CHILDREN’S
HealthWatch

Snapshot on Immigrant
Family Well-Being

BUILDING AN INCLUSIVE FUTURE FOR FAMILIES

Immigration to the United States is central to the
identity and formation of our nation, as shown by
more than 250 years of history. Today, more than 1 in
4 children under age 18 have at least one immigrant
parent, making immigrant communities a core
population living, working, and raising families in the
U.S. In recent years, the concept of immigrant identity
has been deliberately politicized, resulting in the
dehumanization of immigrants as people.

Over the last ten years, particularly during the first

and second Trump administrations, increasingly anti-
immigrant rhetoric and policy decisions have put

legal protections and safety net program eligibility

into question, and the expanded deployments of
Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) has thrust
immigration policy into the center of daily life.

Research shows parental well-being is a driver of child
health and development. In the Children’s HealthWatch
sample of young children and their families accessing
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health care in four cities across the U.S., approximately
30% of children have at least one immigrant parent.

In a subset of 657 immigrant parents who answered
questions between July 2022 and June 2026 about
their reasons for coming to the U.S. and current stress
levels, we found that most immigrants with very young
children migrated hoping for a better future (52%), for
family reasons (21%), or due to fear for their own or
their families’ safety (17%).

Despite coming to the U.S. in search of a better future,
our data suggest immigrant families may not have
found what they hoped and strived for. The Children’s
HealthWatch interview includes questions specifically
focused on immigrant families’ experiences. We
describe six situations they may encounter, such as
being questioned about their legal status or trying to
access health care, and we ask parents to rate their
stress related to that situation as a minor stress (none
or little stress) versus a greater stress (moderate, a lot,
or severe stress). [next page %]

Why did these caregivers of very young children migrate to the U.S.?

Religious reasons 1.0%
Political reasons 4.9%
Better health/healthcare 7.0%
Education 9.9%
Due to lack of employment, _ 10.8%

search for employment

Fear for my or my family's safety _ 17.0%
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Source: Children’s HealthWatch data, 2022-2026 (n=657); parents could select more than 1 answer - total is >100%
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Percent of immigrant parents reporting moderate or severe stress in response to: “I have been

questioned about my legal status”
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Percent of immigrant parents reporting moderate or severe stress in response to: “Documentation
problems keep my family and me from getting the [health care, food, or child care] we need”
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Source for both graphs: Children’s HealthWatch data, 2022-2026 (n=657).

The percentage of immigrant parents reporting
moderate or severe immigration-related stress
increased in 2024 and steadily throughout 2025 and
the first six months of 2026. The increase began amid
heightened anti-immigrant rhetoric during the 2024
presidential campaign and continued after the current
administration took office in January 2025, suggesting
that both the campaign environment and subsequent
policy changes have contributed to elevated stress
among immigrant parents.

From the outset, the current administration
implemented a rapid acceleration of ICE enforcement,
including massive investment of federal funds. Local
reporting from across the country has indicated that
due to fear of being questioned about their legal
status, regardless of their legal status or citizenship,
immigrant parents feel afraid to go to work, access
social supports, send their child to school or child
care, or access needed health care. Thus, parents’
immigration status directly shapes health through
experiences of chronic stress, institutional exclusion,
and reduced access to public life and resources.
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

Pass state legislation, similar to Massachusetts’
PROTECT Act, that restricts ICE from accessing “sensitive
areas” (health care, education and care, court houses,
houses of worship) so children and families can meet
their needs without fear.

Withdraw the 2026 Final Public Charge Rule, which unfairly
penalizes immigrants and chills participation in safety net
programs designed to support good health and economic

stability.

Ensure immigrant parents can pre-arrange guardianship
for their children in case parents are deported, giving
parents the opportunity to place the care and well-being
of their children with a trusted adult.

Remove barriers to safety-net benefits by restoring
refugee/asylee eligibility, eliminating the 5-year bar, and
expanding immigrant-inclusive tax credits.

Provide Know Your Rights education widely to keep all
communities safe.
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