‘I Don’t Belong Anymore’: Undocumented Latino Immigrants Encounter Social

Services in the United States

Abstract

This paper investigates the identity shifts undocumented Latino immigrants in Boston
experience in their transitioning into adulthood. In order to better understand how Latino
immigrants adapt to the host society, we analyze the interactions between Latino immigrants
and social services, represented by their providers, to see how these interactions affect their
ethnic identity.

This article offers an original and unique perspective on identity from the perspective of the
relations between social service providers and recipients of these services. The aim is to expand
the current knowledge on the incorporation of immigrants through the multiple acculturation
effects that are generated in relations with social services.

The article is based on semi-structured interviews with undocumented Latino immigrants who
grew up in the United States. The results show that, as they transition into adulthood,
undocumented Latinos face new obstacles which force them to strengthen their ethnic identity
in order to remain a part of American society.
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An estimated 11.5 million undocumented immigrants reside in the United States. Most
undocumented immigrants are Latinos, and many arrive to the country at a young age. It is
estimated that there are 1.3 million undocumented children (under the age of 18), and 1.6
million youth between the ages of 18 and 24 currently living in the United States (Hoefer,
Rytina & Baker, 2011). Undocumented immigrants, who represent 28 percent of all foreign-
born individuals in the United States (Passel & Cohn 2011), are barred from most social
benefits in the country (Kullgren, 2003; Siddiqi, Zuberi & Nguyen, 2009), and do not qualify
for public financial aid for higher education (Erisman & Looney, 2007). Fear of deportation
and the stigma associated with being undocumented prevent most undocumented Latinos
from accessing adequate housing, food, or health care (Abrego & Gonzales 2010; Dang

Giordano & Kim, 2012; Larchanchg, 2012).

Although the growth of the undocumented population in the United States generated an
increased interest for understanding the mechanisms of assimilation of this population
(Gleeson & Gonzales 2012), the role of social services remains understudied. Research
largely neglected this this aspect of incorporation partly because few social benefits are
available to the undocumented in the United States. Yet, most undocumented immigrants
interact with providers of social services through the school system, religious organizations,

government offices, and voluntary associations.

Several theories of immigrant assimilation exist. Two of the main models of assimilation in
American society present opposing trajectories: while some populations gradually assimilate
through successive generations and eventually display a diminished salience of ethnic
identity, as exemplified by European immigrants, other minority groups experience persistent
segregation and discrimination, as has been the case for African Americans (Sears, Fu, Henry

& Bui, 2003). The literature traditionally analyses incorporation by examining the



socioeconomic status of immigrants through the lens of income, occupation and educational
attainment as proxies for socioeconomic mobility (Massey, Durand & Malone, 2003;
Rumbaut, 2008; Gans, 1992). Research on incorporation from the perspective of identity
(Massey & Sanchez, 2010), or on how undocumented immigrants’ interactions with social
services contribute to the formation of their ethnic identity and their subsequent assimilation,

is less frequent.

The main goal of this study is to explore how interactions with social services affect the
ethnic identity of undocumented Latino immigrants who grew up in the United States. We
sought to examine how the transition into adulthood, and the consequent loss of protection
from social services, impacted the identity formation and the feelings of belonging to

America, of undocumented Latino immigrants.

Undocumented immigrants, ethnic identity formation, and the role of social services.

Undocumented children come rapidly into contact with educational institutions in the United
States. The 1982 Supreme Court decision in Plyer vs. Doe, declared that depriving
undocumented children of an education was unconstitutional, and allowed undocumented
children to benefit from the same K-12 educational opportunities than are available to
children authorized to live on US soil, including free meals and special education services.
Additionally, under the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (1974), schools are not
allowed to report undocumented students to authorities. However, at the age of 18, these
undocumented children leave the shelter of this protective legal environment and lose access

to the social services which they were once granted.

Ethnic identity is an indicator of immigrants’ assimilation, or the adoption of level of adoption

of the host society’s culture and their degree of retention of their own culture (Phinney,



Horencyk, Liebkind & Vedder, 2001). The concept of identity can encompass various types
of identities, such as cultural, racial or ethnic (Brubaker & Cooper, 2000; Schwartz,
Montgomery & Briones, 2006). While there is not one universal definition of ethnic identity,
the term is considered to be part of the broader concept of cultural identity (Phinney,
Horencyk, Liebkind & Vedder, 2001), and is often analyzed with the associated term national
identity. Although ethnic identity and national identity are considered to measure independent
constructs, they can be used as indicators of assimilation. Ethnic identity plays a particularly
important role during adolescence and the transitioning into adulthood as immigrants become
increasingly aware of their differences with the majority group and explore their identities

options (Waters, 1990; Quintana, Vogel & Ybarra, 1991; Marcia, 2002).

Studies have shown that ethnic identity evolves with time (Tovar & Feliciano, 2009; Phinney
& Ong, 2007) and in response to social and political contexts (Sabatier, 2008; Tovar &
Feliciano, 2009). Although immigrant youth tend to Americanize relatively quickly (Stepick
& Stepick, 2002) and adopt many aspects of American cultures and values (Waters, 1990),
they seem to retain part of their ethnic identity (Stepick & Stepick, 2002). Research has
highlighted the dual role of ethnic identity, which “seems to operate both to buffer and
exacerbate the negative effects of discrimination across a variety of ethnic groups spanning

adolescence to late adulthood” (Yip, Gee & Takeuchi, 2008).

As undocumented Latinos transition into adulthood, they also transition into illegality and
move from a somewhat protected status under which they had access to education and other
social benefits, to the more vulnerable category of ‘undocumented adults’ who must learn
how to navigate a new system (Ellis & Chen, 2013). The passage to adulthood leave these
undocumented children uncertain of their own identity and sense of belonging, as they lose

the legal protection they were granted as children (Suarez-Orozco, Bang & Kim, 2011).



Undocumented children are schooled in the Unites States to perceive themselves as their
documented peers. However, as soon as they leave this cocoon of belonging that is the school
setting, undocumented adults quickly learn that they are not like the rest of Americans
(Gleeson & Gonzales, 2012). While many have the same career expectations and ambition as
their documented peers, as they transition to adulthood, undocumented Latinos lose access to
the mechanisms that promote social mobility (Pérez, 2012). Undocumented immigrants face
limitations to find employment, to get a driver’s license, and to enrol in higher education
(Abrego, 2006; Abrego, 2008). They are can no longer live like their documented peers, for
whom nothing has changed and who are rightfully allowed to pursue their ambition and goals.
They must embrace their illegal status by readjusting their aspirations, changing their social
circles, and learning new skills in order to survive (Gonzales, 2011). Adulthood, for
undocumented Latinos, represents a radical change in which they learn how to live ‘in the
shadows’. This change is often accompanied by feelings of being an outsider in a hostile

environment (Suarez-Orozco et al. 2011).

Transitioning into adulthood also becomes a turning point in the life of undocumented Latinos
because they must face new systemic barriers to provide for themselves and their families
(Gonzales, Suarez-Orozco & Dedios-Sanguineti, 2013). Undocumented immigrants are at
greater risk of poverty than other immigrants (Passel 2009; Passel & Cohn, 2011), further
increasing their need to resort to social services to meet basic needs. However, their transition
to “illegality” is accompanied by a re-categorization of their deservingness. Undocumented
adults are barred from most social benefits, which promotes social stratification (Cebulko,
2014) and leaves their opportunities to access mechanisms of social mobility (i.e. health,
education, housing, nutrition) to the discretion of bureaucrats and providers of services. This

very same discretion is based on discourses of deservingness, which, in the collective



imaginary, most undocumented Latinos do not possess (Sargent 2012; Viladrich 2012). Public
opinion and the media increasingly portray undocumented Latinos in the United States as
criminals and law-breakers, and thus, undeserving of the protection of the State (Waters &

Pineau, 2015).

Prior studies have shown that Latinos’ experiences with social services have an impact on
their sense of belonging and identity formation. For some, benefiting from services reinforces
feelings of belonging, while for others see it as a failure and opt for what Philip Warin calls
‘non take-up’ (Warin, 2007). We extend previous scholarship and explore how undocumented
immigrants’ transition to illegality and the subsequent re-identification as outsiders

underserving of the protection of the state influenced their feelings of belonging to America.

Method

The data for the study derives from 32 semi-structured qualitative interviews of Latino
immigrants that were conducted in Boston in 2012. Grounded theory was used to uncover the
mechanisms at work in the identity formation and assimilation of undocumented Latino youth
through social services. Although there is a growing body of literature related to
undocumented immigrants and undocumented youth in the United States, our approach was to
put aside existing theories and remain as open as possible in order not to stir the interviewee’s
responses in any particular direction. The interview guide was designed to collect
standardized information as well as to allow the respondents to comment and provide their
own subjective opinion about each of the questions. When new questions emerged from

interviews, they were added to the interview guide and were asked in the next interviews.

Recruitment process



The Institutional Review Board of Harvard University approved the project and the
recruitment process began. It involved purposeful selection in order to achieve a high degree
of socioeconomic variety and participants were selected to maximize diversity. The
researchers relied initially on exploratory ethnography in the selected neighborhoods. Then,
numerous points of entry were utilized for recruiting respondents. The researchers gained
entry into the Latino communities in Boston by joining in various celebrations and festivals,
by taking part in religious services and by offering services to the community. Further, taking
part in neighborhood meetings in the various neighborhoods led to a selection process that
yielded a great diversity of respondents. Boston was chosen because the city has experienced
important Latino immigration during the last decades. As of 2010, Latinos accounted for
19.9% of the total population of Boston, with 143,455 individuals; close to half of these
residents are foreign-born. The recruitment process was repeated at numerous sites in Boston:
particularly in East Boston, Jamaica Plain and Roxbury. The respondents were given an
informed consent form to read and keep, explaining the scope and the purpose of the project.
Once the initial interviews were completed, the snowball method was applied in order to
diversify the original sample and to increase the sample size. The data collection method
made it possible to obtain a sample stratified by country of origin (most Spanish-speaking
countries of North, Central and South America, as well as the Caribbean countries are
represented), by migratory status (the respondents are either currently undocumented
immigrants and had been at some point) and by age, which ranges from 18 until 35. Their first
language is Spanish, and 95% of the interviews were conducted in that language. The
respondents received $25 grocery vouchers in financial compensation for their participation in

the interviews.

Data Collection



We contacted the Latino community with a recruitment flyer about the purpose of the study.
The flyer was posted in Spanish and in English in social service agencies, neighbourhood
associations, churches, clinics, hospitals, and schools. In addition, we attended several events
in the Latino communities. Through repeated attendance at these events we recruited a first
cohort of participants, who subsequently assisted with the recruitment of more participants.
To protect participants, we did not collect personal identifying information and we obtained
respondents’ verbal consent prior to the interviews. Although immigrants could choose to be
informed and interviewed in English or Spanish, the vast majority preferred Spanish.
Audiotaped interviews took place at service locations, public parks, consulates, churches,

immigrant associations, and immigrant houses.

Interview format

The semi-structured interviews and biographical interviews, lasting between 40 and 90
minutes and averaging about 50 minutes each, made possible a systematic harvesting of data
relating to the respondents’ socioeconomic profile. In each case, permission for recording the
conversation was obtained from the interviewees. The interviews permitted in-depth
discussion of a series of predetermined subjects. In addition, an exploratory approach gave the
respondents the opportunity to comment on their use of social services, and their perceived
assimilation into American society. This format was employed in order to steer the interview,
while still leaving latitude for responses and topics that the interviewee wished to explore, and
thus to offer opportunities for in-depth exploration of new paths that opened up in the course
of the conversation. In this way, the researchers were able to collect data that gave them a
better grasp of the respondents’ subjective views concerning their assimilation in the
receiving society as affected by experiences with social services. Through this format, the
researchers harvested data that reflected the respondents’ subjective understanding of their

assimilation in the receiving society through the variety of their experiences. The data was



then coded using a qualitative data analysis software, Atlas.ti. Each interview was coded
using categories based on the interview guide. A second round of coding allowed to code the
more subjective information related to the respondent’s opinions. The researchers
subsequently transcribed the interviews in complete anonymity for those surveyed, by
changing their first names and erasing their last names. All respondents received a hand-out in
Spanish describing the project and informing them how their responses would be used. After
having transcribed the interviews, they were coded with the Atlas.ti qualitative analysis
program. The first round of coding, based on pre-existing codes derived from the interview
guide, processed the socioeconomic and demographic information of the interviewees. A
second round of coding then made it possible to explore the collected data in a more

analytical manner, by creating a database from a thematic re-reading of the interviews.
Data Analysis

Interviews were transcribed into Spanish (or English when the interview was in English) and
translated into English. They were then analyzed using Atlas.ti. Two main rounds of coding
we conducted: first, the interviews were coded based on the initial interview guide. This first
round encoded the main socioeconomic characteristics of the respondents, their immigration
status and the story behind it, their current living conditions in the United States, the types of
assistance and the information they have received about these programs and whether their
experiences with each of the services were negative or positive. Then, a second round of
coding was conducted to codify information which was not initially present in the initial
codebook but emerged from the first round of coding. Thus, the subjective understanding of
the respondents was uncovered by coding information related for instance to their relations

with other Latino groups, in particular those working as social service providers.



Findings

This study puts forth the process relative to the identity shifts experienced by undocumented
Latino youth who grew up in the US as they transition to adulthood. At the age of 18, these
undocumented children leave the shelter of this protective legal environment and lose access
to the social services which they were once granted. This paper puts forward three sets of
findings relating to the impact of loss of access to social services on the identity formation

and subsequent assimilation of undocumented Latino youth in the city of Boston.

1- Alienation from American society and loss ‘American identity’.

First, this study evidences that some undocumented youth Latinos become gradually alienated
from American society, as they learn of the limitations imposed by their migratory status and
face new forms of discrimination. Analysis of the interviews shows that the undocumented
Latino youth interviewed, when trying to access social services, are now confronted to a new
type of discrimination based on their migratory status. During their childhood and
adolescence, they may have experienced discrimination due to their ethnicity but they were
relatively protected from discrimination based on their migratory status. However, when they
become adults, they are no longer sheltered and are suddenly directly confronted with
discrimination based on their immigration status. They indicate that the behavior and attitudes
of some social service providers is sometimes hostile when these workers become aware of
their client’s immigration status. This attitude reinforces these Latino youth’s feeling of

alienation toward American society.

This is evidenced by Juan, a young Salvadorian who came to the United States
undocumented, as he explains that some social service providers adopt a different attitude

upon learning of the migratory status of an undocumented individual. The perceived
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discrimination that Juan experienced when seeking help seems to have led him to distance

himself from American society and reinforce his Salvadorian identity.

*“(...) I have seen hospitals when you tell them that you are undocumented
they change the conversation style. (...) They start asking some questions
that | am pretty sure they don’t need [the answer to] (...) A few things that
happened with people undocumented [sic], you usually get like, you got to
do whatever they say (...) what | saw in the places that you go looking for
help, [the service providers say:] ‘we are the people who give you help so
you are going to do what we say’, ‘we are above, you are low, you want
something, do what I say’ (...) It makes you feel like the poor immigrant

who came here from a third world country.”

During the interview, Juan commented that he “[doesn’t] belong anymore”; he now more

rarely spends time with his American friends, and prefers to be with fellow Salvadorians who

are in a similar migratory situation. Juan decided to isolate themselves from American society

by refusing to use the social services he may be entitled to. He explains that he feels
uncomfortable asking for help or going to the hospital because of the treatment he has

sometimes received due to his migratory status:

“In my case that’s why I don’t go to those places because you are always
crossing your fingers that you will find a person that is going to be a human
person that you can have a conversation with, not someone who by just

seeing you is going to start asking you things”.

This attitude may in part be an attempt to avoid being reminded of what he considers his

‘inferior’ status or avoid future similar scenarios based on his status.
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As the needs of these young adults evolve, they become increasingly aware of the limitations
linked to their migratory status and of the negative stereotype associated with being
undocumented. This becomes especially clear when they attempt to obtain social services and
face social workers who refuse to help them or provide inaccurate information. These
negative experiences lead these undocumented Latino youths to question their sense of
belonging to American society and separate themselves from an environment which became
hostile. For instance, Ana, an undocumented single mother who was born in the Dominican
Republic and arrived in the United States as a teenager, explains that now that she is an adult,
she is no longer untitled to the few benefits that she received as a child. She describes her
adult life as a constant fight and no longer feels that she belongs to American society. She
contrasts her experience as an undocumented adult to the experiences of her children. When
she attempted to receive food stamps for her newborn daughter, the social worker who took
her case falsely told her that not only was she not eligible, but that applying for financial aid

would get her deported.

“(...) the girl [social worker] (...) even threatened me with immigration,
(...) she said by telephone: ‘you have to forget about this case because you
told us in the application [that you were undocumented]...” | didn’t say that
| was undocumented, illegal, I was just saying that my children had social
security, I am not lying, and | have the copy, I filled it, because they give
you a copy (...). Then she said: ‘but you know the illegals do not qualify”. |
know the illegals do not qualify here, absolutely, but | am eligible because
of the children. (...) My kids get it [medical insurance] but they told me that
it isn’t through me, it is only because they are under 18, and | am their
guardian, you know? (...) Now I am no longer eligible, I don’t belong

anymore, now | have to fight a lot, I have to defend myself, | won’t chicken
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out, and I have to fight. If they [the social service providers] are mean to

me and ask for a lot of things, I do it, I give it to them, you know?”

Misinformation provided by social workers, abuse of power and discrimination may thus
further alienate undocumented Latino youth from American society. Among the interviewees,
the vast majority uses words such a “fight’, defend myself’, ‘battle’ to describe what their life
is like as undocumented youth. The negative context of reception that these undocumented
Latino youths receive from social service providers when they become adult makes them fully

aware of their ostracized status.

2- Navigating between ethnic and American identities

Analysis of the interviews also brings to light the impact that the context of reception has on
their sense of belonging of the undocumented Latino youth. From the interviews, it emerged
that these youths are often thought not to be able to speak English due to their ethnic
background but also their inability to provide proper documentation. This reinforces the
disconnect between self-identity and the identity that others associate with them: on one hand,
studies have shown that their language ability is often comparable to that of American citizens
(e.g. Street et al. 2013), and on the other hand, the double exclusion that they sometimes seem
to experience due to their ethnic background and their migratory status excludes them from
the country they grew up in and the society with which they associate. For instance, Yohanna,
who arrived to the United States at the age of fourteen from the Dominican Republic, used to
assist nurses at a local clinic. She recalls experiencing discrimination from her manager, who
eventually fired her, for allegedly not being able to speak English to her customers. Raised in
the United States throughout her adolescence, Yohanna speaks English fluently and therefore

felt that her manager’s attitude was unjustified.
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“We had this staff lounge and we used to chat in the back and sometimes
she [the manager] heard me talking in Spanish with the co-workers (...)
and one day she says to me, | will always remember. It was a Saturday and
| was working seven to three and she says to me ‘Yohanna can you do me a
favour? Can you check this person’s blood sugar?’ (...) So the person
declined, and they have the right to decline the treatment (...). So the guy
said, ‘l am sorry’ he was an elderly person, he said ‘I don’t want you to
take my blood, I want my nurse to do it, because you are a new person here
and | don’t trust you’. | said, ok, that’s fine you have the right. So, | went to
her and | told what he said and you know what she says to me? [She makes
an aside remark to the interviewer: “What language are you and | talking?
We are talking English and you can understand me perfectly right?] And
she was like “he probably didn’t understand what you said because you
speak another language’. She said that, | mean, I said to her, I spoke to the
guy in English 1 did not talk to him in Spanish ok? And all the nurses, all
the white nurses they looked like, what is wrong with this person why is she
talking to her like that? So, | just got really, really, depressed and I started

to cry”.

In order to buffer the negative consequences of perceived feeling of discrimination and to
compensate the loss of access to social services, these undocumented Latino youth sometimes
learn to re-embrace their immigrant identity. A finding that emerged from analyzing the
interviews was that part of doing so entails navigating between different social circles. Such
immigrants go back and forth between the network of peers formed of American citizens (for
example peers met at school) and the network of undocumented immigrants (for example

relatives, and providers of illegal services). Social capital thus seems to play a key role for
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these undocumented youth, who appear to develop different types of networks to overcome
the difficulties linked to their migratory status. Parallels can be drawn here between the
findings on this study and the work of Gonzales (2011) who analyzed the ‘“transition into

illegality’ of undocumented immigrants.

We use here the term of ‘immigrantization’, to describe the phenomenon of appropriating an
immigrant identity. As shown by our interviews, this occurs in part because immigrant
networks are often better apt at providing the know-how facilitating access to some social
services. These networks may also provide the resources that undocumented immigrants may
need to circumvent the limitations imposed by their migratory status and therefore
compensate for the loss of access to social services accessible to legal immigrants and
citizens. Thus, paradoxically, undocumented Latino youth seem to rely on ethnic networks in
order to maintain their assimilation into society, and therefore retain, at least partially, their
American identity. Their perception of self-identity and their attitudes is modified, as they go
back and forth between the sense of belonging into American society and the feeling of being
excluded from it. They sometimes reinforce their ethnic ties in order to obtain a sense of
belonging to a group. For instance, Silvia, an undocumented Dominican immigrant, turned to
members of the Latino community in order to circumvent the limitations of her status. Since
she cannot receive unemployment benefits and has not been able to find a job because of she
is undocumented, she was advised by other members of the Latino community to maximize
the help she can receive. She does so by lying about her marital situation to social services to

receive more gas and electricity assistance:

““I was working in a bakery but one day they fired all the illegals, sand they
fired me. | was making decent money there, | was working 40 hours a week
and was making $300 a week. (...) | told myself we wouldn’t be able to
make ends meet even if he [her partner] worked more, so | said I’m going
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to lie. Just like a Puerto Rican girl told me to do in the park, she asked me if
| got assistance and when | explained, she told me: ‘If you tell the truth
here, they will not help you; here, if you lie, you’ll get more assistance, and
if you tell the truth, you will never get assistance,’ that’s what she said.

They know the tricks.”

When asked whether she received similar help or advice from her American friends,
Silvia explained that she does not mention those subjects with them. This further

stresses the unique role of each network:

“With my American friends, we don’t talk about that [how to obtain more
assistance]. It’s not the same with them. We are more different now. (...) |

feel more Dominican now.”

Some of these undocumented youth who find themselves unable to obtain
employment or assistance via the legal path when they become adults tap into their
ethnic network in order to find employment in or help from their ethnic community.
Doing so may reactivate their sense of belonging to their ethnic community. It may
further distance them from American society, which is represented by the social
service providers who they fear will turn them down. A barrier between ‘us’, the in-
group, and ‘them’, the out-group, is erected, and these undocumented Latino youths
seem to progressively learn to navigate between their native and ethnic identities in

order to bypass the obstacles that are now part of their daily lives.

3- Amienation from the Latino community
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Going back and forth between these different networks seems to be translated into the
adoption of varied identities on the part of these young undocumented Latinos, particularly
the re-appropriation of their ethnic identity. However, analysis of the interviews shows that
the Latino community itself sometimes proves to be estranging to these undocumented
youths. They seem to experience a double form of alienation from the U.S. population in
general, as well as from their own community. The respondents stated that they experience
more discrimination from service providers that are themselves Latinos than they do from
Anglo or African American service providers. This was well illustrated by Gladys, who
arrived as a teenager from the Dominican Republic with a tourist visa. She explains that the
misinformation and discrimination that undocumented Latinos experience regarding their

eligibility to certain social programs has to do with their undocumented status.

"Often they [Latino service providers] can probably do it [help people by
providing assistance], they say that ah no ... that they won’t even give them
that, because they don’t have papers, because there are many people in this

situation. (...) There is discrimination among us Latinos."

Most of the respondents who perceived discrimination from documented Latinos, complained
that often these social workers deliberately try to put some distance between themselves and
their undocumented customers. Some of the factors that may prompt documented Latino
service providers to discriminate against undocumented Latino may be the stigma that is
sometimes associated with undocumented immigrants. It seems that some ‘legal’ Latino
service providers try to deny the shared connection with undocumented Latinos in order to
dissociate themselves from a group that they perceive as prejudicial to their ambitions. The
refusal to associate with undocumented immigrants sometimes take the form of
discriminatory acts towards those undocumented immigrants. These negative experiences lead
some undocumented Latino youth to question their own ethnic identity. According to Maria

17



Patricia, an undocumented young immigrant from Colombia who arrived as a child to the

United States, people in her situation feel that they do not belong anywhere.

“I don’t really feel Colombian, but I am not American either, you know. |
can’t even get a job here! I look different, so people know that I am not
from here. I think | can cook Colombian food but that’s it, you know?
Sometimes people from my own country, they feel that they are better than
me. If you tell them you don’t have papers, they don’t want to talk to you

anymore. They won’t help you. They make you feel that you don’t belong”’.

The perceived feelings of discrimination from documented Latino service providers lead some
undocumented Latino youth to dissociate with their own ethnic group. These youths often feel
progressively alienated from American society as well as part of their ethnic communities,
notably from documented Latinos. Therefore, it seems that these youths progressively
assimilate into the small section of undocumented Latino immigrants, thereby reinforcing

their seclusion from American society.

Conclusions

Our study explored how transitioning into adulthood and the consequent loss of protection
from social services, impacted the identity formation and the feelings of belonging to America
of undocumented Latino youth that grew up in the US. This paper bridges a gap in the
literature by showing how the identity of these undocumented youth shifts with time, as they
learn to adapt to the restriction of being undocumented adults, vacillating between their
identification with the country in which they grew up and the identity bestowed upon them by

immigration services and the society at large.
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This paper evidences a paradox: in order for these youth to cling onto their American identity,
which they refuse to relinquish, they are forced to learn to become immigrants and adopt
some of the techniques which they hope will help them assimilate or maintain their

assimilation into American society.

With adulthood comes a new form of exclusion based on migratory status and symbolized by
the perceived prejudicial treatment experienced by undocumented Latino youth. Experiences
of discrimination tend to alienate these young adults from a society in which they have
developed a sense of belonging, thus creating ambiguity for the development of their identity.
They have to learn to ‘regress’ and become immigrants like their parents, even though they
grew up in the United States, and, paradoxically, use ethnic networks in order to maintain
their assimilation into American society. They begin to distance themselves from American

society, in order to find alternative solutions to the limitations of their status.

However, attempts at using their ethnic background to seek help are sometimes hampered as
these undocumented Latino youths also face discrimination perpetrated by fellow co-ethnics:
in their interactions with social services, for instance, they unexpectedly seem to receive
better service from non-Latino Whites in comparison with fellow Latino social workers.
Indeed, Latino social service providers are more mindful of the social stigma associated with
undocumented immigrants, and therefore refuse to provide help in an effort to distance
themselves from these ‘undeserving Latinos’, thereby replicating some of the behaviors of the
dominant group by creating boundaries between whom they consider at the top of the

hierarchy and those at the bottom

This form of secondary marginalization represents one of the multiple barriers and obstacles
which undocumented Latino youth must overcome in order to remain a part of American
society. The liminality of their status forces them to readjust and regularly swift their

identities back and forth between their ethnic and American identities.
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