent (U.S. Census Bureau, 2017). Almost a third
(30%) of children of immigrants have at least one undocumented parent (Capps, Fix, &
Zong, 2016), while 90% of children in immigrant families are themselves U.S. citizens
(Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2017). More than half (55%) of immigrant children are of
Hispanic origin, followed by sixteen percent non-Hispanic white, seventeen percent non-
Hispanic Asian, and nine percent non-Hispanic black (Child Trends Data Book, 2014).
Although children of immigrants reside throughout the country, half of children in
immigrant families live in 4 states: California, Texas, New York, and Florida Annie E.
Casey Foundation, 2017). Rates of children in immigrant families vary widely by state,
ranging from 3% in West Virginia to 48% in California .

The numbers of unaccompanied children arriving to the U.S. have also spiked in recent
years, peaking in 2014 and rising again in 2016 with nearly 60,000 arrivals that year (U.S.
Customs and Border Protection, 2016). The greatest numbers of children encountered by
U.S. Customs and Border Patrol are arriving from Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador,
known as the Northern Triangle region of Central America (Chishti & Hipsman, 2016).
The vast majority of unaccompanied children released to approved sponsors are in
California, Texas, New York, and Florida.
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Challenges to Family Unity & Child Well-Being

Immigration Enforcement and Child Well-being. Immigration enforcement
activities conducted by Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) have resulted in an
unprecedented number of deportations over the past decade. The period between 2005 and
2008 was characterized by a large increase in enforcement efforts, most notably with
several highly publicized worksite enforcement operations (Dettlaff & Finno-Velasquez,
2013). Major worksite enforcement operations were mostly halted in 2008 with a changing
administration and harsh criticism by child advocates. As a result of the attention generated
by these raids, ICE developed a set of humanitarian guidelines that applied to enforcement
actions involving more than 150 arrests, which was later reduced to actions involving more
than 25 arrests (Dettlaff, 2012). Those guidelines encouraged the identification of
individuals who are the sole caregivers of minor children or who have other humanitarian
concerns, including individuals with serious medical conditions, nursing mothers, pregnant
women, or caregivers of spouses or relatives with serious medical conditions. Evidence
suggests that when administered appropriately, those guidelines have been effective in
preventing or minimizing parent-child separations (Chaudry et al., 2010). The limitation is
that those guidelines do not apply to enforcement actions targeting individuals or small
groups, including home raids and other small criminal justice operations.

Although worksite raids were suspended under the Obama administration, the Obama
administration oversaw the highest number of deportations in recent history. Between 2009
and 2013, almost half a million parents were deported from the United States (American
Immigration Council, 2017). In fiscal year 2016 alone, almost a quarter million immigrants
were deported (Lopez & Bialik, 2017). The leading countries of origin for deportations
were Mexico, Honduras, Guatemala, and El Salvador (Batalova & Lesser, 2017).
Documented impacts of worksite raids include family economic hardship, psychological
trauma to children, difficulty accessing social services because of language barriers,
difficulty documenting eligibility, mistrust and fear, and family separation (Campetella et
al., 2015).

There are several reasons for this increase in detention and deportation, all of which
are associated with interior enforcement operations, such as fugitive operations, small
worksite raids, Customs and Border Patrol traffic stops, and increased cooperation between
local law enforcement and the Department of Homeland Security (DHS). In 2007, a
strategy was adopted to prioritize the apprehension of immigrants who have committed
criminal offenses, which resulted in the merging of several programs under the ICE
Agreements of Cooperation in Communities to Enhance Safety and Security (ACCESS)
initiative. One of the most well-known of these is the 287(g) program, which established
collaborations between ICE and local officials that allow local police to be deputized to
enforce immigration laws. Currently ICE has 287(g) agreements with 60 law enforcement
agencies in 18 states, and ICE officers have certified more than 1,800 local officers to
enforce immigration law (U.S. Department of Homeland Security, 2017). A related
program, Secure Communities, uses local jails to identify immigrants for deportation by
forwarding fingerprint data from the FBI to ICE, which determines the arrested person’s
immigration status. If the arrested person is identified as a non-citizen, ICE can request that
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local authorities detain that person until ICE moves him or her to an immigration detention
center.

Although the stated goal of these programs is the removal of individuals who pose a
threat to national security and public safety by prioritizing those with an aggravated felony
conviction or multiple felonies, Secure Communities has resulted in the deportation of
thousands of immigrants who do not have criminal convictions at all, or whose only crimes
are simple misdemeanors such as driving without a license (American Immigration
Lawyers Association [AILA], 2011). Secure Communities operates as a partnership
between local law enforcement and ICE and is still implemented throughout the country.

In addition to these federal enforcement programs, a number of state and local
immigration enforcement initiatives have been fueld by anti-immigrant sentiment, such
Arizona's Senate Bill 1070 and other copycat laws. Arizona Senate Bill 1070 (Support our
Law Enforcement and Safe Neighbors Act, 2010) imposed penalties on immigrants who
failed to provide immigration documentation and allowed law enforcement to ask
suspected undocumented immigrants about their immigration legal status. Following the
adoption of Arizona's law, many other states considered copycat laws while Utah, Georgia,
Indiana, Alabama, and South Carolina passed SB1070-style legislation (Lacayo, 2011).
However, Arizona's SB1070 (and others) have since been challenged in court. In 2012 the
Supreme Court blocked three of four provisions in the bill as well as in other copycat laws
(Liptak, 2012).

Despite the ramping up of enforcement during the Obama administration, some efforts
were made to reduce the risk of collateral consequences on children. Advocacy by
immigrant rights and child protection groups led to an increased use of prosecutorial
discretion to release parents in deportation cases. This resulted in a decrease in removals
of parents of children legally present in the U.S. (Trevizo, 2016). In 2011, ICE created
policy that directs ICE personnel to avoid arresting individuals at certain “sensitive
locations” including churches, schools, and childcare programs (Morton, 2011). Arguably,
the largest win for children during the Obama administration was ICE’s 2013 Parental
Interests Directive, created with the aim of helping ICE balance the enforcement of
immigration laws with respect for a parent's/guardian’s rights and responsibilities. The
Parental Interests Directive contains specific guidelines for the handling of cases involving
primary caretakers, parents or legal guardians of minor children, and particularly those
involved in family court or child welfare proceedings. It promotes better tracking of
immigration cases involving parents, legal guardians, and primary caretakers of minor
children. This directive encourages taking children into account when determining
detention placement locations, needs for court participation, and allowing for parent-child
visitation. As a result, it also increased the ability of detained parents to make decisions for
the care of their children and participate in child welfare proceedings. With the
implementation of the Parental Interests Directive, while families continued to be separated
by immigration enforcement, the chances that a family would become involved with the
child welfare system as a result of immigration enforcement decreased.

However, harsh enforcement strategies were again elevated along the border in 2014
when unaccompanied immigrant children began to flee to the United States in large
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numbers to escape violence and persecution in their countries of origin (Kandel, 2017). As
a result, the Obama administration publicly committed to an aggressive deterrence strategy
which resulted in increased apprehensions of children and individuals seeking asylum from
Mexico and other Central American countries (The White House, Office of the Press
Secretary [WH OPS], 2014). This surge resulted in an expansion of immigrant detention,
including the detention of children and mothers, and increases in the separation of children
from their parents when crossing the border (Detention Watch Network, n.d.). Through the
Office of Refugee Resettlement, many thousand unaccompanied children are released to
parents or relatives willing to sponsor the children while they are waiting for decisions in
their immigration cases. As currently funded, the ORR licensing and monitoring process
for unaccompanied minor sponsor cases is generally less stringent than the regulation and
oversight of state foster care licensing. In most cases, federal protective jurisdiction of
unaccompanied children ends after a short home study and release to sponsors. Once
released to sponsors, these placements are not subject to any oversight or monitoring, and
the children do not have access to health insurance, public assistance, or any health or
support services normally afforded to children in state foster care, leaving the placements
at risk of disruption, exploitation, and maltreatment.

Impact of Immigration Enforcement on Children and Families. Research
documenting the impact of immigration enforcement activities over the past decade
suggests that parental detention and deportation results in child trauma and mental health
problems, increased family instability, and heightened risk that a family will become
involved with the state child welfare system, especially when parents lose their parental
rights (Koball et al., 2015). U.S.-citizen children of detained and deported parents
experience a greater amount of psychological distress, trauma, and PTSD symptoms than
their counterparts with parents who have not been impacted by immigration enforcement
(Rojas-Flores, Clements, Koo, & London, 2017). Children affected by parental detention
and deporation also demonstrate higher levels of depression and anxiety, lower academic
performance, and greater behavioral problems (Rojas-Flores et al., 2017). Furthermore,
Dreby (2012) found that children in Latino immigrant families experience significant
negative outcomes not only due to the fear of immigration enforcement, but also because
of ethnic identity challenges and stigma and conflation of ICE with law enforcement.

Not only does immigration enforcement negatively affect children, but it also affects
the entire family system. In one study, spouses and partners reported increased feelings of
depression and social isolation, which is associated with negative cognitive and behavioral
outcomes in children (Koball et al., 2015). The loss of income from a detained or deported
family member contributes to family financial insecurity, housing and related food
insecurity, and lack of access to social services due to fear of interacting with government
officials (Brabeck, Sibley, & Lykes, 2016; Dreby, 2012). The many burdens of
immigration enforcement including financial distress, stressful events, and social isolation,
are factors associated with child maltreatment and involvement with the child welfare
system (Dettlaff & Finno-Velasquez, 2013).

The Current Climate. The concerns for children resulting from family separation and
immigration enforcement have escalated since the 2016 presidential election. In recent
months, the scope of enforcement priorities that previously safeguarded many parents now
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target a much larger group of immigrants for deportation, increasingly disregarding the
needs of children. Shortly after taking office, the Trump administration issued two
executive orders that authorized a new list of immigration enforcement priorities expanding
removability to include anyone who has committed an act constituting a chargeable
offense, such as entering the country illegally, which placed nearly 11 million
undocumented individuals and many legal permanent residents at risk of deportation (WH
OPS, 2017). Since that time, the nation has seen ramped up activity by ICE in communities
across the country.

In 2017, the Trump administration proposed a new deterrence strategy that included
systematically separating children crossing borders from their parents and placing them
into foster care (Ainsely, 2017). Public outcry put a stop to this border deterrence initiative,
but the impacts of ramped up enforcement are still felt (Foley & Planas, 2017). In fact,
although it has not received much press, the separation of children and parents at the border
has occurred to some degree since the Obama administration (AILA, 2016). With very
limited options for family detention, parents and children are often held in separate
facilities (Barrick, 2016). Reports have also surfaced of pregnant women seeking asylum
being held in detention with risks to their unborn children’s health, in violation of ICE’s
own policy (Bogado, 2014). Asylum claims by people fleeing violence and persecution in
Mexico and other Central American countries are no longer being granted (Dickerson &
Jordan, 2017). Reports of suicidal ideation and attempt among detained women and their
children have emerged.

In July of 2017, the Trump administration also announced that it will begin arresting
and deporting undocumented parents, guardians, and relative sponsors of unaccompanied
children (Burke, 2017). The effects of this policy exacerbate the chances that
unaccompanied children will be placed in state child welfare custody. Not only does this
policy punish individuals who have in good faith come forward to care for unaccompanied
children, but it will also leave children with fewer relative and kin options for sponsors,
placing them at higher risk of disruption in placement and increased risk for entry into state
foster care.

Immigration Enforcement and Risk for Child Welfare Involvement. Although an
emerging body of research has begun to shed some light on the involvement of immigrant
children and families in the child welfare system, the extent to which immigration
enforcement activities have contributed to child welfare system involvement remains
unknown. One study estimated that in 2011 as many 5,100 children currently in foster care
have parents who have been either detained or deported (Wessler, 2011). Although that
study could not determine whether these children entered foster care as a direct result of
their parents’ detention or deportation, anecdotal information suggests that this problem is
likely to grow as a result of recent changes to immigration enforcement policies.

Although the exact number of children who become involved in the child welfare
system as a result of immigration enforcement is unknown, it is clear that children have
been impacted by these efforts. Statistics made available from DHS in late 2012 showed
that between July 1, 2010, and September 30, 2012, DHS removed 204,816 parents of U.S.
citizen children from the United States (U.S. Department of Homeland Security, 2012) In
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2013, ICE conducted 72,410 removals of parents with at least one U.S. citizen child (Foley,
2014). No data have been made public on the whereabouts of the children from these
families or the consequences they faced as a result of their parents’ deportation.

The challenges of cases involving children who enter the child welfare system due
solely to an immigrant parent’s arrest or apprehension are far-reaching. Although courts
that handle child welfare cases operate under statutes requiring that children’s best interests
be considered in decisions regarding their custody and placement (Child Welfare
Information Gateway, 2010), there are wide variations across juvenile courts in what is
interpreted to be in children’s best interest when parents are deported. Immigration law
does not recognize children’s interests as a valid factor in the immigration decisions
concerning their parents, which can lead to profound implications for families with mixed
immigration statuses. Children may remain in the United States and be permanently
separated from their parents — or they can leave their home and all they have known to
move to an unfamiliar country to remain with their family. Although this has been
described as a “choiceless choice” for immigrant parents (Thronson, 2006), best practice
calls for deported parents’ decisions regarding their children to be honored when
maltreatment is absent. However, the extent to which parents’ and children’s voices are
heard in juvenile court decisions remains unknown.

Parents detained in immigration facilities may be prevented from meaningfully
participating in a court plan for reunification. In some cases, child welfare staff are unable
to locate parents, reducing their chances of participation in decisions concerning their
children, including court proceedings related to their children’s care and custody.
Deportation proceedings and decisions often last longer than the timeframes under which
child welfare agencies must make decisions about children’s permanency, further
complicating the agencies’ ability to act in children’s best interests (Cervantes & Lincroft,
2010).

Child Welfare System Challenges. Regardless of how or when children of
immigrants come into contact with the child welfare system, social workers face complex
challenges to responding to their needs and facilitating positive outcomes related to their
safety, permanence, and well-being. Research has shown that children with immigrant
parents who become involved with child welfare systems have lower access to mental
health services than children with U.S. citizen parents (Dettlaff & Cardoso, 2010; Finno-
Velasquez, Cardoso, Dettlaff & Hulburt, 2015). Immigrant parents who become involved
with the child welfare system also have less access than non-immigrant parents to needed
substance abuse services and concrete supports that can prevent entry of their children into
foster care (Finno-Velasquez, 2013; Finno-Velasquez, Seay & He, 2016).

Once children enter foster care, immigration status can create additional delays or
barriers to reunification, as non-citizen parents may be unable to obtain employment or
participate in certain mandated services or supportive services that could facilitate
reunification (Dettlaff & Fong, 2016). Language barriers can result in miscommunication
and misunderstandings, and delays in service delivery, which can affect parents’ abilities
to complete required services and place them at risk for termination of parental rights due
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to the timeframes mandated by the Adoption and Safe Families Act (ASFA) of 1997 (Ayoén,
2009; Committee for Hispanic Children and Families, 2003).

Child welfare workers may also encounter challenges in the placement of children of
immigrants. In many states, undocumented immigrant family members do not qualify to
serve as foster parents for children because of their legal status (Ayén, Aisenberg, &
Cimino, 2013; Wessler, 2011). Child welfare workers must also attempt to locate relatives
residing in other countries to notify and screen for potential placement. Sometimes, when
parents reside in other countries, reunification plans must cross transnational borders,
requiring coordination of home studies and services with foreign governments (Lincroft &
Borelli, 2009; Reed & Karpilow, 2009). Many children and their family members involved
with child welfare agencies also qualify for some form of immigration relief, and their
ability to obtain legal status depends on the child welfare system’s capacity to adequately
screen for eligibility and navigate the immigration system, ideally in collaboration with
immigration experts (Finno & Bearzi, 2010). Some child welfare agencies across the
country have solid partnerships and policies in place to provide those assessments and
ensure that immigrant children and families receive due process, but many still do not
(Lincroft, 2013).

Another challenge is the lack of expertise within the child welfare workforce about the
unique needs of immigrant families that result from their experiences with immigration
and acculturation. Achieving reunification with parents largely depends on the child
welfare system’s ability to provide family services that effectively address the issues that
led to this placement, as well as the parents’ participation and engagement in these services
(Dettlaff & Fong, 2016). Given these barriers, immigrant families may be at a disadvantage
in meeting case requirements and reunifying children with family members, thus placing
them at greater risk for termination of parental rights.

Since the beginning of the Trump administration, immigration policy has taken a
strikingly different direction, with almost unilateral disregard for the well-being of
children. The scope of enforcement priorities that previously safeguarded many parents
and long-time residents whose only violation was living in the country without
documentation now target a much larger group of immigrants for deportation. Immigration
raids have taken place in communities across the country, and its consequences are being
felt by social workers and their immigrant clients throughout the country. The impact of
enforcement activities on child welfare systems is not yet known, but it is widely feared
that children’s well-being and stability continue to be compromised.

Directions for Social Work

The following are approaches that the profession of social work can take to respond to
immigrants’ needs: (1) development of social work expertise in working with immigrants;
(2) cross-systems and cross-disciplinary collaborations; (3) leveraging existing resources
and supports; (4) documentation/collection of data; and (5) focused advocacy efforts.

Development of social work expertise in immigration. First, the profession of social
work must develop specific expertise in practice with immigrants. In addition to
competence in working with ethnically and culturally diverse groups, as professionals who



Finno-Velasquez & Dettlafff CHALLENGES TO FAMILY 735

work across disciplines, various aspects of the immigration system and immigration law
that affect families’ lives should be seamlessly integrated into required social work training
curricula. Training is needed that provides information to social workers, especially those
working in the child welfare field, on the experiences of immigrant children and families
to improve cultural responsiveness and reduce the potential for bias. To conduct adequate
assessments and provide interventions that respond to their needs, child welfare
professionals need to understand the effects of immigration and acculturation on immigrant
family systems. Once children in immigrant families become involved in the child welfare
system, social workers need to be familiar with resources and programs available for
immigrant children and families to provide comprehensive services that meet their needs.
Practitioners also need to be familiar with federal and state policies that affect immigrant
and refugee children and families and understand how those policies may affect service
delivery. Within child welfare systems especially, it is important to develop, recruit, and
train social workers who are bilingual and bicultural in order to respond more appropriately
to children and families from diverse cultures. Bridging Refugee Youth and Children's
Services (BRYCS) offers a number of training tools and webinars on their website that can
assist social workers working wtih refugee families, and specifically, refugee children and
adolescents, on a number of issues (i.e., trauma, accessing resources, navigating the legal
system, etc.). The website for the Immigration Legal Resource Center offers multiple
trainings relevant to social workers that are specific to immigration laws. The NASW
California chapter offers multiple low-cost courses on their website, including one specific
to immigration and child welfare issues. Both courses are designed to provide social
workers with information about current U.S. immigration laws and the impact of
immigration enforcement on children and families. Improved understanding of
immigration policy and culture can lead to improved engagement, more thorough
assessments, and more effective service delivery.

Cross systems and cross-disciplinary collaborations. Effective social work practice
with immigrant children and families cannot be achieved in isolation. Many immigrant
families are likely to intersect with multiple systems, and a coordinated community
response is necessary to promote their overall well-being. Within the current environment
over the past several months, many grass-roots initiatives have begun in various states and
localities around the country to protect immigrant children and families. These include
rapid response teams and networks in many states including California, Colorado,
Massachusetts, and Virginia that are composed of social workers, attorneys, advocates, and
community organizers who offer support particularly in the wake of immigration raids,
which often leave children behind (Spivack, 2017). Social workers are the ideal
professionals to engage with various systems and ensure all key stakeholders have a place
at the table, as issues around immigration and child welfare are complicated, and if
successful, will have multiple layers to any response. Collaborations should include foreign
consulates and child welfare agencies, legal professionals, public policy and child
development experts, courts, schools, health and mental health systems, along with natural
supports like churches and faith groups, and academics/research scientists.

Given concerns resulting from ongoing immigration enforcement efforts, social work
professionals, and child welfare agencies in particular, need to develop and strengthen
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relationships within immigrant communities to create a climate where families feel safe
accessing services and the reporting of maltreatment can take place without fear of
deportation or other negative consequences to families. Child welfare agencies in particular
should develop collaborations with community-based social service providers in
immigrant communities to facilitate education about cultural norms related to maltreatment
and to dispel fears about reporting.

Leverage existing resources and supports. For social work professionals and
agencies struggling with how to respond, many resources already exist. Advocacy groups
around the country have been quick to respond in creating toolkits and legal guides, such
as family safety planning and trauma response resources, in response to immigration policy
changes. Many such resources are highlighted and can be accessed on the webpage of the
Center on Immigration and Child Welfare (2017). Two timely and relevant resources
include Appleseed’s (2017) updated Protecting Assets and Child Custody in the Face of
Deportation: A Guide for Practitioners Assisting Immigrant Families and the Institute for
Women in Migration’s (IMUMI; 2017) A Brief Guide for Families, Organizations, and
Public Officials: Resources To Inform, Support, And Prepare Families for a Possible
Return to Mexico. For social workers working in macro settings, energy should focus on
translating and disseminating the newest and most relevant research and resources into
practice settings, and developing tools and workshops for front-line workers requesting
guidance on working with immigrant children and families in the current climate. Plans
should focus on using existing training opportunities to increase capacity and skill in
working on immigration issues, such as Title IV-E training for child welfare workers,
creating a natural platform for disseminating current knowledge into relevant practice.

Documentation and collection of data. In the modern era of data-driven decision-
making, one of the greatest challenges to proposing solutions is that there is no accurate
data on the number of immigrant children and families impacted by deportation and at risk
for child welfare system involvement. Nativity and citizenship status has never been
uniformly collected across child welfare systems in the U.S., and the Department of
Homeland Security does not collect (or publicly release) information on the children of
immigrants who are detained and deported. Congressional members have demanded that
Homeland Security begin to release this information (Gillibrand et al., 2017). Social
workers should continue to push this issue with legislators to continue this pressure.
Immigration information is not required for national child abuse and neglect data collection
and reporting, and is thus not collected in a consistent manner across the country. There
are rightly confidentiality concerns and apprehension about how such information would
be used by federal agencies if it were required. However, without a requirement for
collecting immigration information, child welfare agencies do not have a way to ensure
that immigrant children and families receive the services they need. With no guidance on
how to track children in immigrant families, child welfare agencies also grapple with the
most sensitive ways to retrieve and record that information from families. Clear protocols
should be developed to dictate how to collect sensitive identifying information from
immigrants while ensuring the utmost confidentiality of that information for use within the
child protection system only. As it currently stands, without official data identifying
immigrant families impacted by deportation and involved with the child welfare system,
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efforts to document immigrant family experiences and needs through rigorous research,
data collection, community needs assessments, and service evaluations are sorely lacking.

Much additional research is also needed to facilitate the provision of culturally
responsive child welfare services. Although some research has begun to identify the
presence of immigrant children and families in the child welfare system (Wessler, 2011),
specific studies are needed that provide information on interventions that facilitate positive
outcomes of safety, permanency, and well-being for immigrant children and families.
Interventions that have historically been used with non-immigrant populations may not be
effective with immigrant children and families due to their cultural differences, as well as
differences in the underlying issues that brought them to the attention of this system. In
order to facilitate positive outcomes, interventions need to consider the cultural influences
and experiences in immigrant families and how these influences affect service delivery.

Focused Advocacy Efforts. Advocacy is a primary skill of social work practitioners,
but now more than ever, all social workers who work with immigrant families, whether in
clinical settings, in legal or policy settings, or in research, must include advocacy as part
of their responsibilities. Advocacy efforts should focus on electing candidates who support
pro-immigrant integration policies, in contrast to restrictive immigration policies, and may
include forming local coalitions to respond to community-specific needs and issues. Social
workers have an ethical responsibility to understand current policy and report cases of non-
compliance with immigration policies to appropriate authorities. Immigrants involved in
legal immigration proceedings do not have the right to an attorney, and if they do not have
representation, the court will likely not rule in their favor. As part of these advocacy efforts,
social workers can help obtain legal representation for immigrant. Multidisciplinary rapid
response teams and networks can help provide coordinated and comprehensive responses
to immigration raids and other emergency immigration situations (National Immigration
Law Center, 2007). Safety and contingency planning resources and trainings in relevant
languages are also crucial for immigrant families in order to make practical and legal
arrangements in the case of parental detention or deportation (Immigrant Legal Resource
Center, 2017). In the current political climate where comprehensive immigration reform
remains unlikely, state and local level policy change presents greater promise. Several
effective models already exist, such as California’s SB 1064 and other collaborative
efforts along with border region involving agencies on the U.S. and Mexico sides of the
border (Finno & Bearzi, 2010; Lincroft, 2013). Finally, the narrative around immigration
and immigrants in this country has always ebbed and flowed around dominant U.S. values,
morals, and who is considered to be deserving and undeserving. As professional social
workers, we must use our voices to contribute to framing the public narrative around
immigration enforcement as a humanitarian crisis characterized by egregious violations to
women’s and children’s rights.

Conclusion

With the scope of immigration policy placing the well-being of our children at an
unprecedented crossroads, social workers have an ethical obligation to step up and do
everything within their power to mitigate or alleviate the traumatic threats and potentially
irreparable damage to child well-being imposed by our immigration system. Efforts to
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increase the capacity of social workers to address the unique needs of this population, as
well as cross-systems collaborations, and focused advocacy efforts are essential
components of this response to facilitate positive outcomes of safety, permanency, and
well-being. Specific training on immigration policy and culturally informed, trauma-
sensitive practice with immigrants needs to be prioritized in social work curricula. Field
placements for social workers in unconventional settings such as immigration legal clinics
and faith-based non-profits that serve immigrants should be developed. In sum, the social
work field must improve our ability to meet the needs of immigrant children and families
of the modern day U.S.
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