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Courted and Deported
The Salience of Immigration Issues and Avoidance 
of Police, Health Care, and Education Services 
among Latinos

Francisco I. Pedraza and Maricruz Ariana Osorio

On the 2016 campaign trail, candidate Donald Trump called for stronger 
border security, mass deportations, and an end to birthright citizenship 
(Johnson 2016). As president, he began fulfilling these promises with 
accelerated immigration enforcement raids. While interior immigration 
enforcement (i.e., away from the border) is supposed to target only indi-
viduals whose presence in the United States is unlawful, the consequences 
are much broader. Detentions and deportations of unauthorized persons 
separate families and reverberate through entire communities through net-
works of social connections. Moreover, racial and ethnic profiling practices 
affect a broad swath of the Latino population, irrespective of citizenship or 
immigration status. With the threat of immigration enforcement fostering 
widespread distrust of the authorities in Latino communities, many Latinos 
have learned to exercise caution in how they navigate institutional rela-
tionships in their daily lives. In some recent cases, people have even been 
deterred from showing up at work or sending their children to school in 
response to publicized immigration raids.1

Part of daily life involves using public programs and services, but 
people who are eligible to use them may choose not to do so, for several 
reasons. When policy makers change the criteria that determine eligibil-
ity for Medicaid and the Children’s Health Insurance Program, as they 
did through the 1996 welfare reform law, the change can confuse people 
about whether they are eligible, which in turn deters them from apply-
ing ( Zimmermann and Fix 1998). Another reason is uncertainty about 
whether using welfare programs may result in an applicant, or someone 
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close to the applicant, being classified as a public charge, which could 
serve later as legal grounds to deny an application to adjust citizen-
ship status (Fix and Passel 1999; Park 2011). Moreover, because many 
programs require applicants to provide personal identifying information 
for household members, people may choose not to apply to programs for 
which they are eligible out of fear that they or their loved ones could be 
identified, detained, and deported as unauthorized immigrants (Vargas 
2015; Watson 2014). Finally, immigration policies reinforce definitions of 
national belonging that conflate citizenship status and ethnicity, a process 
that can transfer the stigma of being undocumented to entire groups of 
people regardless of their citizenship or immigration status. As a result, 
people of certain ethnicities may avoid public programs simply because 
they anticipate an unwelcoming reception from frontline service provid-
ers (Chavez 2008; Fox 2016; Viruell-Fuentes, Miranda, and Abdulrahim 
2012). Research in areas as disparate as welfare-state politics, public 
health, race, immigration, and citizenship highlights the salience of 
immigration politics for Latinos and suggests that the restrictive policies 
promised by Trump are likely to influence people’s decisions on whether 
to engage with programs that are part of the US welfare state.

However, we know less about the extent to which immigration politics 
structures the decision to use services that are broadly available to the 
public. Recent studies on health care access and utilization (Beniflah et al. 
2013; Donelson 2015; Toomey et al. 2014) and on willingness to call police 
(Ammar et al. 2005) are notable exceptions. As these studies underscore, 
public service–providing organizations like schools, health clinics, and 
police do not necessarily require a formal application, and they are not 
supposed to exclude beneficiaries based on immigration or citizenship status. 
Yet the use of these broadly available services does typically require people 
to disclose personal identifying information. Despite the landmark US 
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Supreme Court decision Plyler v. Doe (1982), which established that public 
education is for all children regardless of citizenship status, parents cannot 
enroll children anonymously. Similarly, although clinics and hospitals are 
not allowed to deny health care to undocumented immigrants, even those 
who are unable to pay for services, the institutions must collect personal 
identifying information for their medical and financial records.2 So far as we 
are aware, there is no law that excludes access to emergency police services 
based on immigration and citizenship status. However, racial profiling and 
federal-local collaborative law enforcement operations complicate the 
extent to which such services are universal in access and use.

In a context in which a major-party presidential candidate claims that 
a judge cannot be impartial because of his Mexican heritage ( Gonzalo 
Curiel), insults and expels from a press room a Latino news reporter 
(Jorge Ramos), fat-shames a Miss Universe winner who is Latina (Alicia 
Machado), and labels Mexican immigrants as rapists and “bad hombres” 
while promising to build a border wall to keep them out, we ask the follow-
ing questions: To what extent does the salience of immigration as a political 
issue deter Latinos from using police, health care, and education services? 
Which Latinos are most reluctant to engage service-providing officials? We 
argue that one consequence of restrictive immigrant policies is that they 
psychologically condition Latinos to navigate institutional relationships 
in their daily lives in such a way as to minimize risk to themselves, their 
families, and members of their social networks. Moreover, we claim that 
the extent of this response depends on an individual’s personal vulnerability 
to immigrant policing, which is determined at least in part by factors like 
citizenship status, English language proficiency, and gender.

Using a population-based survey experiment, we examine the extent 
to which simply mentioning immigration-related concerns changes the 
willingness of Latinos to interface with police, health care providers, and 
educators. We also investigate the question of which Latinos are most sensi-
tive to this effect. The survey experiment allows us to randomly assign to 
each respondent a cue related either to immigration or to health insurance, 
which raises the relevance and recency of the selected issue in the respon-
dent’s working memory (Fiske and Taylor 1991; Taylor and Fiske 1978). By 
controlling which issue, either immigration or health insurance, is “primed” 
(made more salient in a person’s working memory), we can then compare 
the extent to which awareness of each issue encourages or discourages use 
of key services, independent of other factors. We find that Latinos exposed 
to the immigration cue shy away from engaging with doctors, police, and 
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to a lesser extent educators. This finding has implications for racial/ethnic 
inequities in the United States, especially under a Trump presidency.

Immigration Politics, Enforcement, and the Use of Public 
Services

The decades-long salience of immigration as an issue in US politics has 
conditioned many Latinos to be cautious in their quotidian lives. As Luis 
H. Zayas (2015, 81) explains, in response to restrictive immigration policy 
Latino communities “devise new ways of coping and techniques to evade 
the new restrictions and harsher penalties for immigration violations.” 
Accordingly, we expect immigration issues to serve as a powerful determi-
nant of Latino judgments about using public services.

Every month, the Gallup polling organization asks a multiracial, 
nationally representative sample of Americans to name “the most important 
problem facing the country today.” Between 1994 and 2016, immigration 
was mentioned infrequently, with less than 10 percent choosing it as most 
important in most years (Newport and Brands 2016). While respondents 
expressed perennial worry over jobs and the economy, only at key moments 
did more than one in ten name immigration as the biggest problem: the 
2006 immigration rallies (19 percent), the 2007 congressional debates over 
national immigration reform (15 percent), and the 2014 surge in refugees 
from Central America (17 percent). In contrast, at six different points from 
2004 to 2012, Pew Research Center polling recorded at least 27 percent 
of US Latinos citing immigration as the issue of top importance to them, 
with peaks of 37 percent in 2007 and 34 percent in 2012 (Krogstad 2014). 
Why is immigration a persistently high-stakes policy issue for one in three 
Latinos, but for only one in ten members of the general public?

One obvious reason is that most Latinos have personal connections to 
the immigration experience: 52 percent of Latino adults are foreign-born, 
and 85 percent of all Latinos have at least one immigrant grandparent 
(Fraga et al. 2011). Continuing migration from Latin America to the 
United States has continuously replenished Latino ethnic identity even 
as it has fueled anti-Latino nativist impulses like those expressed by Trump 
(Gratton and Merchant 2015; Jiménez 2008). Second, the salience of 
immigration for Latinos also stems from their personal proximity to undocu-
mented immigrants, who are the focus of the most intense debates, in 
their families and communities. Third, immigration policies and discourse 
have positioned all Latinos as “a stigmatized out-group in American social 
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cognition” (Massey 2013, 267) by conflating ethnic identity, nativity, 
citizenship status, and crime (Ngai 2004, 58).

Candidate Trump’s attempt to justify various policy positions using 
stereotypes of Latinos represents a continuation of the racist policy logic 
that conflates citizenship status with Latino identity. When Trump ques-
tioned whether Judge Curiel was capable of reaching impartial judgments, 
he invoked the belief that Mexican heritage is incompatible with United 
States citizenship, a centuries-old trope used to justify segregation policies 
(Gutiérrez 1995), country-of-origin immigration quotas (Ngai 2004), and 
the exclusion of Mexican Americans from voting (Montejano 1987). 
Similarly, when Trump conjured the image of “bad hombres” invading 
from Mexico as justification for his border wall, he breathed new life into 
arguments advanced in California in 1994 by Proposition 187 supporters 
who interpreted “a discrete act of violating immigration law” as evidence 
of “a criminal tendency in Mexicans” (Jacobson 2008, 47). Likewise, when 
Trump insisted that Mexico and not the United States would have to pay 
for the wall, he tapped into media stereotypes of Mexicans as thieving and 
slothful (Chavez 2008), characteristics that violate broadly shared beliefs 
about the work ethic and about who is deserving of public resources.

These racist policy logics can be used to justify a racial profiling 
approach to enforcement that is based on identifying those who might be 
suspected of being undocumented. This strategy includes not only police but 
also other agents of the state. For Latinos, Trump’s rhetoric is concerning 
because it stimulates new calls to use local welfare bureaucrats as exten-
sions of federal immigration enforcement authorities. Concerns about 
coordination between social service providers and immigration authorities 
are not unfounded. According to Fox (2012), in the Depression era of the 
1930s local caseworkers passed confidential information about clients’ 
citizenship status, work locations, and home addresses to immigration 
authorities. Although such practices varied from state to state, by the early 
1970s national policy codified exclusions from various public benefits on 
the basis of citizenship, a policy shift that Cybelle Fox (2016) credits for 
laying the legal groundwork for future measures that would mandate local 
bureaucrats to identify and report those suspected of being undocumented. 
Such measures include California’s Proposition 187 (1994) as well as 
copycat laws like Arizona SB 1070 (2010), Alabama HB 56 (2011), and 
Georgia HB 87 (2011).

Latino concerns about racial profiling have grown more acute as 
public investments in operations that focus on deporting people from the 
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interior have increased. According to the US Department of Homeland 
Security, the number of deportations from 2000 to 2015 exceeded the total 
number in the twentieth century.3 Moreover, figures from US Immigration 
and Customs Enforcement (ICE) show that in the first few months of the 
Trump administration, immigration arrests increased by more than 30 
percent compared to the same months of the previous year (Gomez 2017; 
Sachetti 2017). This stepped-up enforcement is likely to continue because 
immigration enforcement operations are now deployed to cast a wider net, 
as authorized by Trump’s January 25, 2017, executive order titled “Enhanc-
ing Public Safety in the Interior of the United States.” Most important is 
the departure from the practice under the Obama administration of using 
limited resources to prioritize the removal of criminal offenders; now, those 
without a criminal record are equally subject to detention and deportation. 
Also, the Secure Communities program has been reinstated by the Trump 
administration; it models the concept of a multiplier force that extends the 
geographic reach of immigration enforcement by coordinating federal and 
local law enforcement resources (Cox and Miles 2013; Meissner et al. 2013; 
Pedroza 2013). Whereas some local police jurisdictions did resist the charge 
under Secure Communities to provide ICE with fingerprints of persons held 
in custody, the executive order issued by President Trump now threatens 
to withhold federal monies from local jurisdictions that do not comply.

Such expanded interior enforcement affects more than just the targeted 
individuals, bringing immigration authorities closer to all immigrants in 
their day-to-day lives. This is of particular concern to Latinos (Gavett 
2011), as immigrants from Latin American countries represent 96 percent 
of deportations from the United States since 2010 (TRAC 2014). As 
evidence that Latinos have internalized lessons as a result of deportation 
operations, one study found that Latinos, both immigrants and US-born, 
living in communities with higher rates of deportations have higher levels 
of distrust in both federal and local government (Rocha, Knoll, and Wrinkle 
2015). After Arizona lawmakers passed SB 1070, which mandates local 
police officers to ask about immigration status during routine traffic stops, 
a survey found that 72 percent of Latino voters in Arizona said they believe 
police primarily target Latinos (Barreto and Segura 2010). Another survey 
in Arizona found that a majority of Latinos believe their group absorbs the 
brunt of restrictive immigration policies (Manzano 2011). For Latinos, mass 
deportation is not an abstraction; it is a reality that fuels distrust in the 
authorities and worries about the well-being of relatives, friends, co-workers, 
and students across Latino communities.
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This distrust and worry spills over into interactions with various official 
personnel, not just those connected to immigration enforcement. The 
2007 National Survey of Latinos found that 22 percent said they were less 
likely to use government services because of increased public attention to 
immigration issues (Pew Research Center 2007, 18). Pat Rubio Goldsmith 
et al. (2009) found that being a native-born or naturalized US citizen offers 
Latinos no protection against mistreatment by immigration authorities. All 
Latinos are subject to being profiled on the basis of ethnicity, and those 
who are not themselves vulnerable to detention or deportation probably 
have friends or family members who are. For Latino communities broadly, 
therefore, the lessons of the past and the current enforcement push suggest 
an even greater need to exercise caution when engaging public services 
under a Trump administration.

Hypotheses

Patterns in demographics and past public policy suggest theoretical reasons 
to anticipate that thinking about immigration might increase psychological 
aversion among Latinos to using services like police, schools, and health 
care clinics. We believe that inter-organizational cooperation policies 
that direct welfare-state personnel to engage with immigration enforce-
ment authorities create uncertainty about the intentions of social service 
providers. When Latinos are unsure whether public servants intend to help 
them, for example with health care needs or educating their children, and 
may instead expose them to greater risk, it may make more sense to simply 
avoid those services. This line of reasoning motivates our first hypotheses:

H1: Priming Latino respondents with concerns over “immigration issues” will 
increase their aversion to engagement with public service–providing officials.

Racial profiling and the conflation of ethnicity with citizenship status 
in the public discourse suggest that priming immigration issues may have 
the same effect on all Latinos. However, it could also be the case that 
the gradient in citizenship status from least privileged (noncitizen) to 
most privileged (US-born citizen) correlates with degrees of sensitivity to 
the politics of immigration. That is, among Latinos, immigration issues 
may generate a stronger response from noncitizens and lawful permanent 
residents (green card holders) than from naturalized or US-born citizens. 
Similarly, it may be that immigration is a salient issue for Latinos who 
are fluent English speakers but is even more critical for those who are 
Spanish-monolingual or who simply prefer to speak Spanish, since the 
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risk of being stereotyped as a noncitizen on the basis of one’s speech is 
higher for them. Finally, because most deportations and law enforcement 
encounters are concentrated among men, we might anticipate that men 
would be more sensitive than women to these issues. Therefore, we offer a 
second, nondirectional hypothesis:

H2: On average, priming Latino respondents with concerns over “immi-
gration issues” will have a greater effect in increasing aversion to public 
service–providing officials in the case of noncitizens, those who complete 
the survey in Spanish, and men.

Data and Methods

We test the hypotheses above using the 2015 Latino National Health and 
Immigration Survey (LNHIS), a survey sponsored in part by the Robert 
Wood Johnson Foundation Center for Health Policy at the University 
of New Mexico, as well as collaborating scholars from the University of 
Michigan at the time of the study implementation (Pedraza, Sanchez, and 
Vargas 2015). Latino Decisions, a firm specializing in developing and field-
ing surveys of Latinos, implemented the survey and worked in conjunction 
with contributing scholars from multiple universities to design the survey 
instrument. The survey is uniquely designed to assess the use of public 
services by the Latino community as well as opinions on a wide range of 
matters related to immigration. The ability to gauge attitudes on health 
care, education, police and immigration issues using the same sample makes 
this an ideal dataset for our investigation.

The Latino National Health and Immigration Survey (total N = 1,493) 
relies on a sample provided by a mix of cellphone and landline contacts 
along with Web surveys. A total of 989 Latinos were interviewed over the 
phone and an additional 504 were sampled through the Internet to create 
a dataset of 1,493 respondents. Cellphones accounted for 35 percent and 
landlines for 65 percent of the telephone portion of the sample. This 
mixed-mode approach improves our ability to capture a wide segment of the 
Latino population by providing a mechanism to poll the growing number 
of Latinos who lack a landline telephone as well as those who prefer to fill 
out surveys online. The Web survey contained exactly the same questions 
as the telephone survey and could be completed in English or Spanish. 
Web-based respondents were randomly selected from the Latino Decisions 
national panel of Latino adults, a double-opt-in national Internet panel, 
and were weighted to be representative of the Latino population.
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All phone calls were administered by Pacific Market Research in 
Renton, Washington. The survey has an overall margin of error of +/−2.5 
percent, with an American Association for Public Opinion Research 
(AAPOR) response rate of 18 percent for the telephone sample. In design-
ing the sample, Latino Decisions selected Puerto Rico and the forty-four 
states with the highest numbers of Latino residents, which collectively 
account for 91 percent of the US Latino adult population. Respondents 
across all modes of data collection could choose to be interviewed in 
either English or Spanish, and all interviewers were fully bilingual. The 
full dataset including both phone and Web interviews was weighted to 
match the US Census Bureau’s 2013 Current Population Survey universe 
estimate of Latino adults with respect to age, place of birth, gender, and 
state of residence. We use these weights in the statistical regression analysis 
below. The survey was approximately twenty-eight minutes long and was 
fielded from January 29 to March 12, 2015.

The Effect of Cueing Immigration Issues

We designed a population-based survey experiment using 980 of the 1,493 
LNHIS participants, a representative sample of Latinos. This powerful 
design combines internal validity that rules out plausible alternative expla-
nations with external validity that ensures that the observed effects exist in 
the population of interest as a whole (Mutz 2011). The aim of the priming 
experiment is to find out whether mentioning the phrase “immigration 
issues” influences responses to a later query differently than if the phrase 
“health insurance” is mentioned. By randomly assigning respondents to 
receive either a “health insurance” or “immigration issues” cue, we can 
compare the effects of these cues in terms of whether they promote or deter 
willingness to use key services, independent of other factors. To deliver 
these randomly assigned cues, we asked respondents the following question: 
“When you are thinking about making an appointment to see a doctor or 
a nurse, or going to a clinic for health care, with all of the public attention 
to [issue prime], are you more likely to use health care services, less likely 
to use health care services, or it has not made a difference?”

Our selection of cues is designed to be subtle in two respects. First, 
the survey experiment is embedded in a larger survey instrument, the 2015 
LNHIS, which focused primarily on questions about health and health 
insurance (e.g., the Affordable Care Act). The health insurance cue thus 
provides continuity by priming considerations that prior survey items 
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had already activated. For this reason, we anticipate that exposure to the 
phrase “health insurance” will turn a respondent’s mind to whether he or 
she has health insurance coverage, the costs of coverage, and perhaps the 
last visit to a health care provider or any wellness issue the person is cur-
rently experiencing. Second, the immigration issues cue makes no explicit 
mention of immigration raids, detention, deportation, family separation, or 
any other outcomes associated with restrictive immigration policy. Instead, 
the phrase “immigration issues” leaves open the possibility that expansive, 
welcoming, or otherwise positive considerations associated with immigra-
tion policy could be activated, including those related to sanctuary cities, 
Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA), Deferred Action for 
Parents of Americans and Lawful Permanent Residents (DAPA), and the 
DREAM Act. Exposure to this cue should bring into play whatever set of 
considerations a respondent holds in memory about immigration issues.

If our claim that immigration provokes aversive responses is misguided, 
then we should see no difference in respondents’ willingness to use health 
care, police, or education services. Our design does not preclude the pos-
sibility that the immigration issues cue may lead to a greater expressed 
willingness to use these services. However, if simply mentioning the phrase 
“immigration issues” nudges Latinos to shy away from service providers, 
then we will have evidence to support the claim that Latinos navigate 
around considerations related to immigration politics in leading their 
daily lives. The data also allow us to gauge the extent to which particular 
demographic characteristics like citizenship status, Spanish language use, 
and gender further influence an individual’s willingness or reluctance to 
engage with public service–providing institutions.

Immediately following the priming experiment, we administered a survey 
instrument that is designed to measure the extent to which Latinos are prac-
ticing cautious citizenship. The activities and behaviors include contact with 
police, educators, and, to facilitate comparison, health care providers. We find 
that one in six Latino US citizens avoid contact with these services. To the 
extent that the saliency of immigration issues has increased since the election 
of Trump to the White House, our analysis provides a useful benchmark to 
assess future attitudes about Latino use of public services.

Results

We organize results in table 1, which shows the proportion of respondents 
who say they avoid using services according to whether they were randomly 
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Table 1. Proportion Avoiding Engagement with Public Services, by Issue Cue, 
Citizenship Status, Language, and Gender

Experimental condition
Health insurance cue Immigration issues cue Difference

Citizen: US-born
 school   7.5  15.3 7.8
 clinic  8.4  16.6 8.2
 police  13.6  22.2 8.7

Citizen: Naturalized
 school   9.8  7.8  –2.0
 clinic  13.2 16.8 3.7
 police  10.8 16.1 5.3

Noncitizen: Lawful permanent resident
 school 18.9 10.6 –8.3
 clinic  24.2 21.8 –2.3
 police  10.8 16.2 5.4

Noncitizen: Otherwise
 school 20.8 25.9 5.1
 clinic 19.2 26.7 7.6
 police 24.2 31.9 7.7

Spanish-language interview
 school 17.8 16.1 –1.6
 clinic 20.9 21.1 0.2
 police 15.9 23.8 7.9

English-language interview
 school 6.0 13.0 7.0
 clinic 6.4 16.5 10.1
 police 12.2 19.5 7.3

Men
 school 11.1 9.2 –1.9
 clinic 11.1 14.2 3.1
 police 17.7 21.7 4.1

Women
 school 11.1 17.3 6.2
 clinic 13.8 20.8 7.1
 police 11.6 21.0 9.4

Average 14.4 18.4 4.0

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from a subset of 980 (of 1,493) respondents who 
were administered a survey experiment that was embedded in the 2015 Latino National 
Health and Immigration Survey.

Notes: Figures for each cue are percentages of respondents who said they avoid services. Dif-
ference is shown in percentage points. A positive difference means that reported avoidance 
is greater for those who are exposed  to the immigration issues cue. A negative difference 
means that reported avoidance is greater for those who are exposed to the health insurance 
cue. Exposure to issue cues was randomly assigned.
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assigned to the “immigration issues” or to the “health insurance” cue. On 
average, across the three services that we inquired about, 14 percent of 
Latinos indicate avoidance when cued on health insurance. But when cued 
on immigration issues, an average of 18 percent express avoidance, almost 
30 percent higher. That is, respondents primed to consider immigration 
issues are about 4 percentage points more likely to say they would avoid 
using services than those primed to consider health insurance.

Each demographic category provides support for the claim that immi-
gration issues influence attitudes about service use. Noncitizens express 
the highest levels of avoidance across both cue conditions. They are the 
most deterred from contact with educators, health care providers, and 
police. The mere mention of immigration issues prompts about 31 percent 
of Latino noncitizens who do not have green cards (classified in table 1 as 
Noncitizen: Otherwise) to avoid the police, compared to 24 percent who 
heard a mention of health insurance, a 7-point difference.

Yet the extent to which demographic profiles moderate the results 
is complex. The difference column represents, in percentage points, the 
proportion of those cued on immigration issues who avoid services minus 
the proportion of those cued on health insurance who do so. In general, 
hearing about immigration issues deters people from using services more 
than hearing about health insurance does. However, within the citizenship 
status categories, it appears that lawful permanent residents (LPRs) are dis-
tinct. When exposed to the immigration issues cue, LPRs are less inclined 
to say that they will avoid schools and clinics than their counterparts who 
receive the health insurance cue. Naturalized citizens are also less deterred 
by the “immigration issues” cue, but only when it comes to school, though 
the difference is much smaller than for LPRs, at 2.0 percentage points.

As far as language, we find that regardless of whether the respondent 
was interviewed in English or Spanish, those cued on immigration issues 
were 7.3 and 7.9 points more likely to avoid police, respectively. However, 
exposure to the immigration issues cue only produced the pattern of avoid-
ance of health care providers and educators for those interviewed in English. 
Still, table 1 indicates that the overall level of avoiding public services 
was higher among Latinos who interviewed in Spanish. One explanation 
for this complex set of findings is that Latinos whose primary language is 
Spanish are, in fact, more at risk of being stereotyped as undocumented 
and policed by officials. As a result, we observe a “ceiling” effect whereby 
our controlled manipulations failed to provoke different responses because 
Spanish-speaking interviewees already have immigration issues at the top of 
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their minds. This may also explain why Latino US-born citizens, precisely 
those who are most likely to complete the interview in English, also exhibit 
large marginal differences between the cue conditions.

Less expected were the moderating effects of gender. Instead of men—
the main targets of immigration enforcement—being more responsive to 
the effects of the cues, we found that when it comes to interacting with 
police, schools, and clinics, it is women who are most deterred by our 
immigration issues cue. One possible explanation for these gender results 
may be that women are more likely to handle health care and education 
appointments for the household. Although more men are deported, the risk 
that comes with scrutiny by service providers may be higher than has been 
appreciated for women in police, clinic, and school contexts.

Table 2 shows that the immigration issues cue generates a more aversive 
response than the health insurance cue across all three service areas. The 
differences are robust to several statistical tests, which show that the results 
we observed are unlikely to have occurred if the null hypothesis were true. 
That avoidance effects under the immigration cue are greatest for the 
“police” category is not surprising, given that local law enforcement per-
sonnel are increasingly involved in immigration enforcement operations 
aimed at identifying and detaining unauthorized immigrants in the interior 
of the country.

Conclusion

Our overarching goal was to determine the extent to which the politics 
of immigration spills over into routine interactions between US Latinos 
and government. In our experiment, we found consistent evidence that 
Latino use of public services is indeed conditioned by immigration issues. 
Troublingly, our study suggests that the politics of immigration may keep 

Table 2. Tests of Difference in Avoidance of Services between Respondents 
Assigned to the Health Insurance and Immigration Issues Cues

Service Χ2 Kruskal-Wallis Wilcoxon-Mann-Whitney N

School 0.023 0.023 0.023 721

Clinic 0.007 0.007 0.007 728

Police 0.004 0.004 0.004 720

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from a subset of 980 (of 1,493) respondents who 
were administered a survey experiment that was embedded in the 2015 Latino National 
Health and Immigration Survey.

Note: Figures in test columns represent p-values.
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some Latinos from seeing their doctors, calling police when necessary, 
or meeting with educators of their children. Specifically, our experiment 
indicates a causal connection between awareness of immigration issues 
and the use or avoidance of various public services. By randomly assigning 
people to receive an immigration issues cue, we learned that even those 
Latinos who are US citizens are nudged away from engaging with police, 
clinics, and schools when they think about immigration issues. Importantly, 
the psychological aversion that results from priming immigration issues 
appears to operate to a greater extent for encounters with police and to a 
lesser extent for encounters with educators. The experimental influence is 
strongest for US noncitizens, US-born citizens, and women.

Although our analyses are based on data collected prior to Trump’s 
campaign and subsequent election, the patterns are of current relevance. 
First, insofar as Trump’s commitment to punitive immigration enforcement 
represents an escalation of the experimental prime that we tested here, one 
implication of our findings is that the Latino population may increasingly 
be deterred from using critical public services. This in turn may deepen 
existing inequities in health, education, and the justice system. At least two 
of the three categories of service providers, police and health care profes-
sionals, are often called to address life-threatening emergencies. However, 
our study suggests that racializing public services may nudge Latinos to 
see police, educators, and health care providers as sources of threat rather 
than as heroes who save lives. Second, the implementation of restrictive 
immigration policy may disrupt the ability of service providers to do their 
jobs. Latinos are a growing share of local populations all over the country, 
and systematic Latino avoidance of police, doctors, and educators may 
introduce inefficiencies to a whole range of social and economic services 
and relationships.

One strategy that police, educators, and health care providers can 
adopt under a Trump administration is to provide all clients and patients 
with assurances at the point of initial contact that their personal informa-
tion will not be shared with immigration authorities—assuming this is 
true. To the extent that this is a promise they can keep, service providers 
should announce this commitment broadly and frequently. In cases where 
current practices leave room for doubt, officials may want to adopt or press 
for different practices that enable them to safeguard client confidentiality. 
Whatever the direction of immigration politics under the Trump adminis-
tration, immigration will remain a highly salient issue for Latinos. In the 
United States there is a history of Latinos being courted or even recruited 
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for their contributions to the economy—only to be deported shortly after. 
Today, the extent to which Latinos are deported may depend, at least in 
part, on the responses of doctors, police, and teachers, all of whom are also 
stakeholders in immigration enforcement policies.

Notes
1. For testimonials, see the Univisión program Aquí y Ahora, March 5, 2017, 

http://www.univision.com/shows/aqui-y-ahora/aqui-y-ahora-5-de-marzo-2017-video.
2. California’s 1994 Proposition 187, as well as failed amendments to the 

2003 Medicare Act, would have required hospital officials to collect information 
about the immigration status of patients during intake (Jacobson 2008). The aim of 
these policies was to provide immigration officials with information that would help 
them identify, detain, and deport individuals who are present without authorization. 
But also see Sheridan (2004).

3. For updated statistics related to US immigration and deportations, seethe 
Department of Homeland Security’s Yearbook of Immigration Statistics (ttps://www.
dhs.gov/immigration-statistics/yearbook).
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