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ABSTRACT 

The Impact of Mixed Immigration Status on the Relationship between Mexican/Mexican 

American Siblings  

by 

Ana Karen Romero Morales  

Among mixed-status siblings (i.e., an undocumented sibling and a U.S. born citizen), 

the difference in immigration status may serve to strengthen or diminish the quality of their 

relationship. This qualitative study utilized a narrative inquiry framework to explore the 

stories of eight Mexican/Mexican American mixed-status sibling dyads living in the U.S. 

Joint, semi-structured life history interviews and a timeline were used to elicit each sibling’s 

perspective on how mixed immigration status shaped their relationship and identity 

formation, as well as their mental well-being and relationship within the family. Through a 

restorying process, eight chronological narratives were created for the purpose of capturing 

the nuanced experiences of these mixed-status siblings. The chronological narratives 

revealed complex ways in which differing immigration statuses exerted their influence over 

time (i.e., past, present, future), in different contexts, and various relationships.  

Using thematic analysis, four themes were identified across the eight narratives. First, 

solidarity, frustration, and guilt in the sibling relationship encompassed the positive and 

negative experiences in participants’ sibling relationship that derive from mixed immigration 

status. Second, family roles and expectations emphasized the combination of external and 

internal pressure to take on roles and expectations in the family based on participants’ 

respective immigration statuses. Third, the sibling experience of citizenship and 

undocumented identity described aspects of identity formation that emerge in reference to 



 

 xv

one’s and siblings’ immigration status. Fourth, stress, uncertainty, and relief from 

deportation and family separation captured the consequences of mixed immigration status on 

the emotional well-being of siblings.  

The study findings underscore how immigration policies may affect the mental health 

of mixed-status siblings. Strengthening the sibling relationship may serve to buffer the 

negative effects of such policies. Findings have implications for clinicians, educators, and 

policy makers working with mixed-status siblings and their families.  

Keywords: Mexican/Mexican American, mixed-status siblings, mixed-status families, 

sibling relationships 
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Chapter I: Study Rationale and Purpose 

Rationale for the Study 

It is estimated that in 2019, 60.6 million people of Latinx origin resided in the U.S., 

representing approximately 18% of the national population (Krogstad, 2020). The majority of 

the Latinx population in the U.S. are of Mexican-origin, approximately 36.6 million, and of 

these 4.9 million are undocumented immigrants – almost half of the 10.5 million 

undocumented immigrants in the U.S. (Noe-Bustamante et al., 2017; Passel & Cohn, 2019). 

The majority of undocumented immigrants have lived in the U.S. for close to 15 years and 

46% are parents to minors, a configuration known as mixed-status families (Passel & Cohn, 

2019; Taylor et al, 2011). 

According to the Center of American Progress and University of Southern 

California’s Center for the Study of Immigrant Integration (CSII), in 2017 there were about 

16.7 million people in the U.S. that belonged to a mixed-status family, which can include one 

or more U.S.-citizen children, one or two undocumented immigrant adults, and 

undocumented children (foreign-born siblings of the U.S.-born) (Fix & Zimmermann, 2001; 

Mathema, 2017). Within these families, approximately 5.9 million are U.S. born citizen 

children under the age of 18, while 1 million are undocumented - 450,000 of them having 

U.S. born siblings (i.e. mixed-status siblings) (Mathema, 2017; Passel, 2011). In 2016, close 

to 975,000 U.S. born adult children continued to reside in the same household as their 

undocumented parents (Passel & Cohn, 2018). Additionally, 1.5 million people belong to 

mixed-status families that are comprised of undocumented individuals that are eligible or are 

current beneficiaries of the 2012 Deferred for Childhood Arrivals Program (DACA). Based 

on data from the Migration Policy Institute (MPI) (2020), as of March 2020 there are 1.3 



 

 2

million individuals that are eligible for the DACA program and close to 650,000 are current 

DACA recipients. To date, DACA recipients are parents to about 250,000 U.S. born citizens 

(Svajlenka, 2020).  

California continues to be the home to a significant portion of the Mexican/Mexican 

American population. As of 2018, its estimated that about 4 million Mexican immigrants 

reside in California (Johnson et al., 2020). Estimates from 2017 indicated that 1.5 million of 

these residents are undocumented (Warren, 2019). In comparison to the rest of the U.S., 

California also has a large community of current DACA recipients, approximately 183,460, 

many hailing from Mexico (MPI, 2020). Within California, a large portion of undocumented 

immigrants – including DACA recipients – live in Los Angeles and the San Francisco Bay 

Area (Passel & Cohn, 2019; Svajlenka, 2020). According to Mathema (2017), in California 

about 4.7 million people are part of a mixed-status family and of these, 2.7 million are adults 

and almost 2 million are children. Among these mixed-status families there is a high number 

of mixed-status siblings (i.e., undocumented and U.S. born citizens). Although the U.S., and 

California in particular, have a substantive mixed-status community, the literature on the 

experiences of mixed-status siblings have been largely unexamined.  

Background of the Problem 

The progression of immigration policies from 1848 to the present has restricted the 

path for family members to obtain legal immigration status, therefore creating mixed-status 

families and, by association, mixed-status siblings. The limited literature on mixed-status 

families emphasizes the influence parents’ undocumented status may have on their family 

members, especially their U.S. citizen children’s physical and mental health, cognitive 

development, and behavioral outcomes (Allen et al., 2013; Suárez-Orozco et al., 2011). 
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Researchers have noted how immigration status may strain the parent-child relationship, 

especially when parents are detained and deported (Dreby, 2012). Additionally, scholars have 

found that U.S. citizen children of Mexican origin experience high levels of depression and 

anxiety when losing a parent to deportation as well as when children relocate with their 

parents to the country of origin (Zayas et al., 2015; Zayas & Gulbas, 2017). Considering the 

various implications of growing up with an undocumented parent, it is imperative to 

investigate the experience of U.S. citizen siblings raised with undocumented siblings.  

Most studies on undocumented individuals have focused on the challenges faced by 

members of this community. Studies have found that as undocumented youth transition 

through stages of life they encounter barriers in the educational, employment, and social 

realms (Gonzales, 2011; Suárez-Orozco et al., 2011). Thus, undocumented youth are at 

higher risk of experiencing social isolation, chronic stress, depression, and anxiety (Gonzales 

et al., 2013). While DACA has mitigated some of these barriers and increased the mental 

well-being of undocumented youth, (Cebulko & Silver, 2016; Teranishi et al., 2015), the 

temporary nature of the program furthers a sense of fear and anxiety among the members of 

this community. In the context of these experiences and the benefits that can occur within a 

positive sibling relationship, it is vital to understand the perspectives of mixed-status siblings. 

Approximately 80% of individuals in the U.S. grow up with at least one sibling 

(McHale et al., 2012). Researchers have found that sibling relationships are considered one 

of the most important and long-lasting relationships within the family unit (Watson & 

McGoldrick, 2011). Siblings may serve as caretakers (East & Hamill, 2013), role models 

(Price et al., 2017), and mentors (Alfaro & Umaña-Taylor, 2010) while also serve as buffers 

against adverse life experiences (Coleman-Minahan & Scandlyn, 2017). These relationships 
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are often characterized as positive and warm, as well as conflictual in nature (Sanders, 2011), 

which is associated with a wide range of developmental and mental health outcomes 

(Whiteman et al., 2015). Whether positive, negative, or mixed, sibling relationships are 

influential throughout childhood and can play a significant role in adulthood (Hollifield & 

Conger, 2015). In light of the importance of sibling relationships, there is a growing need to 

further the research on mixed-status siblings.  

Although limited, research on Latinx siblings have obtained the following findings. 

Latinx youth are more likely to have multiple siblings when compared to the general 

population (McHale et al., 2012). Among Mexican/Mexican American families, researchers 

have found that cultural dimensions such as familismo (Sabogal et al., 1987) predicted close 

sibling relationships (Updegraff et al., 2005). For Latinx individuals, close and supportive 

sibling relationships may lead to a decrease in risky sexual behavior (Coleman-Minahan & 

Scandlyn, 2017), substance use (East & Khoo, 2005) and an increase in academic motivation 

(Alfaro & Umaña-Taylor, 2010). Furthermore, sibling relationships can serve as a protective 

factor during difficult times such as family separation and poverty, especially for siblings that 

belong to marginalized immigrant groups, such as Mexican-origin families (Coleman-

Minahan & Scandlyn, 2017) and potentially mixed-status families. While the literature 

underscores the sizable influence of sibling relationships, little is known about the sibling 

relationship between mixed-status siblings.  

The vast majority of research on mixed-status siblings has been relegated to brief 

considerations within articles focused on mixed-status families and undocumented/DACA 

recipient youth. It has only been recent that few articles have started to highlight the unique 

experience of mixed-status siblings. From this research, it has been suggested that mixed- 
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status siblings may learn about one another’s documentation status through differential 

access to services and opportunities (Castañeda, 2019; Castañeda, & Melo, 2014). 

Additionally, these siblings may perceive preferential treatment from parents based on the 

privileges and limitations of their legal status (Abrego, 2016). More so, qualitative studies 

have found that parents’ comparison of siblings based on status may indirectly lead to 

conflict between mixed-status siblings (e.g., Romero Morales & Consoli, 2020). Research 

suggests that among mixed-status siblings the experience of growing up with different 

immigration statuses may influence one another’s identity formation. While having different 

immigration statuses may result in feelings of resentment and guilt, the challenges of 

growing up in a mixed-status family and sibling dyad also has the potential of unifying those 

same siblings (Abrego, 2016, 2019; Castañeda, 2019; Romero Morales & Consoli, 2020). 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to understand the lived experiences of 

Mexican/Mexican American mixed-status siblings. Specifically, this study used a narrative 

inquiry framework informed by life history to explore each siblings’ perspective (i.e., 

undocumented and U.S. born citizen) on how mixed immigration status has shaped their 

relationship over time, until the present. Joint, semi-structured life history interviews and a 

timeline was used to elicit holistic stories of Mexican/Mexican American mixed-status 

siblings. Utilizing a narrative method, interviews were reconstructed into a chronological 

narrative through the process of restorying and then analyzed for themes using thematic 

analysis as informed by Braun and Clarke (2006). The study sought to contribute to the 

existing literature on mixed-status families, which has largely been concentrated on the 

parent-child relationship. Given its focus on Mexican/Mexican American individuals, the 
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largest Latinx groupings, the study sought to also add to the sibling literature. Findings from 

the study have the potential for informing clinical practice and future research directions. 

Additionally, the results of the study can contribute to the understanding of how the context 

of U.S. immigration policies influences the development of an individuals’ life and their 

sibling relationship.  

Research Questions 

1) How has mixed immigration status impacted the sibling relationship among 

Mexican/Mexican American siblings over time?  

2) How has having a Mexican/Mexican American sibling with a different immigration 

status impacted each sibling sense of self over time? 

3) How has having a Mexican/Mexican American sibling with a different immigration 

status contributed to each siblings’ mental wellbeing? 

4) How has having a Mexican/Mexican American sibling with a different immigration 

status impacted each sibling’s relationship the family?  
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Chapter II: Literature Review  

Brief History of U.S. Immigration Policy 

The emergence of mixed-status families and within that scope mixed-status siblings, 

specifically those of Mexican origin in California, are a result of U.S. immigration policies 

and laws. Much of the Immigration from Mexico into the U.S. has been centered around 

economics (e.g., poverty, unemployment, seeking better opportunities) and the gains of cheap 

labor for the U.S. market (Gutiérrez, 2019). At the end of the U.S.-Mexican War that lasted 

from April 1846 to February 1848, the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo gave Mexicans living 

on newly gained U.S. territory the options of staying and becoming U.S. citizens or leaving 

to Mexico. From 1848 on, there were major waves of Mexican citizens immigrating to the 

U.S. including escaping the Mexican Revolution and work in gold mines, the railroads, 

copper, coal, domestic work, and farms. Even though the Johnson-Reed Act of 1924 

established national immigration quotas and the Border Patrol program to regulate entry 

along the U.S.-Mexican border, Mexicans were not impacted because they served the 

economic interests of the U.S. Additionally, as the U.S. restricted the movement of other 

groups through laws such as the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 and the Japanese 

Gentlemen’s Agreement of 1907, and enter World War I, U.S. administration officials looked 

to Mexico to fill the need for cheap labor (Gutiérrez, 2019). With the stock market crash of 

1929 and subsequent economic depression, the U.S. government enacted the Repatriation Act 

of 1930, which targeted Mexicans for mass forced deportations to open jobs for U.S. 

Americans. Among those impacted by the repatriation program were mixed-status families, 

as a large portion of those deported were adults and children of all legal statuses – an 

estimated 1.2 million were U.S. citizens (Fernández, 2018; Gutiérrez, 2019).  
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In the wake of World War II, new immigration policies and programs were created to 

serve U.S. economic interests and consequently impacted the lives of many 

Mexican/Mexican American families. One such program, known as the Bracero program, 

lasting from 1942-1964, had as its purpose to address the shortage of workers in the 

agricultural and railroad sector. As workers moved to the U.S., both documented and 

undocumented, many of their families either stayed in Mexico or moved to the border town 

to be closer to their husbands (Quintana, 2018). When the Bracero program ended, the 

Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 assured in a new set of laws that replaced the 

national quota system. These new laws resulted in the U.S. allotted a specific number of visas 

to countries with preferences given to applications that where based on family reunification, 

professional skills, and those seeking refuge. For many Mexican immigrants, the transition 

from laws that permitted them to easily enter the U.S. to the increased restriction of the 

Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 created a rise in the undocumented Mexican 

population (Gutiérrez, 2019).  

In 1986, Congress passed the Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA), which 

sought to reduce illegal immigration through the employment sector, increase border 

enforcement, and grant amnesty to some (Chishti & Kamasaki, 2014). Businesses and 

employers were mandated to enforce immigration laws or risk facing sanctions for hiring 

undocumented immigrants. While this led to the creation of verification programs, it failed, 

in part, through the high use of falsified work authorization documents. Additionally, to 

discourage individuals from illegally entering the U.S., resources were allocated to increase 

the security of the border through the hiring of more border patrol agents, inspections at ports 

of entry into the U.S., and detention and removal process (Dixon & Gelatt, 2005). Lastly, 
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IRCA attempted to reduce the number of undocumented immigrants through the creation of a 

legalization program, a process that allowed 1.6 million undocumented immigrants to 

become legal permanent residents (Kerwin, 2010). While many undocumented immigrants 

benefited from the legalization program, the eligibility criteria excluded a significant portion 

of individuals, in particular family members, which led to the creation of mixed-status 

families (Chishti & Kamasaki, 2014) and potentially mixed-status siblings. 

Since the implementation of IRCA, other laws at the federal and state level were 

created to deter illegal immigration into the U.S. In 1994, Proposition 187, known as “Save 

Our State,” strived to decrease California’s undocumented immigrant population by making 

it a criminal offense to use fraudulent documentation and bar access to health care services, 

public education, and social services (Olivas, 2010). Like IRCA, it would require personnel 

in the health care and social services, and public education system to verify the legal status of 

potential recipients. In 1997, a judge declared aspects of the proposition unconstitutional 

(i.e., denying access to public services), while allowing criminal penalties for false 

documentation to continue. Similarly, in 1996, Congress passed the Personal Responsibility 

and Work Opportunity Act (PRWORA), a federal law that denied undocumented immigrants' 

access to public services including, but not limited to, Medicaid, food stamps, and 

supplemental security income (McCabe & Meissner, 2010). That same year, Congress 

implemented the Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act (IIRIRA), 

resulting in an increase in the number of deportations of immigrants committing crimes, 

instated laws that kept undocumented immigrants from re-entering the U.S. for a period of 

time, and created an income requirement for individuals attempting to sponsor family 

member, as well as track entry and exits of people that visit the U.S. After the terrorist 
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attacks of 9/11 (2001), the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) was created along with 

three subdivisions: Custom and Border Protection, Immigration and Customs Enforcement 

(ICE), and U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS). Along with these new 

programs, came restrictive laws that impacted undocumented immigrants, as well as lawful 

non-citizens. 

New programs emerged that increased the detention and deportation of 

undocumented immigrants. The characterization of illegal aliens as dangerous criminals led 

to an increase in funding for immigration enforcement. Thus, a series of program were 

created including the Criminal Alien Program, Secure Communities, and 287(g). The focus 

of these programs was to increase the apprehension of undocumented immigrates through a 

collaboration between immigration enforcement and local police (American Immigration 

Council, 2014). While the intent of these program was to deport dangerous criminals and 

coupled with laws expanding what constituted a criminal offense, it largely resulted in the 

detainment and deportation of people for non-violent offenses (American Immigration 

Council, 2014; Olivas, 2010). A record number of 433,000 deportations occurred in 2013 

under the Obama administration (Passel & Cohn, 2018). In 2017, under the Trump 

administration there was an increased focused on arresting undocumented immigrants with 

and without criminal record. As a result, there was a 30% increase in the arrest of 

undocumented immigrants a year after Trump became president (Bialik, 2018). Many of 

those being deported have spent a significant portion of their lives in the U.S. raising their 

families. In 2016, its estimated that 1 in 23 families in the U.S. is a mixed-status family 

(Passel & Cohn, 2018). Accordingly, that the deportation of an undocumented immigrant, 
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whether they are a parent or a sibling, burdens everyone else in the family, regardless of their 

respective status (Dreby, 2012). 

Mixed-Status Families 

Research on mixed-status families has largely focused on how parents’ 

undocumented status may have impacted the lives of their U.S. citizen children. De Genova 

(2002) asserted that “illegality” and deportability are a product of immigration laws and as 

such undocumented individuals must live their day to day lives based on exclusionary laws 

that are constantly changing. This concept of “illegality” has been studied further to 

understand how it may impact people who are not undocumented. In a qualitative study of 

mixed-status families headed by an undocumented parent, Enriquez (2015) concluded that 

existing immigration policies lead to “multigenerational punishment” (p. 2), where such 

policies impact not only the lives of undocumented parents but everyone connected to them, 

especially children, who are considered the most vulnerable. Using a social-ecological model 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1977), scholars have found that parents’ undocumented status influences 

various domains of their children’s lives (Suárez-Orozco et al., 2011; Yoshikawa & Kalil, 

2011). Undocumented parents usually have limited access to resources, are of low 

socioeconomic status, are employed in underprivileged, even hazardous working conditions, 

and live in impoverished communities (Ortega et al., 2009; Suárez-Orozco et al., 2011; 

Yoshikawa & Kalil, 2011). Additionally, undocumented parents may experience higher rates 

of discrimination and work-related stress as well as difficulties learning English, in 

comparison to documented parents (Brabeck et al., 2016). These various challenges 

experienced by undocumented parents have the potential of negatively impacting their 

children’s health, cognition, behavior, and academic potential (Brabeck & Xu, 2010; Ortega 
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et al., 2009; Suárez-Orozco et al., 2011; Yoshikawa & Kalil, 2011), which can have effects 

lasting into adolescence and emerging adulthood (Suárez-Orozco et al., 2011).  

Scholars have found that the daily stressors of undocumented parents and their 

children may be exacerbated by the constant threat of detention and potential deportation 

(Balderas et al., 2016; Brabeck & Xu, 2010; Chavez et al., 2012; Dreby, 2012, 2015a; 

Enriquez, 2015; Zayas & Gulbas, 2017). Due to the stress of potential deportations, some 

undocumented parents were forced to make decisions that they perceive would keep their 

families safe. These families would restrict their daily activities, socially isolate themselves 

(Chavez et al., 2012), and underutilize services legally granted to their U.S. citizen children 

(Brabeck et al., 2016) including, health related services (Castañeda, & Melo, 2014; Chavez et 

al., 2012) and federal programs (i.e., Women, Infants, and Children - WIC) (Vargas & Pirog, 

2016). Enriquez (2015) found that as a result of their undocumented parents’ actions, U.S. 

citizen children may perceive and construe the world as if they were undocumented. For 

instance, they may become hypervigilant when driving, be fearful of interacting with police, 

or limit their travels even though their status as citizens allots them certain privileges not 

available to their undocumented parents. Balderas and collaborators (Balderas et al., 2016) 

have found that some undocumented parents keep their legal status a secret or are selective 

about the information they share in order to protect their children from the fear and anxiety 

they experience. Other qualitative studies have found that U.S. citizen children learn about 

their parents’ status after a family member has been detained or deported or when parents 

want to prepare their child for the possibility of deportation (Balderas et al., 2016; Zayas & 

Gulbas, 2017).  



 

 13

Scholars have argued that many U.S. citizen children are living in a heightened state 

of fear and vulnerability of being separated from their undocumented parents. (Brabeck et al., 

2014; Brabeck & Xu, 2010; Dreby, 2012, 2015a, 2015b; Zayas & Gulbas, 2017). Such 

heightened state has been found to lead to mental health difficulties including depression, 

anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder, and suicidal ideation (Allen et al., 2013; Brabeck et 

al., 2014; Rojas-Flores et al., 2016; Zayas et al., 2015). In interviews with 83 U.S. citizen 

children, Zayas and Gulbas (2017) found that deportation of a parent was considered a 

traumatic event and that interviewees struggled with the notion that their U.S. citizen 

privilege cannot keep their family together. Families who experience deportation may also 

experience family dissolution, which may result in economic instability as some families 

become single parent households (Dreby, 2012, 2015a, 2015b). Additionally, the relationship 

between the child and the deported parent can become strained as children may feel resentful 

for the absence of their parent.  

In comparison to children with undocumented parents that have never been detained, 

studies have shown that children with deported parents are more likely to experience high 

levels of emotional distress such as nightmares, difficulty sleeping and eating, anxiety, 

depression, suicide ideation, and posttraumatic stress disorder symptoms (Allen et al., 2013; 

Brabeck et al., 2014, Rojas-Flores et al., 2016; Zayas et al., 2015). For instance, self-reported 

surveys conducted with 661 Latino/a seventh graders showed that those who had experienced 

a family member being arrested for immigration purposes had depression at a higher rate 

than those who have not had that experience (Giano et al., 2019). More so, the rates of 

depression increased when the youth’s parents were both undocumented. Nevertheless, other 

studies demonstrated that families who had not experience deportation are still likely to be 
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affected by the threat of it (Derby, 2012). Recent studies have found that these feelings of 

distress have increased during and after the 2016 presidential election (Green, 2019; 

Nienhusser & Oshio, 2019). Similarly, children who leave the U.S. following the deportation 

of their parents may have difficulties adjusting in a country that is foreign to them and 

potentially experience high levels of depression and anxiety (Zayas, et al., 2015; Zayas & 

Gulbas, 2017). 

For children, these everyday experiences of exclusion or threat can lead to instability 

in their sense of belonging and influence their identity (Castañeda, 2019; Dreby, 2012; Zayas 

& Gulbas, 2017). From an early age, children may learn from external systems (e.g., media, 

educational institutions, others) that being part of a mixed-status family is different and often 

these systems perpetuate a negative perception about immigration (Castañeda, 2019; Dreby, 

2012). Consequently, these stigmatizing experiences may influence children, regardless of 

their citizenship status, to feel as though they do not belong, which may result in a 

detachment with their immigrant background and identity (Dreby, 2012). While it has been 

found that these stressors exist for mixed-status families, the shared experience of “illegality” 

may also unite these families (Abrego, 2016). Castañeda (2019) underscores that this unity 

among mixed-status family members may shift children’s negative perception of their 

identity, especially as they enter high school and immerse themselves in activism. 

U.S. Citizen Adult Children  

Recently, scholars have begun to examine the experience of U.S. citizen adults in 

mixed-status families. Specifically, Rodriguez (2019) conducted interviews with 34 adults 

(18-28 years old), majority of Mexican descent, to explore their experience of having 

undocumented parents. Unlike U.S. citizen children, this study found that as young adults, 
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their worries about the detention and deportation of their parents were slightly reduced for 

many reasons including less daily contact with them, believing that their parents’ risk for 

deportation is less because they are being careful, and living in an immigrant friendly 

community. Other studies found that citizenship did not alleviate these young adults’ fear of 

deportation and separation for their parents (Abrego, 2019; Castañeda, 2019). Despite being 

adults and having citizenship, many found that their parents’ undocumented status impacted 

their ability to access financial aid as there was limited assistance in how to apply and a fear 

of exposing their parents’ status, which for some resulted in delaying or abandoning the 

pursuit of a college education. Additionally, scholars found that many adult children learn 

from a young age that they have the power to legalize their parents once they turn 21, a 

process that is expensive and may result in extended separation from their parents 

(Castañeda, 2019; Rodriguez, 2019). More so, these adult children find themselves in a 

conflicting position of privilege and guilt that propels them to take on additional 

responsibilities for their parents including becoming the designated driver in the family, 

contributing financially, and visiting Mexico on behalf of their parents (Abrego, 2019; 

Castañeda, 2019; Rodriguez, 2019). For many adult children, taking on these responsibilities 

is one way to recompense their parents’ sacrifice – a phenomenon known as the immigrant 

bargain (Smith, 2005). In a study that interviewed 100 mixed-status families, Abrego (2019) 

found that at time these high expectation, responsibilities, and guilt may push young adults to 

“resist their privilege” by surrendering their privilege and living their life as if they too were 

undocumented.  

Undocumented Youth 
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While studies have shown that children of undocumented parents may be more at risk 

across various domains regardless of their status (Suárez-Orozco et al., 2011; Yoshikawa & 

Kalil, 2011), undocumented youth appear to have their own set of unique challenges 

(Abrego, 2006; Gonzales, 2011; Gonzales & Chavez, 2012; Gonzales et al., 2013). A study 

conducted with 271 middle school and high school youth found that undocumented children 

who have been brought to and raised in the U.S. were more likely to live in poverty, spent a 

portion of time separated from their father, and have less social support than youth that are 

documented (Perreira & Spees, 2015). Undocumented youth that spent the majority of their 

developmental years in the U.S., typically referred to as the 1.5 generation, may become 

aware of their status as children (Gonzales & Ruiz, 2014). Others do so during their 

adolescence, as they begin to engage in milestones that require legal status such as obtaining 

a driver license, applying for employment, and preparing for the college application process 

(Abrego, 2011; Gonzales, 2011; Gonzales et al., 2013; Suárez-Orozco et al., 2011). As youth 

begin to understand the limitations of their status, studies have documented a decrease in 

these youth’s academic motivation, which may place them at a higher risk for dropping out 

of high school (Gonzales & Ruiz, 2014; Gonzales et al., 2013; Muñoz, 2016). In fact, in 

interviews with 150 undocumented youth, scholars found that the barriers of their status, the 

fear of deportation of self and other family members contributed to youth’s experience of 

chronic stress, depression, anxiety, discrimination, stigma, social isolation and vulnerability 

to exploitation (Gonzales et al., 2013). In turn, this has played a role in unhealthy behaviors, 

such as substance abuse, self-harm, and suicide attempts. Despite these obstacles, scholars 

have found that undocumented youth who developed an empowered sense of identity and 
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became engaged in activism were more likely to display higher levels of resiliency and hope 

(Cervantes et al., 2015; DeAngelo et al., 2016; Ellis & Chen, 2013).  

Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals 

Studies have found that the implementation of DACA has provided undocumented 

youth access to various resources and has been associated with an increase in mental 

wellbeing (Cebulko & Silver, 2016; Siemons et al., 2017; Teranishi et al., 2015). 

Implemented in 2011 under the Obama administration, rescinded in 2017 under the Trump 

administration and reinstated in 2020, DACA grants eligible individuals a two-year 

renewable work permit and temporary relief from deportation (Breisblatt, 2018; U.S. 

Citizenship and Immigration Services, 2018). Researchers have found that individuals who 

enrolled in DACA are more likely to also enroll in college and obtain employment in various 

labor sectors (Amuedo-Dorantes & Antman, 2016; Gonzales et al., 2014; Pope, 2016; Zong 

et al., 2017). Additionally, qualitative and quantitative studies have provided support for the 

idea that DACA is linked to overall positive psychological well-being as many participants 

expressed feelings of inclusion and belonging, a decrease in stigma and shame, as well as an 

increase in their level of comfort in disclosing their status to others, especially to friends and 

romantic partners (Castañeda, 2019; Cebulko & Silver, 2016; Siemons et al., 2017; Teranishi 

et al., 2015). 

Scholars emphasized that the benefits of DACA extended to family members. 

Castañeda (2019) found that similar to U.S. citizens, DACA recipients were now in a 

position in which other undocumented family, especially parents, would emphasize the 

importance of taking advantage of their newfound privileges. With DACA, also came a 

hierarchal shift in the family, in which recipients were seen as being able to further assist the 
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family. Studies found that DACA positively impacted families in numerous ways including 

through financial contribution (e.g., paying bills, taking out loans), increased safety (e.g., 

driving undocumented family member), and serving as a representative for the family when 

traveling to Mexico (Amuedo-Dorantes & Antman, 2016; Castañeda, 2019; Nienhusser & 

Oshio, 2019; Ruth & Estrada, 2019). More so, a quantitative study found that U.S. citizen 

children’s mental health was more likely to improve if their mothers were DACA eligible as 

opposed to those with undocumented mother (Hainmueller et al., 2017). Similarly, Castañeda 

(2019) found that DACA has the potential of healing parent-child relationships that were 

strained by the anger and guilt associate with the limitations of undocumented status. 

Nevertheless, studies show that individuals continue to experience anxiety and fear due to the 

temporary nature of DACA and the continued risk of deportation for family members 

without DACA (Cebulko & Silver, 2016; Siemons et al., 2017; Teranishi et al., 2015). 

Furthermore, the continuous threat of eliminating DACA under the Trump administration has 

had the potential of eroding the positive impact on physical and mental health of DACA 

recipients and their family members (Mallet & Garcia Bedolla, 2019; Patlet et al., 2019).  

Mixed-Status siblings 

The limited knowledge that exists on mixed-status siblings has largely been 

embedded in studies of mixed-status families. Studies found that some siblings, from a young 

age, are aware of one another’s documentation status and have come to witness how 

differently they are treated in regards to opportunities and access to services (Castañeda, 

2019; Castañeda, & Melo, 2014; Dreby, 2015a; Mangual Figueroa, 2011, 2012; Romero 

Morales & Consoli, 2020). In an ethnographic study that included 81 families, of which 24 

had mixed-status siblings, Dreby (2015b) found that differences in legal status among mixed- 
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status siblings resulted in a “pecking order” or furthered highlighted the hierarchy established 

within the family (p. 101). In these families, U.S. citizen siblings were less likely to 

contribute to household chores and childcare and more likely to partake in educational, 

athletic, or employment opportunities, all which have the potential of increasing their upward 

mobility in comparison to their undocumented sibling (Dreby, 2015b; Mangual Figueroa, 

2012). In another study with 100 mixed-status families, Castañeda (2019) found that while 

hierarchical change among mixed-status siblings emphasized the power of citizenship 

ascribed often to the youngest child, older undocumented siblings made efforts to protect 

them by keeping the barriers and limitations of their family’s undocumented status, a secret. 

Nevertheless, research has suggested that the U.S. citizen siblings may experience 

“multigenerational punishment” via their undocumented sibling in addition to their 

undocumented parents (Enriquez, 2015, p. 2). For instance, observing an undocumented 

sibling’s hypervigilant behavior while driving may influence the U.S. citizen siblings to 

become hypervigilant as well (Enriquez, 2015). Additionally, studies have found that U.S. 

citizen siblings are more likely to access health care services, have the privilege to travel 

abroad, and are at lower risk of detention and deportation than their undocumented sibling 

(Abrego, 2016; Castañeda & Melo, 2014; Dreby, 2015b; Mangual Figueroa, 2012). Given 

their privilege, at times U.S. citizen siblings are faced with high expectations to succeed and 

assist their family, as well as being compared to the limitations of their undocumented 

siblings (Abrego, 2019; Castañeda, 2019; Romero Morales & Consoli, 2020). In some cases, 

differential access to resources and opportunities, expectations to use ones’ privilege, as well 

as the perceived preferential treatment from parents based on these privileges may lead to 

tension, resentment, and guilt among mixed-status siblings, which may strain their 
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relationship. At the same time, these differences may unify families and siblings as they use 

their collective privileges and knowledge to help one another (Abrego, 2016; Castañeda, 

2019; Castañeda & Melo, 2014; Romero Morales & Consoli, 2020).  

Published literature has focused on the experiences of undocumented and DACA 

recipients, and this literature has contributed to the knowledge base of mixed-status siblings. 

Findings from a qualitative study conducted with nine DACA recipient found that having a 

mixed-status sibling resulted in conflicting feelings towards their U.S. citizen sibling 

(Romero Morales & Consoli, 2020). From the perspective of these DACA recipient siblings, 

there were feelings of frustration, anger, and jealous towards their U.S. citizen siblings for 

their unearned privileges and for perceiving that they were not taking full advantage of these 

privileges. At the same time, these DACA recipients expressed gratitude that their sibling’s 

citizenship afforded them the freedom to access various opportunities and so, they took it 

upon themselves to mentor, educate, and be a resource for their U.S. citizen siblings. Other 

scholars have suggested that the 2016 presidential election and the initiation of the Trump 

administration raised levels of distress among mixed-status families and in particular it 

forced them to consider the impact of deportation on other family members, such as mixed- 

status siblings (Green, 2019; Nienhusser & Oshio, 2019). Qualitative studies highlighted that 

the fear of parental deportation caused DACA recipients to consider the impact it would have 

on their younger U.S. citizen siblings, to the point that in some families DACA recipients 

were made legal guardians of their siblings (Green, 2019; Nienhusser & Oshio, 2019).  

Scholars have emphasized how immigration status may shape the identity 

development of undocumented youth (Ellis & Chen, 2013), as well as that of U.S. citizen 

youth in mixed-status families (Dreby, 2012). Mangual Figueroa (2011, 2012) conducted an 
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ethnographic language socialization study with four mixed-status families and found that 

daily conversations about citizenship in relation to each other shaped siblings’ understanding 

of their limitations and privileges, which in turn played a role in the development of their 

identity. For undocumented youth, the development of their identity may include going 

through an acculturation process and addressing the challenges of their legal status, which 

may contribute to feelings of belonging or lack thereof in both their country of origin and in 

the U.S. (Ellis & Chen, 2013). Additionally, the identity of undocumented youth may be 

influenced by their U.S. citizen siblings. In one study, DACA recipients discussed the shift in 

their identity from feeling inferior to their U.S. citizen sibling to emphasizing positive 

attributes that differentiate them from their siblings (Romero Morales & Consoli, 2020). 

Unlike some undocumented/DACA recipient, U.S. citizen siblings are more likely to identify 

with their U.S. American heritage (Dreby, 2012), yet their sense of belonging may be 

impacted by the exclusion they feel through their sibling’s undocumented status (Suárez-

Orozco et al., 2011). By the same token, U.S. citizens’ may feel a sense of belonging with the 

undocumented and mixed-status community and therefore, their personal and professional 

identity are shaped by family members’ daily experiences of exclusion (Abrego, 2019; 

Castañeda, 2019). 

Sibling Literature  

The existing scientific and professional literature has highlighted that the definition, 

roles, and expectations of siblings can vary within and across various cultures (Watson & 

McGoldrick, 2011). Across the majority of cultures, scholars have found that the sibling 

relationship is considered one of the most important and long-lasting relationships within the 

family unit (Cumming & Henry, 1961; Watson & McGoldrick, 2011). Siblings spend the 
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majority of their time with one another (Tucker et al., 2008), which creates a context where 

social learning (Bandura, 1977) can occur, with older siblings serving as the model for their 

younger siblings (Whiteman et al., 2014). Given the influential nature of this relationship, it 

is important to consider the various factors that shape and inform the function of sibling 

relationships (Watson & McGoldrick, 2011). 

Research has sought to characterize the different types of relationships that siblings 

may have with one another. One such characterization includes variations in the level of 

conflict and warmth resulting in the following taxonomy: involved (moderate levels of 

conflict and warmth), supportive (high warmth, low conflict), and conflictual (high conflict, 

low warmth) relationships (Stormshak et al., 1996). Among 53 young white children, those 

in an involved sibling relationship were more likely to have emotional regulation, positive 

peer relationships, and social competence than children in conflictual sibling relationships 

(Stormshak et al., 1996). 

Positive and supportive sibling relationships have been linked to a decrease in 

externalizing and internalizing behaviors among Dutch and Moroccan siblings (Buist et al., 

2014), as well as African American siblings (Whiteman et al., 2015). Across different ethnic 

groups, positive sibling relationship in childhood and adolescence is linked with higher life 

satisfaction in emerging adulthood (Hollifield & Conger, 2015; McGuire & Shanahan, 2010; 

Milevsky, 2005). Among Latinxs close sibling relationships is associated with an increase in 

academic motivation (Alfaro & Umaña-Taylor, 2010). Furthermore, it can serve as a 

protective factor during difficult times (Perricone et al., 2014; Sakai et al., 2002), such as 

parental divorce (Abbey & Dallos, 2004) or being placed in the foster care system (Herrick & 

Piccus, 2005). Likewise, a positive relationship is found to be protective for siblings that 
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belong to groups that have historically been marginalized such as African American 

communities (Watson, 1998) and immigrant families (Coleman-Minahan & Scandlyn, 2017). 

Finally, the sibling relationship may compensate for the lack of parental or guardian support 

in the child’s life (Coleman-Minahan & Scandlyn, 2017; Milevsky, 2005; Milevsky & Levitt, 

2005).  

Research has shown that parents’ can indirectly influence the dynamics between 

siblings through parental differential treatment (Updegraff et al., 2005). The presence of 

parental differential treatment is more likely to result in poor sibling relationships, negatively 

impacting the adjustment of all siblings (Barrett-Singer & Weinstein, 2000; McHale et al., 

2005; Shanahan et al., 2008; Solmeyer et al., 2011).  

Parental differential treatment has been associated with increased sibling relational 

aggression (Updegraff et al., 2005), low academic performance, (Barrett-Singer & Weinstein, 

2000), depressive symptoms, and engagement in risky behavior (Killoren et al., 2015). 

Additionally, scholars have noted the importance of considering the way contextual factors 

may influence how siblings experience parental differential treatment (McHale et al., 2005). 

For instance, studies conducted with families of Mexican descent found that adherence to 

familismo - a cultural value that defines the family as a system of support and emphasizes the 

importance of family obligations and involvement with kin (Sabogal, Marín et al., 1987) - 

predicted close sibling relationships (Updegraff et al., 2005) and may mitigate the negative 

impact of parental differential treatment (McHale et al., 2005; Updegraff et al., 2005). 

Moreover, positive parent-child relationships (Killoren et al., 2015) and high levels of 

parental monitoring (East & Khoo, 2005) are associated with close sibling relationships in 
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Latinx populations. These studies emphasize the bidirectional influence between the parental 

and sibling subsystem (Minuchin, 1974).  

Differences in Siblings  

There is a considerable amount of research on how certain differences among siblings 

may impact their relationship, including physical health (Bat-Chava & Martin, 2002; Breslau, 

1982; Haukeland et al., 2015; Lobato et al., 2005), mental health (Areemit et al., 2010; Deal 

& Maclean, 1995; Hwang & Charnley, 2010; Lobato et al., 2005; Lukens et al., 2004; 

Rossetti & Hall, 2015; Sage & Jegatheesan, 2010; Stålberg et al., 2004), and sexual 

orientation (Hilton & Szymanski, 2011; Mize et al., 2005; Toomey & Richardson, 2009). 

Qualitative studies found that among Latinx, White, Black, and Asian American 

communities (Kao et al., 2012; Lukens et al, 2004; Rossetti & Hall, 2015), siblings of 

children with a physical or mental illness were more likely to experience feelings of guilt, 

shame, resentment, and high levels of stress as their lives became centered on their sibling’s 

illness including taking on caregiving responsibilities. 

Canadian (Areemit et al., 2010), Norwegian (Haukeland et al., 2015), Swedish 

(Stålberg et al., 2004), and South Korean (Hwang & Charnley, 2010) siblings indicated 

struggling with the stigma associated with their sibling’s condition. Scholars have found that 

among U.S. American Caucasians (Hilton & Szymanski, 2011; Mize et al., 2005; Toomey & 

Richardson, 2009) and Asian American (Huang et al., 2016) siblings that differed in regards 

to sexual orientation was more likely to have a close relationship if their sibling was 

supportive and accepting during the coming out process in comparison to those who 

disapproved. For U.S. American and European siblings of varying ethnic identities that 

differed in regards to physical and mental health, and sexual identity, there was a link 
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between difficulties in adjustment and experiencing differential treatment from parents (Bat-

Chava & Martin, 2002; Deal & Maclean, 1995; Haukeland et al., 2015; Hilton & Szymanski, 

2011; Lukens et al, 2004; Mize et al., 2005; Sage & Jegatheesan, 2010; Toomey & 

Richardson, 2009).  

In addition to challenges, scholars found that there are benefits to having a sibling 

that differs in health or sexual identity (Haukeland et al., 2015; Hilton & Szymanski, 2011; 

Huang et al., 2016; Rossetti & Hall, 2015; Stålberg et al., 2004). In interviews with 17 Latinx 

children with siblings that had developmental delays, authors found that siblings stated 

having positive feelings about their relationship with their brother or sister and their ability to 

care for them (Kao et al., 2012). Additionally, researchers that have conducted qualitative 

studies found that a siblings’ development may be positively influenced by the challenges of 

other siblings (Haukeland et al., 2015; Hilton & Szymanski, 2011; Rossetti & Hall, 2015; 

Stålberg et al., 2004). For instance, 14 white heterosexual participants discussed how having 

a sibling with a different sexual orientation increased their awareness and knowledge about 

LGBT issues and heterosexism (Hilton & Szymanski, 2011). Similarly, other studies found 

that siblings became advocates, were more compassionate, and resilient (Haukeland et al., 

2015; Hilton & Szymanski, 2011; Rossetti & Hall, 2015; Stålberg et al., 2004). These studies 

highlight that having siblings that differ in terms of health and identity does have an impact 

on the sibling relationship. Nonetheless, an important area of research in siblings that has not 

received merited attention thus far is the relationship between mixed-status siblings. 

While the scientific literature speaks to the sizeable influence of the sibling 

relationship, including how certain differences present among them can impact the 

relationship, little is known about how siblings’ differing immigration statuses impact their 
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relationship. In the last two decades there has been a growing number of mixed-status 

families (Taylor et al., 2011). Additionally, 2.4 million undocumented immigrants were 

deported just under the Obama administration. Most recently, the anti-immigrant discourse in 

the Trump administration (Gonzales-Barrera & Krogstad, 2016) and the current ligations on 

DACA (Breisblatt, 2018) have led to an increase of fear within the undocumented and 

mixed-status community (Schochet, 2017). Given the multitude of barriers that mixed-status 

siblings experience and the notion that siblings can serve as a protective factor (Coleman-

Minahan & Scandlyn, 2017), it is imperative that counseling psychologist deepen their 

understanding of the experiences of mixed-status siblings. By understanding the experiences 

of mixed-status siblings, counseling psychologist will be better equipped at providing 

culturally competent counseling services, assist as advocates, and implement systemic 

change. Thus, the aim of this research study is to examine how mixed immigration status 

impacts the relationship among Mexican/Mexican American mixed-status siblings. 
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Chapter III: Methods 

Conceptual Framework 

While the literature on mixed-status families has increase, to date there continues to 

be a dearth of scholarly work that focuses on the experiences of Mexican/Mexican American 

mixed-status siblings. The current study sought to understand how mixed immigration status 

impact the relationship of Mexican/Mexican American mixed-status siblings. To elicit the 

life experiences and honor the multiple complexities inherent in the lives of mixed-status 

siblings, a narrative inquiry framework was utilized in this study.  

Narrative inquiry, a type of qualitative approach, is focused on studying the stories 

individuals have created about their lived experiences and the meaning they continuously 

ascribe to those events (Polkinghorne, 1988). Narrative inquiry is rooted in various 

disciplines and can serve both as a method of analysis and the focus of investigation 

(Pinnegar & Daynes, 2007). In this study the researcher employed narrative inquiry as it is 

defined by Clandinin and Connelly (2000): 

Narrative inquiry is a way of understanding experiences. It is a collaboration between 

researcher and participants, over time, in a place or series of places, and in social 

interaction with milieus. An inquirer enters this matrix in the mist and progresses in 

the same spirit, concluding the inquiry still in the mist of living and telling, reliving 

and retelling, the stories of the experiences that made up people’s lives, both 

individual and social. (p.20) 

Researchers emphasize the relational nature of conducting narrative inquiry between 

participants and researchers as the process of “living, telling, retelling, and reliving” 

(Clandinin, 2013, p. 33). Through this lens, people live and tell a story that comprises the 



 

 28

meaning of their life experiences. Researchers collaborate with participants in the retelling of 

their story and in that process participants may reexperience their story in a different light, 

which results in them reliving their life experiences (Clandinin, 2013). Additionally, the 

stories that participants live and tell to themselves and others are all embedded in “social, 

cultural, familial, linguistic and institutional narratives” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 33). 

Thus, narrative inquiry emphases understanding individual experiences within context.  

A narrative inquiry framework was utilized to conceptualize the stories of 

Mexican/Mexican American mixed-status siblings across three domains: temporality, 

sociality, and place. Temporality encompasses examining experiences on a continuum of 

time from the present to the past and future (Clandinin, 2013). In order to situate the 

experiences of mixed-status siblings in time, the study attended to their past stories, which 

spanned their family’s immigration history to their childhood, adulthood, and the stories of 

their future. The dimension of sociality involves attending to individuals’ internal 

experiences such as their emotions, while also attending to context or environment in which 

their experiences are embedded. In the current study, social political contexts are examined 

to understand how various systems can impact the lives these siblings and shape their mental 

well-being. Additionally, within this dimension attention must also be given to the 

relationship between the participant and the researcher. Thus, the researcher is consistently 

aware of their role throughout the research process, especially in co-constructing the meaning 

that participants ascribe to their stories (Connelly & Clandinin, 2000). Lastly, individual 

experiences occur and are shaped by a multitude of contexts and physical places within these 

environment (Clandinin, 2013). For instance, the study attended to places that were salient to 

each sibling. In addition to examining stories across these three domains, the researcher 
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attended to how they all simultaneously happen in a person’s experience in order to engage 

in the restorying process and create a cohesive narrative.  

Life History 

Within narrative inquiry, life history research is used to examine the ways in which 

past events have impacted the lives of individuals (Bold, 2012). Additionally, this approach 

investigates the development and perspective of people’s experiences in relation to their 

social-historical context (Bold, 2012). Alongside narrative inquiry’s three dimensions, the 

current study utilized life history’s method of data collection. The life story interview was 

used to collect in depth information about participants’ life experiences growing up as sibling 

with mixed immigration statuses (Atkinson, 1998). Atkinson (2007) identified numerous 

benefits in utilizing a Life Story Interview including, but not limited to, giving participants 

the opportunity to share their story and in the process facilitate a greater understanding of 

how the meaning of their story has changed over the course of their life. Moreover, life story 

interviews emphasize that lives are lived and understood within context (Bold, 2012), which 

will situate the experiences of mixed-status siblings in the ever-changing U.S. social-political 

context. 

Sampling Method  

In narrative research, it is important to select a small number of individuals whose 

stories provide an in depth understanding of a particular phenomenon (Creswell & Poth, 

2017). Additionally, scholars have suggested that a minimum of six interviews are needed to 

reach data saturation in research studies interested in examining themes (Guest et al., 2006).  

Thus, this study used a combination of purposeful and criterion sampling to select 

participants who would shed light on the experiences of Mexican/Mexican American mixed-
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status siblings. The researcher specifically recruited sibling dyads, of any sex composition, 

that were comprised of two participants: an undocumented individual with or without 

Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) status and a U.S. born citizen. The rationale 

for recruiting undocumented immigrants with and without DACA was to be inclusive of this 

community, as having DACA may lead to distinct type of experiences. Additionally, 

participants must be at least 18 years old, identify as Mexican or Mexican American, have 

lived at least five years of their formative years (0-18) with their sibling, and have a 

maximum age difference of ten years. The rationale for this inclusion criterion is to ensure 

that siblings had a shared environment and opportunities to experience one another’s 

documentation status. More so, individuals within this age range may have had time to 

examine and incorporate their experiences into their personal narrative (Bluck & Glück, 

2004). Considering that Mexicans/Mexican Americans with different documentation status 

constitute the largest number of Latinxs living in California, the study will only include 

Mexican/Mexican American participants. 

A snowball sampling strategy was used to reach this vulnerable and difficult to 

identify community. Snowball sampling involves utilizing the current participant pool to 

assist in identifying other individuals that may fit the inclusion criteria (Polkinghorne, 2005). 

Since participants were interviewed with their siblings, outreach efforts were increased due 

to the potential of accessing individuals that may not be affiliated with immigrant-based 

organization or institutions of higher education. 

Participants  

In the current study, eight Mexican/Mexican American mixed-status sibling dyads 

residing in the San Francisco Bay Area and Southern California were jointly interviewed 
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about the impact of immigration status on their sibling relationship. The sample consisted of 

13 females and 3 males with an age range of 18-30 years old. The gender composition of the 

sibling pairs included six sister dyads, one brother dyad, and one brother-sister dyad. Of the 

16 participants, three obtained a bachelor's degree, four were currently attending four-year 

universities, two recently graduated from high school, three were pursuing graduate degrees, 

and two had attended some college. The sibling dyad was comprised of eight U.S. born 

citizen and eight undocumented individuals. Among the self-identifying undocumented 

siblings, four currently had DACA, two were undocumented without DACA, one of the 

participants had recently became a legal permanent resident, and another had a H1B1 visa. 

See Table 1 for additional participant information.  

Table 1 
Participant Demographics and Background Information on Immigration Status, Sibling Birth 

Order, Education 

Pseudonym (age)  Background 

Aletza (29) & Irene (19)  
 

Aletza was a DACA recipient and now, a H1B1 visa 
holder with a Bachelor’s degree. She immigrated to the 
United States when she was 2 years old and is the third 
born. Irene is a U.S. citizen and enrolled in college. She is 
the fourth born. They have an older undocumented sister 
and brother.  
 

Carla (26) & Antonio (28)  Carla is a DACA recipient with a Bachelor’s degree. She 
immigrated to the United States when she was a little over 
a year old and is the second born. Antonio is a U.S. citizen 
and in a master’s degree program. He is the eldest.  
 

Jessica (22) & Mike (18) Jessica is a DACA recipient and completing her 
bachelor’s degree. She immigrated to the United States 
when she was one year old and is the eldest. Mike is a 
U.S. citizen sister and a high school graduate. She is the 
third born. They have a U.S. citizen brother and sister.  
 

Fernanda (26) & Denise (18)  Fernanda is undocumented and attend some college. She 
immigrated to the United States when she was 6 years old 
and is the eldest. Denise is a U.S. citizen and a high 
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school graduate. She is the third born. They have an 
undocumented brother.  
 

Marlen (28) & Christina (20) Marlen is undocumented and a high school graduate. She 
immigrated to the United States when she was 7 years old 
and is the second born. Christina is a U.S. citizen and 
enrolled in college. She is the third born. They have an 
undocumented brother.  
 

Alicia (25) & Marisol (23) Alicia is a DACA recipient with a Bachelor’s degree. She 
immigrated to the United States when she was one-year-
old and is the second born. Marisol is a U.S. citizen and in 
a Ph.D. program. She is the third born. They have an 
undocumented brother.  
 

Lola (25) & Isabella (22)  Lola is a DACA recipient and in a Ph.D. program. She 
immigrated to the United States when she was 3 years old 
and again, when she was 6 years old. She is the eldest. 
Isabella is a U.S. citizen and enrolled in college. She is the 
second born.  
 

Francisco (30) & Pedro (24) Francisco was a DACA recipient and now, a legal 
permanent resident enrolled in community college. He 
immigrated to the United States when he was 4 years old 
and again at 8 years old. He is the eldest. Pedro is a U.S. 
citizen and enrolled in college. He is the second born.   
 

 

Procedures  

Recruitment  

With the approval of the University of California, Santa Barbara’s Institutional 

Review Board, the current study used various methods to recruit participants from 

institutions of higher education, non-profit organizations, and professional organizations that 

serve immigrant communities in the San Francisco Bay Area and Southern California. 

Recruitment flyers and email blurbs were posted in various locations in the community (e.g., 

coffee shops/ community centers) and emailed to public and private universities and 

community colleges that had designated courses (e.g., Chicana/o studies, ethnic studies) as 
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well as centers and/or student organizations for undocumented and U.S. citizens in mixed-

status families. Additionally, the email blurbs were sent to listserves and social media 

platforms of immigrant affirming groups within professional organizations and universities. 

When possible, the researcher presented the study as a guest lecture to various courses. 

Flyers and email blurbs included the IRB approval number, description of the study 

comprising participant inclusion criteria, incentive amount, and estimated time needed for the 

joint interview as well as the researcher’s contact information (i.e., Google phone number 

and email address of the study).  

Email/Phone Screening 

To ensure that individuals met the inclusion criteria, all participant dyads went 

through an initial screening either by phone or email. Participants were asked a series of 

questions related to age, ethnicity, documentation status, time spent living with sibling, 

sibling age gap, and their current area of residence (See Appendix A). Once participants met 

the inclusion criteria, the researcher provided a general overview of the study as well as 

highlighted the various steps they were taking to ensure their data was safeguarded. Eligible 

participants were provided multiple scheduling options while participants that did not meet 

criteria were thanked for their interest in the study. Given the sensitive nature of the topic, 

participants were asked to select a location that was convenient and comfortable for them to 

openly discuss their sibling relationship. Participants elected to complete the interviews 

either at their private residence or at a local coffee shop. The researcher emailed a pre-

interview guide (see Appendix B) that contained bullet points of topics that would be 

addressed during the interview including family immigration history, trajectory of the sibling 

relationship before and after learning about mixed immigration status as well as experiences 



 

 34

that impacted their mental health, family relationships, and sense of self. By emailing the 

guide prior to the interview, participants could have an opportunity to reflect on these topics 

with their siblings and potentially obtain information about their family’s immigration 

history from other members.  

Ethical Considerations  

Consent Process 

While participating in research always comes with risk, the current study’s focus on 

mixed-status sibling calls for the implementation of safeguards to protect the privacy and 

confidentiality of each siblings. Scholars have provided recommendations on how to conduct 

ethical based research with vulnerable populations such as mixed-status families (Hernández 

et al., 2013; Lahman et al., 2011). In accordance with these guidelines, the study employed 

process consent, which requires continually asking participants throughout the study process 

if they want to remain in the study (Lahman et al., 2010). Throughout the screening process 

and prior to initiating the in-person interview, participants were informed of the benefits and 

risk of the study. Additionally, they were reminded that they would partake in a joint semi-

structured interview that would last between 1.5-2 hours and that each of them had the right 

to divulge as little or as much as they wanted in front of their sibling. More so, they were 

informed that their participation was voluntary and refusing to answer any of the interview 

questions was within their right. 

Other suggestions employed by scholars included minimizing a paper trail through 

modifying the written consent process, using a numerical code and pseudonym for all other 

written document, and erasing all identifiable information from the transcripts (Hernández et 

al., 2013; Lahman et al., 2011). Although all of the participants were comfortable with 
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signing the consent form with their actual names, each sibling was asked to create and sign 

the consent form with a pseudonym of their choice. During the consent process, participants 

were informed about the role of a mandated reporter and the limits to confidentially should 

there be any disclosure of child, elder, or dependent adults abuse. In terms of data storage, 

participants were provided detailed information on how the audio files would be stored in 

their password protected laptop as well as encrypted and uploaded to Box, a HIPPA 

compliant cloud-based storage, while paper materials were assigned a numerical code and 

stored in a locked file located in a locked office. All eight of the participants dyads signed the 

consent form and completed the entire interview. Lastly, each of the participants were 

provided with a mental health resource guide that contained various crisis hotline numbers 

and agencies in their respective areas should they want to engage in services as a result of 

this interview. 

Dyadic Interviews 

Additionally, the study took into consideration the ethical implications of conducting 

dyadic interviews with mixed-status siblings. Scholars have underscored the importance of 

considering how the existence of a power imbalance may influence the interview process 

(Polak & Green, 2016; Sakellariou et al., 2013). By virtue of their documentation status, it 

was important to be cognizant that there already existed a power imbalance among mixed-

status siblings. Thus, it was ensured that during the screening process both siblings were 

informed and consented to taking part in the study, so that neither one would feel coerced to 

participate. Throughout the interviews, it was important to ensure that both participants were 

sharing their experiences and neither one was dominating the conversation (Bjornholt & 

Farstad, 2014; Eisikovits & Koren, 2010; Forbat & Henderson, 2003; Morris, 2001; Polak & 
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Green, 2016; Taylor & de Vocht, 2011). More so, the study took into consideration how the 

interview questions could harm participants’ relationship dynamics (Bjornholt & Farstad, 

2014; Taylor & de Vocht, 2011). For instance, asking certain questions may unintentionally 

force participants to divulge secrets or become confrontational with their sibling (Bjornholt 

& Farstad, 2014; Taylor & de Vocht, 2011). Thus, it was emphasized that each participant 

had the liberty to speak about events they felt comfortable sharing in the presence of their 

sibling. These ethical situations are all important to consider especially when interviewing 

vulnerable populations, such as mixed-status siblings. 

Incentives 

Due to the difficulty of recruiting individuals from this vulnerable community and the 

time commitment of being interviewed, participants receive a research incentive, a $40 to a 

grocery store of their choosing. Participants were given the incentive at the start of the 

interview and informed that they may keep the gift card even if they refused to answer a 

question or decided to stop participating in the study. 

Measures 

Demographic Questionnaire  

The researcher instructed each of the participants to complete a paper and pencil 

demographic questionnaire that collected information about themselves and other family 

members. To ensure the confidentiality of others, participants were instructed to provide the 

appropriate role of each family member (e.g., mother/father/sibling) instead of their names. 

See Appendix D for demographic questionnaire.  

Semi-Structured Interviews  
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Scholars have emphasized the various advantages of conducting dyadic interviews 

such as observing participants' verbal and non-verbal interactions and their process of co-

constructing knowledge as a unit, which are elements congruent with narrative inquiry 

(Clandinin, 2013; Eisikovits & Koren, 2010; Morgan et al., 2013; Morris, 2001; Polak & 

Green, 2016). Additionally, interviewing two people allows the researcher to observe how 

they engage each other through their questions, which can stimulate ideas or memories that 

would be difficult to recall in an individual interview (Morgan et al., 2013). Considering that 

sibling relationship research tend to be one-sided and lack the sibling’s subjective experience 

(Goeke & Ritchey, 2011), dyadic interviews have the potential of capturing the perspective 

of both mixed-status siblings and how they process the impact that legal status may have on 

their relationship.  

In narrative inquiry research, interviews are one method in eliciting the life narratives 

of participants and generating data or “field text” (Atkinson, 2007; Clandinin & Connelly, 

2000, p. 110). In order to gather a narrative of participants’ life, the current study used 

various questions from the life history interview (Atkinson, 1998). Given the study’s focus 

on participants’ life in the context of mixed immigration status, interview questions were also 

formulated based on a review of the sibling, undocumented/DACA youth, and mixed-status 

family literature. The semi-structured interview protocol had a standard set of open-ended 

questions and probing questions to elicit details and explore emerging topics (Atkinson, 

2007; Patton, 2002). The open-ended questions elicited information in a chronological 

sequence starting with family immigration history, the sibling relationship before and after it 

was known they had mixed immigration statuses, their understanding of these events 

throughout their life, and the current impact of their relationship on their sense of self. 
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Additionally, the researcher explored how their experiences as mixed-status sibling impacted 

their mental well-being and relationships with other family members. The interview protocol 

ends with process questions and a solicitation to follow-up on questions if necessary. As 

mentioned before, it was important to mitigate the potential impact these questions may have 

on participants’ relationship dynamics (Bjornholt & Farstad, 2014; Taylor & de Vocht, 

2011). Thus, at the end of the interview questions were included for the purpose of fostering 

positive feelings towards their sibling. See Appendix E.  

Timeline 

The purpose of completing a timeline throughout the interview was to engage the 

participants in the retelling of their life narrative (Adriansen, 2012; Clandinin & Connelly, 

2000). Narrative researchers often use annuals (e.g., dates of events/memories) as a tool to 

organize and write the participants’ narrative in a sequential manner (Atkinson, 1998; 

Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). At the start of the interview, participants were provided with 

pens and paper and instructed them to jointly create a timeline of their life. They were asked 

to note their family’s immigration history and detailing those events on the timeline. 

Additionally, participants were asked to indicate the birth of themselves and others in their 

lives, as well as any deaths, separations, deportations and celebratory events. To honor the 

lives of each sibling and their confidentiality, they each were instructed to fill the timeline 

with any events that were significant to their lives and their sibling relationship in the context 

of immigration status. By allowing participants to self-identify significant events in their 

relationship, it was easier to identify what was meaningful to them and it served as a prompt 

to encourage both siblings to speak and delve into the stories of these events (De Vries et al., 

2017).  
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Timeline of Events  

Throughout the interview process, the study kept track of immigration related events 

occurring at the state and federal level. Narrative researchers emphasize the importance of 

attending to the contexts in which people’s experiences are embedded (Clandinin, 2013). The 

lives of these participants are impacted by policies and laws both within their community and 

nationally. Additionally, participants were recruited throughout California and interviews 

were conducted over several months. Thus, it was important to be aware of events that may 

be impacting the participants' daily lives and how it may influence their response to the 

interview questions at that point in time.  

Journal Writing  

In narrative research, journal writing is used to record a researchers’ internal reactions 

to participants’ stories (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Through journal writing, it was 

possible to record initial impressions of all the interviews. This process is similar to 

memoing, which involved writing one’s ideas or concepts as the data is read (Creswell & 

Poth, 2017). According to Clandinin (2013), researchers must be aware of how their life 

story influences the entire research experience. More so, Clandinin (2013) emphasizes how 

journal writing provides an opportunity to track “who we are, and are becoming, in relation 

with potential participants and particular phenomena” (p. 43). With this in mind, it was 

important to engage in journal writing while relistening to the interviews in order to note 

down feelings, thoughts, and initial ideas about emerging themes. 

Data Analysis 

While there are multiple ways of analyzing stories in narrative research (Riessman, 

2008), the current study analyzed participants’ stories in two phases: restorying (Clandinin & 
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Connelly, 2000) and thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Restorying is a process that 

involves analyzing stories for various elements and writing them in a chronological format 

with a beginning, middle, and end (Ollerenshaw & Creswell, 2000). To begin the restorying 

process, each of the interviews were transcribed verbatim by two research assistants. 

Interview transcripts were read multiple times and information related to the research 

questions were noted in a journal as a form of memo writing. Additionally, detailed 

information related to participants’ past, present, future (temporality), place, events, and 

people in their lives, their emotions, and the larger contexts that shape their experience were 

noted (Clandinin, 2013). While listening to the interview and reading the transcripts, the 

timeline was consulted to confirm dates and events. Additionally, a timeline or “annal” was 

created to assist in the outline of the narratives (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p.112). All of 

the participants’ narratives followed a similar chronological format that started with the 

immigration history of their family, significant life events in their childhood, adolescence, 

and adulthood, and ending with their perspective on the future. Within that chronology, 

stories were organized based on the research questions. In order to uphold the anonymity of 

participants, dates and other identifiable information were eliminated from the narrative. To 

accurately capture participants’ voice, quotes were interwoven throughout the narrative.  

The current study utilized thematic analysis as delineated by Braun and Clarke 

(2006). Braun and Clarke (2006) provide a flexible framework that can align itself with 

various epistemologies, levels of analyses, and theories. In the first phase of thematic 

analysis, transcripts were uploaded on NVivo, version 12, a qualitative computer software 

program (NVivo, 2017). Then, interviews were re-read to start the coding process. This 

process resulted in codes that were “data driven,” which refers to the process of using the 
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participants’ words in identifying themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 89). Codes were 

organized and assembled into themes in order to explore how they related to one another. 

Once a set of themes have been generated and refined, they were labeled and defined. Braun 

and Clarke (2006) emphasize that this process may occur multiple times as researchers re-

read and examine each narrative. Furthermore, the analysis process involved discussions with 

the senior researcher (chair of the dissertation committee) who served as an external auditor 

for this study. 

A central component in narrative inquiry is adhering to relational ethics (Clandinin, 

2013). Relational ethics in the data analysis process involves “negotiating researcher text” 

with participants (Clandinin, 2013, p. 200). Participants dyads were emailed a draft of the 

narrative and asked them if they felt the narrative accurately represented the story they 

wanted to share. Additionally, participants were asked if there were any aspects of the 

narrative they wanted edited or deleted. Given the vulnerability of these participants and their 

families, it was important to honor their story while also making any changes that would 

keep their anonymity.  

Trustworthiness  

To establish a qualitative study’s trustworthiness, Lincoln and Guba’s (1986) 

recommended the following four criteria: credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability. Credibility seeks to ensure that the research findings are accurately reflecting 

the data. Transferability is achieved by providing a description of the research process, so 

that others may establish whether it can be generalized to other contexts and individuals. 

Similarly, dependability requires transparency about the research process to ensure 

consistency of study’s findings. Lastly, confirmability requires that other researchers reach 
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the same conclusion about the study’s findings in order to guard against researcher bias. The 

present narrative study used a variety of techniques to establish the accuracy of the findings 

including triangulation, member checking, thick description, an external auditor, journaling, 

and reflexivity.  

Dyadic interviews and a timeline were utilized to achieve triangulation (Eisikovits & 

Koren, 2010). Triangulation is the process by which data is collected through various 

methods to ensure consistency across the findings. One of the many advantages of 

conducting dyadic interviews is that participants can engage each other in recalling the 

details about their shared events (Morgan et al., 2013). Similarly, using a timeline during the 

interview with both siblings yielded additional information. Through the use of this 

combined method, the study was able to assess the consistency across participants’ stories 

and used it as a way to clarify contradictions in their responses.  

Additionally, credibility was established through member checks, a process by which 

the researcher elicited participants’ feedback on the study’s finding (Creswell & Miller, 

2000). Due to the vulnerability of the participants, member checks were conducted by 

emailing each participant dyad a drafted narrative account. More so, through this approach 

participants were able to partake in co-creating their stories and interpretations (Clandinin, 

2013). Participants in each dyad were asked whether they felt the narrative was an accurate 

reflection of the meaning they ascribed to their life experiences (Polkinghorne, 2007). 

Additionally, the researcher reminded participants that they had the right to remove any 

details from the narrative they felt uncomfortable having in writing. Once participants 

provided their feedback, the it was incorporated into the finalized narrative.  
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Thick descriptions were another technique used to promote the study’s 

trustworthiness (Creswell & Miller, 2000). Thick descriptions are comprised of rich and 

detailed descriptions of the participants, context, and/or themes generated (Morrow, 2005). 

Aligning with narrative inquiry (Clandinin, 2013), quotes were weaved into these narratives 

to ensure they are accurately capturing participants’ voices (Morrow, 2005). Through these 

narratives, readers will have an opportunity to understand part of the research process and 

find the study credible.  

To further ensure the study’s credibility, an external auditor was used throughout the 

research process. Since the commencement of the study, there has been a senior researcher 

that serves as an external auditor. The senior researcher has provided feedback throughout 

the process from the initial IRB protocol, to the study’s various modifications, and the 

finalized results (Creswell & Miller, 2000). Additionally, the research process was 

documented in a journal that logs the timeline of each interview conducted, immigration 

related events, initial impressions of each interview, as well as noting preliminary themes.  

Reflexivity was another method that was weaved throughout the research process to 

present the study’s trustworthiness (Creswell & Miller, 2000). In narrative inquiry, the 

concept of reflexivity is embedded early and throughout the research process through the 

creation of autobiographical narrative inquires (Clandinin, 2013). Clandinin (2013) 

emphasizes that narrative researchers must “inquire into the stories of their experiences” (p. 

55). Similar to creating a narrative, the I thought of my experiences through the three-

dimensional narrative inquiry space while attending to the various contexts that influenced 

the trajectory of my life especially as it relates to immigration (Clandinin, 2013). In a journal, 

I also noted my biases and preconceived notions (Creswell & Miller, 2000). This was 
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especially important because of my identity, as a Latina from a mixed-status family, mirrored 

some of the experiences of the participants. By engaging in this process, I became aware of 

how their experiences may influence their perspective and interpretation of participants’ life 

story. By creating an autobiographical narrative, I was able to incorporate a form of 

reflexivity into the study. 

The Research Team  

The research team was comprised of two research assistants, an auditor, and myself, 

the lead researcher. I am part of the 1.5 generation (Rumbaut, 2004) - born in Mexico and 

raised in the U.S. since the age of one. As a first-generation female doctoral student, I have 

qualitative research and clinical experience working with undocumented and mixed-status 

communities. More so, I have a personal connection to these communities as I was raised 

with family members and friends of varying legal statuses. As the lead researcher, I was 

responsible for the recruitment and screening of participants, conducting the interviews, 

analysis, and writing. 

With funds from the Chicano Studies Institute and the Ray E. Hosford Memorial 

Fund, it was possible to hire an undergraduate research assistant that identified as a first-

generation undocumented Latina undergraduate student. Her role as a research assistant was 

to recruit participants by posting flyers and emailing various colleges and organizations. 

Additionally, she was paid to transcribe participant interviews. Due to academic obligations, 

the undergraduate research assistant was on the team for ten months. The second research 

assistant was a female doctoral student that identified as a first-generation student and 

immigrant of Cuban descent. Her role included transcribing interviews and discussing initial 

findings. The entire process was overseen by a faculty member, an Argentine immigrant who 
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was undocumented for three years, obtained permanent residence eventually, and is now a 

naturalized citizen.  
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Chapter IV: Results  

The intent of this study was to understand the lived experience of Mexican/Mexican 

American mixed-status siblings. Particularly, the aim was to explore the ways in which 

mixed immigration status, over the course of their life, impacted the sibling relationship, each 

siblings’ development of self, each one’s mental health, and their relationship within the 

family unit. Per narrative inquiry, I will include a brief autobiographical narrative that 

recounts my experiences as it relates to my family’s immigration history, sibling 

relationships, trajectory of identity, and the mental health impacts of growing up with a 

mixed-status sibling. As mentioned before, the purpose of presenting an autobiographical 

narrative is to highlight my positionality, including possible bias, preconceived notions, and 

assumptions in an effort to increase the trustworthiness of the findings. The results of the 

study are then articulated in two formats. First, narratives of the eight sibling dyads are 

presented. Following, are themes that emerged across the life stories of these sibling pairs.   

Autobiographical Narrative  

To date, I do not know the full extent of my family’s immigration history. Over the 

years, my mother and father shared snippets of stories of their life in Mexico and the reasons 

that brought them to the U.S. Mostly, my parents shared stories to teach us a lesson about 

sacrifice, listening to your elders, and the importance of family. According to mother, my 

father brought up the idea of immigrating to the U.S. soon after they married. My mother 

described living in a tiny hut with dirt floors, bamboo like walls, and a roof constructed with 

palm leaves. We lived off the earth: eating fish from the nearby river and coconuts from the 

trees. My mother also shared stories of being the youngest of eight siblings and as a girl, she 

was forced to leave school after middle school. Similarly, my father was the second eldest of 
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ten and only completed some high school education. To them, the U.S. was an opportunity 

for more, especially the chance to give their children the education they never received.  

According to my mother, the process of immigrating started six months after I was 

born. My father and I were granted visas, but for some reason my mother’s application was 

denied. Based on this, the plan was for my father to immigrate to the U.S., work, and find a 

place to live for all of us. Years later, I learned that for the first couple of months, my father 

was homeless and working odd jobs to rent a small room for us. Eventually, we were 

reunited as a family. Slowly, my parents worked their way up from renting a room to an 

apartment to a townhouse, and eventually moved to a “nice neighborhood” and own their 

first home. Throughout these transitions, my middle sister “Cynthia” was born when I was 

four years old and then came “Christina” when I was 13 years old. Due to various policy 

changes, my parents never went back to Mexico and after 9/11 things became even more 

complicated as immigration policies changes. 

Cynthia and I had a love-hate relationship. As kids, we spent the majority of our time 

together, mostly playing and fighting. I knew I was born in Mexico, but that was the extent of 

my understanding until I was close to finishing high school. Up to this point, my parents 

were constantly reminding us that our “only job was school.” Thus, I worked hard in high 

school and eventually was accepted into several universities. Eventually, my parents were 

forced to tell me the truth when my social security number was denied on the government 

financial aid website.  

Even with the truth, it took my college years to truly feel the impact of my limitation. 

In high school, I never considered applying to jobs or obtaining a driver's license because my 

parents were strict and they did not want these things to distract from my education. I was 
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fortunate to find a community of first-generation undocumented students at my university. 

Through them, I learned about our state and federal policies such as the DREAM Act and 

how to navigate higher education as a first-generation student. More so, I found a group of 

friends that understood my experience and we created a safe space in which we would cope 

about our situation through humor. With graduation looming, I started to fear the future and 

the thought of leaving the safety of my university caused me anxiety. By this time, my 

middle sister knew that we had different immigration statuses, but it did not impact us until I 

moved home after graduation.  

Once at home, my sister and I began to fight with more frequency. I had to rely on 

Cynthia for transportation as my anxiety kept me from driving at night, especially in places 

with high police presence and checkpoints. I did not have a license, so anytime I needed 

medicine I needed my sister to buy it for me. At that point in time, my sister had started 

community college, but did not share my love of schooling. In my eyes, Cynthia was not 

living her full potential. I often encouraged Cynthia to take more classes in order to transfer 

quickly to a 4-year university, to get a job, and to consider studying abroad. These 

conversations usually ended up with us yelling and with her in tears as my parents would 

often side with me. Between my parents and I, Cynthia was often reminded of her privilege. 

To keep the harmony, it seems that my sister and I may have unconsciously agreed to never 

speak of our statuses with one another. While I cannot speak to my sister’s experience, my 

identity was largely shaped by my status and my sister served as a reminder that while I did 

not have citizenship, I could still do plenty. I made it a point to travel within my limitations, 

go to graduate school, and stay informed with current policies. Due to my status, I am 

stronger, creative, and can bounce back from things easily.  
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With the implementation of DACA, I eagerly started graduate school – first to obtain 

a master’s degree and then a doctorate. My mother tearfully expressed her happiness about 

DACA and shared the guilt she lived with in witnessing me struggle without documentation. 

Throughout graduate school, DACA was my ticket to finding work and paying for my 

expenses. For the first couple of years, my sister and I kept in touch, but the conversation 

around our statuses did not emerge until the enactment of the Deferred Action for Parents for 

Americans and Lawful Permanent Residents (DAPA). Through Cynthia, my parents were 

starting to consider the possibility of her petitioning them as she recently turned 21. Sadly, 

DAPA was shut down and then came the 2016 presidential election. With Trump in office 

and DACA rescinded, my sister and I began to have conversations about our immigration 

statuses mostly in the context of our parents. As citizen, Cynthia could have everything my 

parents own transferred in her name in case they get deported and risk losing their 

possessions. What about our younger sister? Who would she stay with? Us? Or leave with 

our parents? We were never an openly communicative family, but we found our indirect 

ways of checking in with one another. In between worrying about my parents, myself, and 

my younger sister, I had little breathing room to worry about Cynthia. She was a grown adult 

and with citizenship, she was not at risk of being deported nor had to consider leaving should 

our parents be deported.  

In this midst of political chaos and surviving graduate school, I entered a new chapter 

in my life in 2019: being a Legal Permanent Resident. To date, this new aspect of my identity 

is a work in progress. While I can sleep slightly better at night, I continue to spend my days 

worrying about my parents and my younger sister. With Cynthia, I can share that our 

relationship has grown stronger and closer. We each have worked at not using our status as a 
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way to attack each other. More so, as family members grow older and have passed away in 

Mexico, we support one another during our parents’ grief process. It is difficult to see my 

parents mourn their own parents and siblings, especially when they cannot go back to 

Mexico. Cynthia and I work together to educate our younger sister and mentor her though her 

own educational journey. As siblings, our story continues to unfold and I hope it will 

continue to grow stronger and closer.  

Irene and Aletza’s Narrative  

My first contact with Irene was via a social media platform. She learned about the 

research study through a flyer posted on a University program Facebook page. After several 

conversations with Irene, she decided that it would be most convenient for her and her sister 

if the interview was conducted at Irene’s university library. On schedule, Irene and her sister, 

Aletza, arrived to the library and lead me to the room they had put on reserved. Given that it 

was near the end of Spring quarter, it was not surprising that a group of students had gone 

over their reserved time in the room we had booked. As we waited for them to clear the 

room, I introduced myself to Aletza and Irene and we engaged in small talk about the 

university. Once we were in the room, I went through the consent form with each of them 

and gave them their gift cards. At the time of the interview, Irene was a 19 years ‘old 

sophomore (U.S. citizen) and Aletza was a 29 years old college graduate, working at an 

accounting firm (H1B visa holder). 

The interview started with the story of Irene and Aletza’s family immigration to the 

U.S. They each worked together to recreate the story from the stories passed down in their 

family. Their grandparents immigrated to the U.S. with their first six children – one of them 
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being their mother. Aletza recalls hearing that their motive was to seek a better life for their 

family:  

I think they just came for a better opportunity, better jobs. So, my mom went to 

school here. She was studying at the police academy […]. Then, my grandpa was 

seeing that they were becoming more Americanized than Mexican so, he took them 

back to Mexico. My mom had the opportunity to become a resident or fix her papers 

through the police academy and my grandpa never wanted to sign those papers. So, 

when he took them back they basically went back to the same thing. 

Once back in Mexico, their mother had three children with Aletza’s father. Aletza 

was the youngest sibling of three. Two years later, their mother decided that in order to 

“survive” they needed to immigrate to the U.S. At the age of 2, Aletza was brought to the 

U.S. along with her older sister and older brother. Irene was born ten years later. Irene 

explain that her father made multiple attempts to immigrate to the U.S. and was sent back to 

Mexico until he was able to make it successfully.  

As they began to share their sibling story, they each stated that they have a close and 

supportive relationship. Aletza and Irene both described never experiencing a “moment” in 

which they realized that they had different immigration statues nor did they see themselves as 

different because of it. For Aletza, her undocumented status became salient for her around 

the age of 16 as she attempted to get a driver’s permit and began to think about applying to 

college. Aletza highlighted that an important event in her life was being accepted to Stanford 

and Harvard and being unable to attend due to markedly limited financial means and her 

father disapproving of her leaving. As a result, Aletza attended community college and 

eventually transferred to a 4-year university with a full ride scholarship. Due to her 
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experiences, it was important for Aletza to teach Irene about the privileges and barriers 

associated with their immigration status. More importantly, Aletza wanted Irene to have the 

opportunities and experiences she could not easily access. 

With Irene, I think it [mixed immigration status] brought us closer because I was 

always like no Irene, you're going to a have this. You’re going to build your credit. 

You're going to do this because you have the opportunity to do that. So, I was always 

trying to push her even with her driver's license. I couldn't get a permit so, I paid for 

her classes. I made sure that she got a permit when she could. I made sure she had all 

the opportunities that I never had. So, I think in our relationship it brought us closer. 

Similarly, Irene shared that their relationship was close and rarely filled with tension. 

Irene explained that since she was a child, she was made aware of her privilege to easily 

access various educational opportunities. Irene acknowledged the many ways in which 

Aletza paved the way educationally and mentored her through the college process. At the 

same time, Irene reflects on how Aletza was like a “second mom” to her and at times “more 

strict” then her actual mother:  

I always refer to her as my second mom because she was always the one that was 

there on top of it and making sure that I got things done and look for information. She 

was also the stricter one growing up. My mom was a little more laid back and like 

"oh you want to do this yeah go ahead." My sister was like "no, she can't do that." So, 

definitely that protective aspect of it too. It wasn't just her trying to [laughs] make 

sure that I got more opportunities, but it was her being the more stricter one […]. So, 

there's definitely been a parental relationship growing up between us two. 
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Aletza shared that she was often “strict” because she wanted Irene to be able to go to her top 

choice school and would feel “frustrated” when Irene was not reaching what Aletza 

considered Irene’s academic potential.  

As Aletza and Irene are reliving their memories, it becomes apparent how 

immigration status is embedded throughout their family narrative. Aletza shares that in high 

school the separation of their parents changed the dynamics in their family and their sibling 

relationship:  

I’ve been basically my sister’s second mom or first mom. I was the breadwinner of 

the house since my parents split up. My mom […] hurt her back, so she was not 

working. I was going to school and working full time, so I always- We always had a 

good relationship, but I’ve always tried to mentor her and been close to her and 

given- provided to her everything that she needed.  

Aletza continued to share that as the “head of the household” she juggled various 

responsibilities including paying bills at home, her sister’s private school, and attending 

college. As a result of Aletza’s various responsibilities, Irene shared that her mother would 

often compare her to Aletza, which created tension in her relationship with her mother:  

It wasn’t really tension with her [Aletza] more so my mom because she always held 

her [Aletza] on a pedestal. As I got older, she would start comparing me to my sister 

and would say, “she's doing all these things. How could you not do these things as 

well?” So, I think growing up as well I start also comparing myself to my sister. 

Even with this sibling comparison, Aletza and Irene shared that it never negatively 

impacted their relationship with one another. Instead, Aletza explained that her mother’s 

comparison of her to her older undocumented siblings negatively impacted their relationship.  



 

 54

I think my sister would get more frustrated with that [comparison]. She’s like “I’m 

not like her. You have to accept it.” […] We kind of distanced ourselves more 

because she always thought, “Oh, my mom loves you more” and that kind of tension. 

[…] I think it was more with my older siblings that tension came more into our 

relationship because we’re not as close. So, I think it kind of affected [our 

relationships] more in terms of upwards then downwards. 

Presently, Aletza shared that she and Irene have started to build a close relationship with their 

older sister. As they continued to reflect on their family, Aletza acknowledged that she does 

not blame her parents for their decision to immigrated to the U.S., but at times when she 

encounters barriers due to her status, she has felt frustrated by her situation.  

Irene and Aletza shared many stories of how growing up alongside one another and 

belonging to a mixed-status family have shaped their perspectives and sense of self. Irene 

described how being privileged shaped her sense of responsibility towards her family. Irene 

explained that right at the age of 16 she obtained her driver's license and since that point took 

it upon herself to drive whenever her family needed it.  

She [Aletza] drives, my mom drives, but my mom is undocumented as well so if she 

were to get stopped by the police, we don’t know what happened. So, ever since I got 

my license every time I’m with my mom they’re like you need-you should drive. You 

should be the one driving just in case anything happens.  

Lastly, Irene described how growing up with an undocumented sister and in a 

community that is diverse and liberal has made her “open” and accepting of others. More so, 

it expanded Irene’s awareness of how their lives can contain both stories of struggle and 

privilege. In Aletza’s case, she sees herself as “independent,” “proud,” and identifies as a 



 

 55

“feminist.” As a result of being undocumented and having a U.S. citizen sibling, Aletza grew 

up with a mentality that “if you try, you could do it.” Thus, Alezta took on the role of 

mentoring, supporting, and parenting her sister as well as helping others achieve their 

educational goals. 

Interwoven in Aletza’s and Irene’s story of the past, are continuous feelings of 

frustration, fear, stress, worry, uncertainty, and sadness. Irene shares in the frustration of 

seeing her sister experience a multitude of barriers. Aletza describes feeling stressed and 

worried about her sister’s well-being as if she were Irene’s parent. Additionally, they both 

express worries and fears about what may happen to their parents. One event that brought on 

a significant amount of distress was a 4-month separation they experienced when Aletza was 

in Mexico. Alezta shared that after graduating from college she was able to apply for DACA 

and work at an accounting firm. During Aletza’s time there, she was asked to travel for work 

and her company reassured her that she would be able to come back from Mexico with an H-

1B visa. 

I would just say when I was stuck in Mexico […] I don't even wish that upon my 

worst enemy. It was a feeling of you don't know how long this is going take. When 

am I going be back? When am I going see my family again? The lawyers were telling 

me it could take up to a year, […] it was a10 year ban that they put on you. What if 

it's more than one year? What if its not knowing when you’re going to be back? I 

don't know that was just so stressful and it was all due to not having papers. 

In addition to being separated from her family, Aletza worried that “as head of the 

household” her absence will cause financial stress on her family. More so, she is sad that she 

is missed out on important events in her family’s life such as her mother’s 50th birthday and 
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her sisters’ “rites of passage” (e.g., prom, graduation) during senior year of high school. Irene 

recounted experiencing a feeling of disbelief that this family separation due to status 

happened to her family. Irene shared that it was difficult to be separated from Aletza, to see 

her mother worried, and so she coped by trying to stay positive.  

I tried to bottle in my emotions as well because I saw my mom was really stressed 

and super sad and was far away from her closest daughter. Then my sister was also 

really stressed and she felt this impotence of “I'm not helping them. I'm not even 

there. I can't really do a lot.” So, I feel like I had to find- think of all the positive 

things and try to save some for my mom because she was at that point, almost 

breaking down every single day. 

During those four months, Aletza’s boyfriend and Irene had the opportunity to visited 

her in Mexico. For Aletza, her boyfriend’s support during this difficult time demonstrated his 

devotion and commitment to her. They were engaged in Mexico and shortly after Aletza was 

able to come back to the United States.  

As we near the end of the interview, Aletza and Irene began to share their forward 

looking stories and reflections on their sibling story. In talking about the future, Aletza 

reflects on her hopes of “fixing” her citizenship. She explains how transitioning from DACA 

to a H1B visa has been an obstacle in her ability to become a naturalized citizen. Aletza 

shares her fear that without citizenship she will missed out on Irene’s life experiences or be 

unable to help her should something happen to her. In Irene’s future, she is eagerly waiting to 

turn 21.  

Growing up its just kind of been more of waiting for you to turn 21 so our lives can 

change pretty much and everything is on you. Yeah [laughs], having even the 
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possibility of having papers, you being able to qualify for better jobs or something 

that pays more. Hopefully, I’m able to fix my mom’s papers and she can help my 

sister also fix her papers and then well she’ll probably have hers by then, but then my 

other siblings and stuff too.  

This eagerness and the relief that may come from Irene turning 21 is shared by the 

entire family. As Irene mentions, this desire to turn 21 increased after the 2016 presidential 

election in the U.S. For her, turning 21 is one way in which she could help her parents gain 

citizenship and evade the “suffering” that may come from the potential reelection of 

President Trump. Overall, they both agree that given their past experiences and their ability 

to “conquer many struggles,” they have a positive outlook on their future. They also reflected 

on how grateful they were to have one another. Aletza shares the following:  

I think I wouldn’t have survived without them. It’s a feeling that's indescribable. We 

have so much love for each other and no matter what happens, we’re there for each 

other. You can pull their hair one day [laughs], but you know that that person is going 

to be there for you no matter what. 

Similarly, Irene is grateful for having a sister that was a positive and an inspirational 

role model for her. They both expressed pride in what each of them have been able to 

accomplish. They continued to share the importance of being siblings that support and 

encourage one another. In many ways, their stories reflect how they found a support system 

in each other that helped them become resilient and strong individuals. 

Carla and Antonio’s Narrative  

After a couple of loops around the block, I secured a parking spot. Luckily, street 

parking is free after a certain hour. I walked up and down the block trying to locate Carla’s 
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home. Eventually, I called Antonio and asked him to come out to make sure I was at the right 

location. Once inside the house, Antonio led me up a flight of stairs and to the living room. 

While I was setting up for the interview, Carla shared that she lived here with roommates and 

informed me that at some point they may mingle into the kitchen. Among the various snacks, 

I laid out the pens, consent forms, and a sheet of paper for the timeline. I went through the 

consent forms and gave each of them their respective gift cards. At the time of the interview, 

Carla was a 26-year-old college graduate (undocumented w/DACA) and Antonio was 28 

years old, finishing his master’s in public health (U.S. citizen).  

Together, Carla and Antonio shared the immigration history of their parents. Their 

father immigrated to the U.S. in his late teens. Due to seasonal work, their father would live 7 

months of the year in the U.S. and the rest of the year in Mexico. After their parents got 

married, they moved to the U.S., “to a small town of 500 people;” Antonio was born a year 

later. Carla goes on to explain how the difficulties of seasonal work impacted their ability to 

stay in the U.S.  

I believe my mom was five months pregnant and they were going stay in the states 

because they wanted me to be born here, but due to financial circumstances and the 

way the winter is in that area my dad just thought that we weren’t going to make it 

financially. He’s all why are we going be crashing at people’s homes when we have a 

home in Mexico so, they just thought it would be more convenient without thinking 

about the consequences of that. Yes, so I was born there [Mexico] and then they 

brought me back when I was a little bit over a year.  
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Back in Mexico, their parents opened up a store and due to financial concerns, they decided 

to return to the U.S. Eventually, their father was able to obtain a green card through the 

passing of the 1995 amnesty.   

As Carla and Antonio reflected on their sibling story, they each agree that their 

relationship has grown closer as they have aged. More so, the differences in their status has 

augmented that closeness. In childhood, they recall teasing each other about their 

immigration status with little understanding of it. Nevertheless, Carla knew that something 

was different about her experience. As a family, they all continued to travel between the U.S. 

and Mexico during the months when seasonal work was paused. On four separate occasions 

that spanned their childhood and pre-adolescences, Carla remembered how they each had a 

separate plan for crossing the border into the U.S.  

I think it was a total of four times during grade school where the way it got set up [ ... 

] to come back to the states. We're all going to Tijuana together as a family from there 

it was different for him [Antonio]. He's [Antonio], he's him and there's going be an 

aunt or a family friend that’s going to pick him up on the other side. Opposed to me it 

was "oh, you're going to be this person." Or "this is your identity for the next like 

couple hours while we do this." "If they ask you this, then" I've become somebody 

else. So, that always stands out. It was always a reminder that we were having 

different experiences. 

Similar to Carla, these early experiences were Antonio’s first understandings of what it 

meant to have a different immigration status.  

I'll go back to those experiences of those four times in the early in the late 90's 

through 2000’s when we would cross as a family back and forth. Again, every time I 
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remember it, for me personally, it was easier. I always knew, but I was worried for 

my family, but I was never worried for myself [ ... ]I knew that I would always make 

it over somehow [ ... ] I was in my early teenage years, maybe a little bit younger [ ... 

] when I really noticed the difference or what it meant to be a U.S. citizen. 

As Carla and Antonio entered adolescence and young adulthood, their relationship 

grew closer as they each learned more about the barriers and privileges associated with their 

statuses. As Antonio reached various milestones (e.g., driving, voting), he used his privileges 

to help Carla.  

I think instances of how this has brought us together. Again, at the age of [ ... ] 16 

when I was able to drive and then knowing that she was not going to be able to drive I 

would always drive us to school. 

Additionally, Antonio explained that their relationship grew closer in college and after 

graduation. Antonio shared how he always tried to find ways to “step in and be supportive” 

whether that was staying up to date with her immigration case or sending her job links that 

were of interest to her.   

Similarly, Carla acknowledges that his support and role as a “mentor” has brought 

them closer together:  

I feel like with Antonio, he's that person, he’s been… in an interesting way, not a 

parental figure, but definitely a mentor. If I’m looking for jobs [ ... ] he'll send me 

links [ ... ] The things that he's involved with and his interests are related to this topic 

so, it’s definitely been, he’s been very resourceful like extra resourceful in a good 

way. I think that the fact that he’s so willing to help and knows every bit of the story 

has been another factor. 
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Carla highlights the unique experience of having a sibling that has been with her throughout 

her immigration experiences. Carla continued to explain that the differences in their status 

was never a source of “resentment” or “jealousy.” Instead, she was grateful and encouraged 

Antonio to use his privileges. 

Through the process of sharing sibling stories of the past, Carla and Antonio reflected 

on their individual experiences growing up with one another. For Carla and Antonio, turning 

16 years old was a huge event for each of them in separate ways. By growing up with a 

mixed-status sibling, Antonio learned what it meant to have privilege. At the same time, 

Antonio witnessed the barriers that existed for Carla, which came with a sense of guilt.  

When I was 18 and she was 16 and she wanted to get her drivers’ license I think one 

of the first feelings that I remember having was just guilt. Just knowing that I had all 

these different opportunities to travel internationally or to get a drivers’ license. I 

think it’s always been a sense of guilt and I think that’s stayed consistently since I 

first realized the difference until now. But I feel like now I think the guilt has 

probably intensified a little bit more just because so many of the opportunities I’ve 

had have been more obvious, especially with the job. I think that’s huge, being able to 

apply for any job.  

Additionally, Antonio described how he views himself as a “protective older brother” and a 

“mentor” that supports his sister. Furthermore, he described how growing up with Carla 

influenced his educational and professional trajectory.  

On the other hand, turning 16 years old and being unable to obtain a driver’s license 

was a difficult experience for Carla.  
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I’ve always known that I was undocumented [ ... ] I think even referring back to those 

four events where we were crossing back and forth, I still knew it, but I never felt 

unsafe necessarily. I think I was too young to understand [ ... ] It wasn’t until later on 

that’s when I remember feeling it actually affected like, ouch that one hurt. I can’t get 

a license, but all my friends are going car shopping. Then it’s like okay well, when is 

it my turn? 

Carla continued to share the difficulty of being undocumented as she attempts to 

engage in other rites of passage. For Carla, a pivotal moment in her journey was losing her 

DACA status after getting a Driving Under the Influence (DUI) ticket. After attempting to 

reapply for DACA and searching for answers, Carla was able to resolve her case.  

I know, I couldn’t believe it. I just felt grateful and undeserving. So, I think just 

having to relive being undocumented all over again just because of this one thing was 

tough, but luckily, I can say that I overcame it.  

More so, Carla described feeling a sense of responsibility to share her story with others in 

order to “put a face” to the undocumented experience. In growing up with Antonio, Carla 

reflected on the “positive influence” he has been in her life. For instance, Carla shared how 

she wants to be a resource for others. Additionally, Carla discussed how having a brother 

with citizenship provided a sense of relief in knowing that one of their family members were 

safe from being detained or deported. “I feel like in our family we’ve always seen him as [ ... 

] a resource. So, I feel like we always felt, I don’t know safe? Just because we knew at least 

one of us was...” 

Carla and Antonio’s family narrative emphasizes the role of immigration in shaping 

their lives and relationship. Carla and Antonio shared how growing up in a small family 
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positively contributed to their relationship as they spend all of their time with one another. 

Carla emphasizes how their mother created an environment that fostered a positive 

relationship between herself and Antonio. In addition to having a close sibling relationship, 

Antonio remarked how their mixed legal status has brought them closer together as a family.  

I feel this mixed-status family has kind of brought us closer as a family together in 

some ways for sure. I feel like we are very aware of where everyone's at and what 

their plans are because we do talk about like in 5 years from now [ ... ] my parents say 

in 5 years we want to be in Mexico [ ... ] I feel like if legal status wasn't part of this, 

we wouldn’t be having this kind of conversations. So, I think we're very invested in 

each other's lives because we talk about our 5-year, 10-year plan as individuals and as 

a family.  

For Antonio, his privilege as citizen shaped his role and responsibilities within the 

family.  

My parents would say, “we can’t wait until you’re 21 so then you can petition 

citizenship for me.” I remember feeling that was something that I was expected to do 

and it was also something to look forward to. I remember I was like, “oh, I can’t wait 

until I’m 21 to petition for my parents.” 

As a citizen, turning 21 signified a way for Antonio to help his parents gain a path towards 

citizenship. Additionally, Antonio spoke about how being a citizen allowed him to travel to 

Mexico and continue the connection between his immediate family in the U.S. and those 

abroad. More so, Antonio reflected on how he views himself as a “provider” for the family as 

he is constantly trying to plan ahead for all possible scenarios such as his parents’ retirement.  
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Throughout their stories, Carla and Antonio mentioned various communities that 

have indirectly shaped their relationship, educational path, and understanding of their 

identities as mixed-status siblings. Due to their parents’ seasonal work, Carla and Antonio 

grew up as one of the few Latino families in a small town that they described as majority 

white and conservative. Carla described how as children in a small town they tended to spend 

the most time with one another, which fostered a close sibling relationship. Additionally, 

Carla described how they felt supported by their community.  

Our county back home is republican. I feel like the community was very supportive 

of our few Latina families in the town [ ... ] I think they really value our community 

in the town because all the Latinas are the housekeepers and it’s almost like when 

you’re in such a small area, you realize that you’re all interdependent. So, you all 

kind of all rely on each other for things and no deja de ser pueblo chico [it still 

remains a small town]. So, people over the years build [ ... ] deep relationships. You 

know everybody’s grandmas, every member of their family... 

Antonio echoed the same sentiment that their home town was foundational to their 

experience and regardless of political views, he felt genuine support and guidance from this 

community, which he felt contributed to his educational success.  

For college, Antonio and Carla moved to other towns that allowed them the 

opportunity to experience an environment that was diverse and liberal. In particular, Antonio 

highlights how attending graduate school in a diverse context has allowed him to share more 

about his experience and identity.  

There’s a lot of diversity here and being at [University] specifically, I feel they, again, 

[University] has really encouraged all students to just be their honest selves. So then, 
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I found myself in many situations sharing a lot of this information with my colleagues 

and providing my perspective. So, I feel like that’s why I feel so comfortable having 

this conversation today with her and you because these are conversations that I have 

with my colleagues [ ... ] My environment has really made me feel validated and 

comfortable with my family's experiences and the value that we bring to the table and 

perspective.  

For Carla, speaking openly about her experiences as an undocumented person 

differed. As a child, Carla was given the message that out of safety one should not talk about 

their status. This changed for Carla once she had DACA and even more so when she moved 

to a city where it became a norm to share those personal details.  

As we near the end of the interview, Carla and Antonio reflect on the impact that 

growing up with one another has had on their mental well-being. Antonio reiterated that as 

the only family member with citizenship he often has felt and continues to feel guilty for his 

various opportunities. At the same time, he has made efforts to take advantage of his 

privilege by traveling or using his advantages to assist his family. Additionally, Antonio 

expressed feeling worried and stressed at varying degrees throughout his life: 

It’s become more stressful I think more recently I think in the past three years. It’s not 

a daily stress thing, but again my parents really want to retire, but not being able to do 

so. Then, I always think about how different our lives would be if we were all 

documented. I think it [stress] comes and goes [ ... ] I just think a lot and then what 

are my next steps and how can those next steps better help me, but then also in the 

long term help my family [ ... ] More recently, I’ve been thinking about it now 

because I’ve been looking for work [ ... ] I’m thinking alright they are thinking of 
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going back to Mexico. What’s the minimum threshold income that I need to make in 

order to support myself here, but then also be able to support them in Mexico when 

they go over there. So, that’s been my stress just, it comes in chunks every 2-3 years.  

As an undocumented individual, Carla described her stress as coming "in chunks but in very 

often chunks.” This stress and worry have permeated across her life starting with her 

memories of crossing the border on multiple occasions to being unable to engage in various 

rites of passage.  

There are opportunities I’m trying to seek, but since DACA is not permanent it's just 

stressful and its very unmotivating sometimes because I start thinking [ ... ] I don’t 

have the financial support or I won’t be able to get loans and stuff to go to school [ ... 

] If I do start a program it doesn’t even mean that I’m going to be able to get a job 

once that happens and so I’ve been feeling a lot of that stress lately.  

Woven into their reflections, Carla and Antonio shared stories of hope about their 

future. In thinking about the future, Antonio is hopeful that there will be a change in the 

immigration system that will allow his family and others to have a path towards citizenship. 

Professionally, Antonio aspires to finish his graduate program and find employment that 

allows him to continue working with undocumented communities. For Carla, her hopes are 

tied to having her DACA renewed within the next couple of months, so that she may 

continue to pursue her goals. Currently, Carla hopes to pursue a career as a teacher for the 

deaf and hard of hearing.  

Carla and Antonio end the interview with advice for other mixed-status siblings. They 

both highlight the importance of siblings having open communication with one another. 

Carla shares the following: 
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Just being open about feelings and I think once you’re open about the way you feel 

about certain things. If you’re talking about status and all of that, it just opens 

conversation and the more you share, the more you can connect with your sibling. 

Jessica and Mike’s Narrative  

Jessica and Mike were the third sibling pairs that I interviewed. Since Jessica lived 

near campus and her sister was still at home, we waited to have the interview on a weekend 

when Jessica would be in her hometown. The interview took place on a blistering hot May 

weekend. After driving a couple of hours, I met Jessica and Mike at their family home. As I 

prepared for the interview, their grandmother would pop in to offer us water and moved the 

fan so that it was hitting us with some cool air. I went over the consent forms with each of 

them and handed them a resource sheet as well as their gift cards. At the time of the 

interview, Jessica was 21 years old (undocumented w/ DACA). Mike was an 18 years old 

high school graduate (U.S. citizen).  

After I provided instructions on the timeline, Jessica and Mike spent a couple of 

minutes writing all of their siblings’ birthdays, deaths in the family, and years that different 

family members arrived to the U.S. The immigration story of their family started when their 

maternal grandfather came to the U.S. in the 80s and shortly after their maternal grandmother 

reunited with him in the U.S. Eventually, all of their grandparents’ children made their way 

over to the U.S. including Jessica’s parents who brought her along at the age of one. 

As Jessica and Mike began to share their sibling stories, it became apparent that 

having mixed immigration status shaped their childhood experiences. They both emphasized 

that as children they knew that they were born in separate places, but never saw themselves 

as “different” nor did their parents treat them differently. Nevertheless, they experienced the 
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privileges and barriers of their different legal statuses early on in life. Jessica shared that 

being able to travel highlighted those differences:  

I [Jessica] knew, but I didn't know what it meant either [ ... ] The only thing that I 

knew was that my parents were able to fly them [siblings] out to Mexico like every 

year [ ... ] and I was the only one that stayed behind [ ... ] I didn't know what it meant 

as to why I was here by myself, but I think that's why we kind of already knew, but it 

didn't really affect our relationship. That was the biggest thing I feel when we were 

growing up was that I had to be here by myself a lot when they all went [to Mexico] 

and then even when the little one was born [ ... ] my parents send them all again and I 

was like ahh man.  

Jessica and Mike both expressed sadness and frustration that they missed out on 

sharing various experiences with one another. Jessica shared how she felt closer to Mike 

when she was able to be present for important family events such as Mike’s Quinceañera. 

Similarly, Mike expressed that while she enjoyed traveling and being with family in Mexico, 

she wanted her immediate family to be present for important events such as her first 

communion. To this, Jessica commented that she wished she had the advantage that Mike 

had to be among family members in Mexico. This became salient for Jessica with the recent 

passing of their grandfather. In contrast to Mike, Jessica’s only opportunity to be with her 

grandfather was when he visited the U.S. Jessica shared the following: 

When my mom called me I was just shattered because I had all these dreams that I 

was going to go back and that I was still going get to see him, sorry (crying), my 

grandpa came down for my parents’ wedding and he made a comment to me that was 
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really sad because he was like, “I've always wanted to take you to the ranchos to see 

all the horses and hopefully one day and if not then in this life then in the next one.”  

These pivotal events in Jessica and Mike’s sibling narrative shed light on their statuses 

impacted their past, present, and future experiences.  

In retelling their adolescence, it became apparent that the tensions and bonding in 

Jessica and Mike’s relationship were influenced by their roles and expectations in the family. 

Jessica and Mike shared how their family’s expectations of them were largely influenced by 

their respective immigration statuses. For instance, in terms of employment, Jessica was 

expected to “get a job wherever you can.” This was in contrast to Mike’s experience in high 

school, in which her parents were selective about the places she should be working since she 

had citizenship. Additionally, Jessica and Mike recalled that education was highly valued and 

an expectation in their family. Given her barriers, Jessica noted that at first, she felt frustrated 

towards Mike when it seemed as though Mike was not applying herself in school: 

I [Jessica] started feeling frustrated about them [brother and Mike] not pulling their 

own weight, but that was early on when I was like this is what you got to do, this is 

what I did [go to college] [ ... ] My feelings have changed about that a little bit just 

because seeing her go through it and I know it's rough and I know our family is going 

be very aggressive about certain things [ ... ] So, it was more frustration to sympathy 

kind of thing. 

Over time, Jessica began to sympathize with the pressures and expectations on Mike. 

Similarly, Mike shared that she was often reminded about her privilege when her family 

would compare her to Jessica:  
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For me, since she [Jessica] needs DACA to go to college. All my other family is 

pressuring me like, “you were born here it's going be easier for you.” I applied for 

college and I still got rejected and stuff. So, I feel all this pressure like I have to do 

what they want me to do, but I just I need to work to get money for it first [ ... ] They 

don't understand, they think that just because I'm born here everything is going to be 

so much easier than it was for her. 

Mike continued to share that she often avoided Jessica in order to evade another conversation 

about college. More so, Mike felt that despite her efforts “it was never good enough.” With 

time, Mike and Jessica began to “sympathize” with one another’s experience and despite the 

tensions that emerged in the beginning, they found that it brought them closer as sisters. 

As Jessica and Mike continued to reflect on their experiences of growing up with 

each other, they shared the ripple effect that mixed immigration status had on their mental 

health and perspective. Throughout the interview, Mike openly shared that she was “naturally 

an anxious person,” but her levels of stress and anxiety increased as she became aware of the 

barriers that existed for Jessica and her family. Mike shared the following: 

It wasn't really that bad until I got into high school [ ... ] Then freshman year, first 

day, I had a panic attack and I was just like okay cool, this is new. I got over it, but as 

she [Jessica] got closer to graduating and more college stuff and there's more talk 

about immigration status in the news [ ... ] it slowly started shifting from just normal 

anxiety over teen things to being worried about my family. 

Mike goes on to explain that in many ways she joined Jessica in her stress when confronted 

with challenges. For instance, when Jessica did not receive her new employment card on time 

and was without protective status for nine months, Mike expressed feeling worried and 
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wondering what they would do if things had not worked out for her sister. As the one with 

U.S. citizenship, Mike constantly felt stressed, worried, anxious, and frustrated with not only 

Jessica’s situation, but also of other undocumented family members.  

For Jessica, the majority of her stress, anger, and frustration was centered on the 

limitations of her undocumented status, while also worrying for other family members. 

Unlike Mike, Jessica expressed that having a U.S. citizen sibling meant having someone she 

did not have to constantly worry about or fear being taken away from her.  

I [Jessica] don't think I really stress too much about my siblings because I know at the 

end of the day, they're fine [ ... ] My stress comes from my family like what's going 

happen if any of them ever get taken. So, I think I'm not afraid for my siblings. I'm 

more afraid for everyone else since they're citizens I feel they have that safety on 

them. 

Additionally, Jessica and Mike shared the rewarding aspects of their relationships. 

They highlighted feeling grateful that they had each other – a sibling that has been present 

and understanding of their experiences. What’s more, Mike’s perspective on the world and 

others have been changed. 

I [Mike] feel it made me just sympathize more with people and their situation and 

realize that not everyone has it easy. Life isn't fair. Just because you're a good person 

or you do good things doesn't mean everything is going be easy for you.  

Mike found that witnessing Jessica’s challenges and successes helped her understand the 

experiences of others as well as gravitate towards making friends with people who are also 

undocumented. More so, Mike would often find it easier to make friends that mirrored those 

experiences.  
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As we neared the end of the interview, Jessica and Mike’s shared their hopes for the 

future. Since their older brother recently turned 21, Mike hopes to use the benefit of her 

citizenship to find a job that will help pay for the cost of her parents’ citizenship application 

process. For Mike, once her parents’ immigration status is resolved, then she can begin to 

stress about “normal things.” On the other hand, Jessica’s hope for the future includes 

renewing her DACA. Lastly, Jessica and Mike’s offered their advice for other mixed-status 

siblings. Each emphasized the importance of siblings understanding one another and ensuring 

that neither make the other “feel less than” based on their immigration status. 

Fernanda and Denise’s Narrative 

I was introduced to Fernanda through a friend. My friend had shared the flyer of my 

research with her network. After multiple email exchanges with Fernanda, she decided that it 

would be best to conduct the interview with her sister, Denise, in the near future, shortly after 

Denise’s high school graduation. Fernanda and Denise asked me to meet them at a coffee 

shop in their hometown. It was a warm day, so we sat outside in the patio area. Given the 

proximity of the coffee shop to the highway, I set up the tables and chairs close to one 

another to ensure we could hear each other clearly. After we each ordered our coffees, I went 

over the consent form and presented them with their gift cards. At the time of the interview, 

Fernanda was 26 years old (undocumented) and Denise was 18 years old (U.S. citizen).  

After I presented the timeline, Fernanda and Denise chatted among themselves as 

they jotted down their parents’ immigration history and significant events in their lives. Their 

family’s immigration story to the U.S. began with the arrival of their mother’s aunt and her 

children, followed by their maternal uncles. Their father immigrated to the U.S. to work in 

the fields in order to obtain his green card. During a visit to Mexico, their parents met and 
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soon after Fernanda was born. While their father worked and lived in the U.S., Fernanda 

spend her first years living in Mexico with her mother and younger brother. Eventually, their 

mother made her way to the U.S. with 6-year-old Fernanda and her 5-year-old brother.  

As children, Fernanda and Denise recalled memories of having a close relationship and little 

understanding of their mixed immigration status. Fernanda remembered feeling excited that 

she had a sister that she could play with and have shared interests with her. While they did 

not treat each other differently, Fernanda shared that she and her brother made indirect jokes 

about Denise’s citizenship status. “I mean I feel like she [Denise] knew because we 

[Fernanda and brother] would joke around with her. We would be like “oh la gringa” or 

Mexico would play the U.S. in soccer and we'd be like “look your team.” Although these 

jokes “hurt her feelings,” Denise did not truly understand the significance of her status until 

she was older. Likewise, Fernanda shared that throughout her childhood she was “carefree” 

and the limitation of her undocumented status did not emerge until high school.  

Eventually, tensions in their relationship emerged as the barriers and privileges of 

their respective status became apparent. Throughout the interview, Fernanda reflected on 

how being undocumented limited her educational opportunities. Fernanda shared that she 

was barred from enrolling into a Magnet High School and encountered unsupportive 

counselors. Given the uncertainty and fear of how the government may use her information, 

Fernanda did not apply for DACA. Due to her experiences, Fernanda would constantly 

remind Denise of all the opportunities she had and this led to increased feelings of 

“frustration”, “jealousy” and “bickering” between them.  

I feel like she [Denise] feels like we attack her, but I don't think we attack her [ ... ] I 

mean I know you [Denise] didn't ask for it [citizenship], but I just want her to see all 
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the opportunities that she has as opposed to me and him [brother] because we didn't 

even get the DACA. So, we're like completely undocumented. 

Fernanda explained that these arguments have heightened since Denise graduated from high 

school. To this, Denise shared the following: 

It’s not the biggest issue in our relationship, but it is one that is constantly reoccurring 

and coming up where [ ... ] you make me feel guilty sometimes because I have it 

[citizenship]. Because I'm like wow then maybe I should go to school. Maybe I 

should put in the work like she put in the work. Why can't I do it [ ... ] I have more 

opportunities than her so, I could succeed a little more than she could. Then I feel like 

why? I should want to do it for me. I shouldn't want to do it for you... 

Denise continued to share that she felt “guilty” at the thought of wanting to experience things 

with Fernanda that she wouldn’t be able to do such as traveling. Due to her citizenship, 

Denise felt “pressured” to follow the path her sister and other family members expected of 

her. More so, Denise expressed that her arguments with Fernanda often made her feel as 

though her own frustrations and disappointments were not valid in comparison to Fernanda’s.  

Fernanda and Denise’s highlighted the ways mixed immigration status influenced 

their family relationships. Fernanda and Denise shared that sibling comparisons based on 

their statuses have been made by various family members. Denise stated: 

My mom she also says that too. She's like, “oh well you don't have the same 

opportunities as she did or like they did” [ ... ] my grandma has also told me, “well, 

you need to go to school and you need to do this or that because you have 

opportunities that she didn't or like they didn't have [ ... ] I’m getting it from 

everywhere 
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Denise’s parents and other family member often reminded her of her own privilege by 

making comparisons to Fernanda’s limitations. It made Denise feel as though she needed to 

prove that she deserved having citizenship and that by choosing not to pursue these specific 

opportunities, she is “letting them [family] down.” Similarly, Fernanda explained that her 

family used her as an example of what Denise should not do:  

I feel that's one of the biggest things in our household right now at this minute. This 

whole week it's bickering about why she [Denise] hasn't looked for a job. When is she 

going to start school? It's mostly stemming from my brother though, because he tells 

her [Denise] don't be like me [Fernanda] because I don't have a job, I didn't finish 

school.  

Additionally, Fernanda and Denise agreed that each of them have commonalities with 

their parents based on immigration status. On the one hand, Fernanda shared that she and her 

mother relate to one another because they are both undocumented. On the other hand, Denise 

felt that her father and her shared a similar sentiment about being the ones “with papers.” 

In the mist of these tensions, Fernanda and Denise emphasized the importance of their 

padrino’s [godfather] death in shifting how they related to their own status and for bringing 

them closer as sisters. Their padrino was in the process of obtaining his residency when they 

detained him at his immigration interview and deported him to Mexico. Their padrino made 

three attempts to return to his family in the U.S. Fernanda shared that he was kidnapped in 

the first attempt and in the second attempt he was sent to the hospital after being found 

unconscious in the trunk of the car. After being released from the detention center, their 

padrino’s third attempt landed him in the U.S., but shortly after he died from a heart attack. 

His deportation and death impacted each of them in different ways. Since Denise had 
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citizenship, she had the opportunity to travel to Mexico to see her padrino soon after he was 

deported: 

I was just wow. I felt a privilege because I knew they [family] wanted to see him and 

then when he passed away, I had that privilege to go and to see him. Even if it was 

just one last time, I physically got to see him, I got to give him a hug, we had 

conversations, he would tell me jokes. I got to experience him one last time, so it felt 

like they didn't have that. 

For Denise, this experience furthered her awareness about her own privilege, while also 

coming to understand the daily barriers that Fernanda encountered. Although Denise desired 

to leave home and pursue other experiences (e.g., traveling, college), the circumstances of 

their padrino’s death and the thought “if anything were to happen” to her family made her 

want to stay close to home. Fernanda shared that the “unexpected” passing of their padrino 

brought them closer together as they both were reminded of their family’s vulnerability to 

detention and deportation.  

In the sharing of their lives together, Fernanda and Denise noted how their mixed 

immigration status and the context of their experiences contributed to their mental well-

being. Throughout the interview, Fernanda and Denise have spoken about how growing up 

with a mixed-status sibling has created experiences that have resulted in feelings of 

frustration and disappointment. Fernanda wants Denise to take advantage of her opportunities 

and apply to college, which resulted in stress and frustration when Denise appeared to not 

want to follow that plan. While Denise understood Fernanda’s intention to be a “good sister,” 

it made her feel undeserving and guilty for having citizenship. Additionally, Fernanda 

mentioned that the political climate in their current community and at the federal level have 
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heightened their stress, frustrations, and fears. For instance, Fernanda noted that the 

circumstances of her padrino’s death “traumatized” her and changed the way she navigated 

her life in their hometown. 

I don't know I feel it was very traumatizing. I don't know it traumatized me big time 

because I don't want to get to that point where I just get thrown out. What am I going 

to do? That leads to that incident, I think it was October or November. This past 

November I think, my madrina, she still lives here because they [family] live here. 

We went out to eat to Denny’s and it was pretty late, it was like 9 and [ ... ] I don't 

know if you know, but there's a detention center here. We [Denise and I] actually live 

15 minutes away from one. Border patrol officers walked in [to Denny’s] and I got a 

very bad panic attack. I just started freaking out.  

Fernanda believed that a large contributor to her “panic attack” was Trump being elected into 

office. In contrast to Fernanda, Denise was not “nervous” about the officers nor felt these 

worries on a daily basis. Instead, Denise’s “panic” was centered on how the Trump 

administration may take away her siblings and parents, and she will be left alone in the U.S.  

In reflecting on themselves, Fernanda and Denise shared different perspectives on 

how their identities has been shaped by one another. Denise shared that having Fernanda as a 

sibling made her conscious of the experiences of others that belonged to the undocumented 

community.  

To me, it's just being aware. Knowing what's happening and being able to talk about 

it. Not that I've been through what she'd [Fernanda] been through, but just knowing. 

Because I feel if she [Fernanda] did have it [citizenship] or everybody in my family 
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had it [citizenship], then I wouldn't know- I wouldn't care as much as I care. I'd be 

like whatever this doesn't affect me and my family, why do I care? 

Denise reflected on how she might not have cared about immigration issues if she had been 

born in a family that had citizenship status. Additionally, Denise spoke about how regardless 

of their different statuses she considers herself “equal” to Fernanda. To this, Fernanda shared 

the following: 

See, I don’t feel equal to her [Denise]. I don't feel equal to a lot of people because I 

see my friends and obviously they got to go to school, and they already have their 

degrees and [ ... ] I don't have shit, so where do I stand? [ ... ] She says she sees [us 

as] equal and we're not equal.  

Fernanda noted that as an undocumented individual she has encountered barriers that people 

with citizenship do not have to experience. Thus, Fernanda argued that given Denise’s 

privileges, it is unfair to say that they are equal when their experiences do not reflect that 

reality. 

In processing their past stories, Fernanda and Denise ended the interview with their 

hopes for the future and sibling advice. Fernanda shared that in the immediate future she 

wants a job, while down the line she hopes to become a legal permanent resident. 

Additionally, Fernanda mentioned that she wants to finish school, travel, and start a career. 

On the other hand, Denise noted that she wants to travel and hopes that her family can obtain 

their “papers,” so that they can all travel together. After reflecting on the interview, Fernanda 

and Denise agreed that they learned more about how each of them truly felt about one 

another. Denise stated:  
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I think I would say to just listen to one another because I didn't fully understand when 

she [Fernanda] would tell me those things. To me, it was just like, “oh she's trying to 

make me feel guilty because I have it [citizenship] and she doesn't [ ... ] there're 

certain things that I didn't even know that you [Fernanda] felt until having this 

conversation.  

Fernanda and Denise believed that mixed-status siblings should have “open dialogue” about 

their thoughts and feelings in order to know how to best support one another. 

Christina and Marlen’s Narrative 

Christina approached me via a social media platform expressing interest in 

participating in the study. After discussing it with her sister, Marlen, they decided that the 

best time to complete the interview would be after Christmas. Once I arrived to their home, 

we gathered around the kitchen table. While going through the consent form, I met Marlen’s 

younger children and other family members. Marlen and Christina were each given their gift 

cards and a resource sheet. At the time of the interview, Marlen (undocumented) was 28 

years old and Christina was 20 years old (U.S. citizen).  

Once I went over the instructions, Marlen and Christina began to fill in the timeline. 

The first family member that immigrated to the U.S. was their maternal uncle. When he 

passed away, their maternal grandmother came to the U.S. to bury him and slowly brought 

over her youngest children. Eventually, their mother, pregnant with Christina, left Mexico 

with 7-year-old Marlen and their 12-year-old brother to escape an abusive relationship.  

Given their age gap, Marlen and Christina shared that their awareness and 

understanding of their mixed immigrations status differed. Marlen stated that she “already 

knew” that she had a different status from Christina. On the other hand, Christina shared that 
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as a child she knew that “there was something different,” but did not truly understand the 

implications of immigration status until she was a teenager. Nevertheless, the deportation of 

their brother was a significant event in Christina’s childhood. 

I think my brother first getting deported was the first stressor in my life that did 

something to me and made me kind of, not understand, but notice that something was 

there and that something was not, I don't want to say normal, but something that 

wasn't exactly normal. I basically knew that I had a family that was different than 

other people than the kids that I went to school with... 

While Christina may not have understood the full extent of her brother’s deportation, she 

began to live in fear of being separated from her family.  

As Marlen and Christina continued to discuss their brother’s deportation, it became 

apparent that this is a source of tension between them. Marlen shared that growing up she 

had a closer relationship with her brother than with Christina. After he was deported the 

second time, Marlen has not been able to physically see her brother for over a decade. Marlen 

shared that a point of contention between them is “that she [Christina] was able to go see my 

brother and doesn’t and I can’t.” To this, Christina shared the following,  

My brother wants to see me, my mom wants me to go see him, and I'm just like I 

don't know him [ ... ] Whereas to her that's her brother, he’s my brother too [ ... ] To 

me that's more for them [ ... ] I think that if I would have grown up with him, I 

obviously would love to see him, but to me now he's just a stranger… 

In addition to international travel, Marlen and Christina highlighted that they have 

argued over other forms of privileges. Marlen shared that as an undocumented teen mom she 

has not had access to the same resources that other young mothers with citizenship can 
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obtain. More so, Marlen does not have access to the limited privileges that come with having 

DACA, as she decided not to apply when it was first announced. Thus, Marlen get 

“frustrated” when Christina does not take advantage of her privileges. For instance, Marlen 

expressed the following:  

I know that if I had papers I probably would have kept going in school even if I was a 

mom and maybe I could have done something. And I tried going back, but paying for 

books and all that it's expensive and I had a kid… 

Marlen shared that she tells Christina to go to school and to use her resources such as 

applying for financial aid for higher education by filing for FAFSA (Free Application for 

Federal Student Aid). Instead, Christina found herself wanting to work than to continue her 

studies.  

Additionally, Marlen and Christina have distinct experiences when it comes to 

accessing a variety of employment opportunities.  

I [Christina] think that was a huge factor where she [Marlen] was like, “you can get 

any job because you're a citizen.” And I think that that would bring me a lot of 

frustration because even if I can get any job sometimes, I don't want that job, but it 

does makes me feel bad because I really don't take advantage... 

Due to her status, Marlen shared that she has continued to work in the vineyards – a job 

that’s labor intensive. In Christina’s experience, she has felt guilty for having had worked at 

places that are “stable,” but that are of no interest to her. Christina acknowledged that even 

when she complained about her jobs, Marlen would help her by sending her job links.  

Amongst the tension, Marlen and Christina have shared moments that have 

strengthened their relationship. Marlen and Christina did not have a close relationship until 
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recently. They both agreed that Marlen’s children brought them together because as Christina 

grew up, she was able to help with them. Additionally, around this time was when Christina 

began to comprehend the full extent of their mixed immigration status. More so, this was the 

start of the 2016 presidential election.  

I think honestly, I didn't really want to do this, but during the whole build a wall thing 

I think that's when I became closer to her. I came home more, I came home earlier, 

and that's when I maybe started looking out for her a little bit more. Not that she 

needs anybody to look after her because she can take care of herself... 

Christina mentioned that the rhetoric during Trump’s campaign and administration increased 

her worry for Marlen and she started to try to connect with her more. To Christina, Marlen 

has been a supportive sister through many of her difficulties at different stages of her life. 

Likewise, Marlen stated that “she’s [Christina] my best friend.”  

As a result of growing up with an undocumented sibling, Christina was changed in 

the way she saw herself and how she navigated her world. In understanding more about the 

struggles of her sister and family in general, Christina became “protective” of them.  

Yeah, I stopped inviting a lot of my friends over now. As I get older, people can vote, 

so I kind of watch my friend group and see basically who's going to be on my side 

and who's going to be against me. So, I just watched that out a little bit, but that's the 

only way that I've become protective... 

As a protector, Christina became conscious of her friends’ perspective on immigration, 

especially how they voted during the 2016 presidential election. More so, Christina began to 

involve herself in politics in order to be aware of the ever-changing laws that affect her 

family and community.  
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Within their sibling narrative, Marlen and Christina noted experiences of ongoing 

sadness, fear, worry, stress, and disappointment. As mentioned previously, Christina and 

Marlen highlighted the impact their brother’s deportation had on each of them. For Christina, 

this was her first exposure to the vulnerability of her family. 

I can't remember, but I remember when hearing when the word deportation with my 

brother. And I remember being scared for a minute when he first got deported. I think 

I remember being a little scared, but I can't put an age on it. I just remember being 

really young and being really scared for once in my life. That is just a fear that stuck 

with me a little bit. That sticks with me as I grow up… 

Hence, Christina found herself checking in with Marlen or her mother, worried that 

something may have happened to them. Additionally, Christina highlighted moments of 

sadness when she could not have Marlen be part of her experiences such as traveling to 

Mexico. For Marlen, her stresses were rooted in the limitations she and her mother 

experienced as undocumented individuals. 

It was hard when you're here because where my mom used to work, they used to let 

her change social securities. When they would check them, so they would see that it 

wasn't real so they would tell her at her job. Back then they used to say that 

immigration was going to her [work place], so she didn't go and she got fired because 

she didn't show up, but it was because they had told her that immigration was going 

to be there… 

Throughout the interview, Marlen has shared feelings of frustration towards the ways 

in which immigration status impacts the consequences of one’s behavior. For instance, 

Marlen noted that some people with citizenship believe that they can “do whatever they 
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want” because they do not have to worry about getting deported. On the other hand, 

undocumented people are forced to make decisions that will reduce their risk of deportation, 

yet may still negatively impact them such as their mom losing their job. As a result of this, 

Marlen shared feeling stressed when Christina does not “listen” or follow her “advice” 

because she wants her to take advantage of her citizenship privileges.  

As we approach the end of the interview, Marlen and Christina reflected on their 

hopes for the future. Both of them shared a sense of hope that soon they would be able to 

visit their brother together. Additionally, they want to help their mother start the legalization 

process, so that she too can see her son and quit her labor-intensive job. Lastly, they 

exchanged words of gratitude towards one another, highlighting that they saw each other as 

their biggest support system. 

Alicia and Marisol’s Narrative 

Alicia, Marisol, and I met at a coffee shop. Marisol heard about the study through her 

university’s first-generation college program. After coordinating our schedules, I flew to 

California to interview Marisol and her older sister, Alicia. The limited space of the coffee 

shop and the warm weather prompted us to sit outside. After they signed the consent forms 

and received their gift cards, I turned on the recorder and provided brief instructions on how 

to complete the timeline. At the time of the interview, Alicia was 25 years old 

(undocumented with DACA) and Marisol was 23 years old (U.S. citizen).  

Alicia and Marisol were quick to fill the timeline with various events in their lives 

and those of their family. As children, Alicia and Marisol recalled being fascinated with their 

father’s story of crossing the border into the U.S. Due to what they described as a 

“plummeting economy” in Mexico, Alicia and Marisol’s father immigrated to the U.S. to 
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meet their mother’s brother and cousin for work. While the original plan was to return to 

Mexico, their father decided to stay and eventually brought over their mother along with one-

year old Alicia and her three-year-old brother. Two years later, Marisol was born and their 

mother decided that she wanted to go to Mexico. Within months, their mother returned to the 

U.S. and eventually their aunt (mother’s sister) was able to petition their mother and start her 

legalization process.  

Given their family’s openness, Alicia and Marisol had an early awareness that they 

had different immigration statuses. They had limited understanding of it, but would often 

joke about it amongst each other and their family. Alicia shared the following: 

We would joke around about it [...] We would say, “oh she's [Marisol] a citizen,” so 

she has privilege in a jokeful manner. Or even healthcare wise, one time we were 

both at the clinic and they called her first and my dad was like it's because she's a 

citizen….so we would kind of make jokes of it, but I don't think there was a moment 

that my parents were like “oh we have to talk to you…” 

Marisol shared that joking was one way she and Alicia were able to talk about their 

differences as well as serve as a “coping mechanism.” For Alicia and Marisol, the 

understanding of their statuses became apparent as they each entered high school and started 

to apply to college.  

Reflecting on their memories, Alicia and Marisol expressed having a close sibling 

relationship. As children, they would hear stories together about their family members’ 

journey to the U.S. Due to those shared experiences, Alicia and Marisol were able to later 

reflect on their family’s experience with one another. Another experience that brought them 
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closer together was when Trump won the 2016 presidential election. Marisol shared that she 

was living in Barcelona when she heard the news: 

When Trump won the election and you're so upset and I was studying abroad when 

that happened. I was in Barcelona (crying), but I remember like your family being the 

first people that you want to call (crying) [ ... ] So we were all just FaceTime each 

other all day and even though I just said something terrible had happened it helped 

bring us closer because everybody was just texting, calling, FaceTiming literally the 

whole day. Everybody was just like where are you because in that moment nobody 

knew what was going to happen... 

Alicia continued to share that this event propelled them to have difficult conversations with 

their family about creating a plan should anyone in their family be detained.  

Furthermore, Alicia and Marisol supported one another through their educational 

paths. Alicia noted the following: 

I think her status giving her access to that [ ... ] In high school I was helping her out, 

but now she's helping me out in the sense of had she not gone through that trajectory I 

would have zero knowledge about what it means to go into grad school 

Due to their different paths, Alicia and Marisol were each other’s resources at different 

points in their lives. Even more so, Marisol’s status provided her educational opportunities 

that later benefited Alicia in her graduate school application process.   

Even though their “sibling fights” were not centered on their immigration status, it 

nevertheless shaped their perspective and reactions to one another’s experience. Alicia and 

Marisol mentioned feeling “angry,” “frustration,” and “sadness” when they were unable to 

travel together and share in the moments of being with family in Mexico.  



 

 87

I [Alicia] feel anger (laughing) a lot of anger again not with her, but I think that 

anger, frustration, and sadness does get triggered when she’s leaving [ ... ] Even when 

she is going to other countries or abroad or anything, I'm like damn I wish I could do 

that one day right, but I don't think it's something that's related to her. I think that 

those emotions do come about when she does things that she can do because of her 

status. 

Additionally, Alicia reflected on how seeing Marisol travel made her feel angry and 

frustrated with the barriers imposed on her by the current immigration system. Similarly, 

Marisol had mixed feelings. On the one hand, Marisol was happy to be with family in 

Mexico and yet sad that her own family members could not be there.  

As a citizen, Marisol noted that her privilege also came with its own pressures. 

I [Marisol] definitely recognize my privilege and being able to do that, but also 

sometimes we talked about it earlier having to feel like we have to make these 

sacrifices. Even now, I got my bachelor's. I got my masters (crying), but I still feel I 

owe it to my parents to even get my Ph.D. and (crying) sometimes I hate school, but 

then I think I won a full ride even for my Ph.D. like I can't say no... 

Alicia recalled pushing Marisol to always take full advantage of her privileges even when it 

meant sticking through difficult situations. In retelling these stories, Alicia reflected that her 

advice to Marisol came from a place of wanting to have those privilege. More so, Alicia 

shared that due to their statuses and their parents sacrifice they, she and Marisol, should 

make decisions to prove that they are “deserving” or “sacrificing” for the good of others.  

In talking about their close-knit family, Alicia and Marisol’s immigration status 

influenced their similar, yet distinct roles in the family. Marisol shared that she went straight 
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to a 4-year university, while Alicia attended community college and then transferred to a 

university. Their family members often use them as an example to “pressure” their cousins 

into following the same educational path, especially highlighting that Alicia attended college 

despite her undocumented status. Nevertheless, Alicia and Marisol attempt to mitigated these 

pressures by reassuring their cousins they could follow their own paths. Additionally, Alicia 

and Marisol used their educational roles to help their other family members.  

We got him [father] college stickers and having those on the back of the car. Yeah, 

we wanted him to rep our colleges, but at the same time we're using that strategically 

and one time it did help him. A cop pulled him over for like a stop sign or something 

and though he was initially butting heads with him the cop was like, “oh why do you 

have those stickers?” Then the conversation turned into, “oh my kids go to Santa 

Clara, my kids go to UCLA” and then the cop turned more chill and was like, “oh 

well, I'm going to let you go with a warning...” 

Marisol continued to share that they also use their status and knowledge to assist their 

parents with immigration related issues. For instance, as soon as Marisol turned 21 years old, 

she accelerated her mother’s legal petition that had started in the early 2000s. For Alicia, 

Marisol’s citizenship allowed them the opportunity to have a sense of “relief” now that their 

mother was a legal permanent resident. Throughout this process, Alicia provided “economic” 

and “moral support” to her mother by attending all her visits with the attorney and reading 

over all the documents to ensure that her case was going well.  

As they shared stories of the past and present, Alicia and Marisol reflected on the 

emotional impact of their mixed immigration status. Each of them mentioned experiencing 

similar feelings: “sadness,” “anger,” “frustration,” and “stress.” Throughout her life, Alicia 
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has confronted multiple barriers across different spheres of her life. At times, these barriers 

were emphasized for Alicia when Marisol engaged in activities afforded to her by her 

citizenship. Additionally, Alicia noted that her fears increased with the start of the Trump 

administration.  

I [Alicia] think that when Trump got elected and DACA was revoked in September I 

think in that moment there was a realization that like okay there could be a point in 

time where you could be separated from your sibling... 

Amongst Alicia’s fears was her potential detainment and deportation, and separation from 

Marisol. Due to DACA being revoked, Alicia made the decision to move back home instead 

of pursuing a job right after finishing her fellowship. Similarly, Marisol mentioned that while 

they may not worry about it on a daily basis the thought of being separated cause them stress. 

At the same time, Marisol and Alicia noted that being separated as adults would be easier to 

handle then if they were children. Like Alicia, Marisol has felt sad when Alicia could not do 

the same things as her.  

In the mist of these feelings, growing up with one another has also been rewarding. 

Marisol shared the following: 

I think it's definitely the humor and then just the fact that it's [mixed immigration 

status] made us really close. I can't imagine not growing up in a mixed-status family 

(crying) because it's just what we grew up with, but I want to say I wouldn't change it 

for the world (crying), but then again, I would. Because despite me saying I wouldn't 

change it for the world because this is my family and this is how we grow up. Our 

family is amazing and again I would change it because I just wish it were so much 

simpler and a stupid paper didn't matter (crying)... 
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Throughout the interview, Alicia and Marisol spoke about how their humor and jokes are one 

way they bond and cope with the stressors of having mixed immigrations statuses. More so, 

their mixed immigration status and that of their family has brought all of them closer 

together. Alicia concluded with sharing how growing up alongside Marisol and seeing her 

development gives her a sense of hope for the future.  

Throughout the span of their life, immigration status has played a different role in 

Marisol and Alicia’s perceptions of themselves. Marisol shared that growing up with an 

undocumented sibling and within a mixed-status family has helped her understand how to be 

an ally to others.  

I've [Marisol] engaged more in these conversations with her than with my brother. So, 

she's the one that's educated me in what the undocumented experience was like for 

her. And I think to the point that I made earlier that is what has allowed me to engage 

in these conversations with other folks who are undocumented in a way that makes 

them feel they are being listened to... 

Additionally, Alicia’s experiences and profession as a policy advocate have helped Marisol 

become knowledgeable in navigating the immigration system. Even more so, Marisol 

appreciated that her sister’s and family’s belief in her made her believe that she can “do 

anything.” For Alicia, her undocumented status marked her life in many ways including her 

educational and professional trajectory. Alicia shared that in community college she used to 

“cry” and wished that she was a U.S. citizen. Overtime, Alicia recognized that in many ways 

DACA has given her some “privileges” (e.g., drivers’ license, work permit) and the ability to 

accomplish her goals. Now, Alicia has come to embrace her undocumented status and the 

desire to have citizenship is more for the ability to travel and visit Mexico.  
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We ended the interview with Alicia and Marisol exploring their plans and hopes for 

the future as well as offered advice for other siblings. Marisol hopes to finish her graduate 

program in a couple of years, while Alicia is looking forward to starting graduate school. 

Alicia goes on to share that she is also waiting to see the outcome of the Supreme Court’s 

decision on DACA.  

I [Alicia] think for me up until June we have a looming Supreme Court decision, so 

that's always on my mind. Yesterday, I actually signed up for my GRE prep courses 

(laughs) and I was looking at the schedule and the four classes that we have it's a 

potential Supreme Court decision and I was like, “oh shit.” What if that decision gets 

handed down that day and then I have to go prep for the GRE right? So, because we 

already know what dates it might come out, so I'm like mapping it out in my calendar 

and I got to do what I got to do. I can't stop living just because of a decision. 

More so, Alicia hopes that one day she will be able to go to Mexico. Both Marisol and Alicia 

shared similar advice for mixed-status siblings including listening to each other and ensuring 

that the burden of immigration related activities are not placed on the one who is 

undocumented, but for the citizen to use their privilege to further the cause. Additionally, 

Alicia ended with the following:  

These stories of undocumented students are romanticized and when people talk to you 

and they want to hear all this sad stuff that's happened in your life. I don't know if you 

know there's a poet that's undocumented, Yosimar Reyes, who is like let's talk about 

our joy and ask me about what I enjoy doing, ask me what I do on a day-to-day 

basis... 

Lola and Isabella’s Narrative 
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Lola and I connected through an undocumented student network. I sent her the 

research flyer hoping she would connect me with other potential participants. Lucky for me, 

she and her sister, Isabella, met the criteria and were willing to participate in the study. After 

completing an interview that morning, I took a ride share to meet Lola and Isabella at their 

apartment. While setting up for the interview, Lola and I chatted about our graduate school 

experiences and research interests. I provided each of them a copy of the consent form and 

handed them their gift cards. At the time of interview, Lola was 25 years old (undocumented 

w/DACA) and Isabella was 22 years old (U.S. citizen).  

While completing the timeline, Isabella noted that she recently interviewed their 

mother about her immigration journey. Isabella emphasized that there were multiple reasons 

that contributed to her mother’s decision to leave Mexico including escaping poverty and to 

be reunited with their father in the U.S., in particular because it was rumored that he had 

another woman. Their mother crossed the border through the dessert alone while Lola and 

her older sister entered in a different manner. Two years later, their mother returned to 

Mexico with a 2-year-old Isabella and 5-year-old Lola because their grandfather was ill. Lola 

explained that a year later their second time immigrating to the U.S. was “clandestine,” 

except for Isabella. 

I [Isabella] went through a separate car with these two other people who had 

documentation. I guess I was their kid, but it was just weird because I think I have a 

memory of that because I was crying and they were offering me gum (laughs). 

In addition to this vivid memory, Isabella shared that she recalls their mother explaining that 

they would be able to have a better life in the U.S. Later on, their mother remarried and their 

younger brother was born. 
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In reliving their sibling memories, Lola and Isabella spoke of open dialogue and 

having a close relationship. Lola explained that in their family they were always open about 

their respective immigration statuses whether it was through jokes or serious conversations.  

I think it was something that we always spoke about and knew about that Isabella was 

the U.S. citizen. She was also the lighter toned one (laughs), so I think there are a lot 

of family jokes growing up about that [ ... ] Also, the conversation about potentially 

adjusting my mom status was also just a family discussion a lot of the time... 

Thus, there never was a big moment that made Lola or Isabella realize they had mixed 

immigration statuses. Instead, Isabella and Lola had multiple experiences that made their 

barriers and privileges “apparent.” Isabella noted that she’s constantly aware of her privilege 

and that of others in everyday conversations. Even with these distinctions, Lola and Isabella 

bonded over their shared experiences. Lola shared the following:  

One time, I think it was a while ago, but Isabella mentioned something like instead of 

saying my or your status, it’s our status. I thought that framing was super interesting 

and showing that there's some things, some experiences that are shared but, also 

seeing the divergence... 

Lola and Isabella told stories of attending protests together and having long discussions about 

their shared political views. Additionally, they supported one another in their shared worries 

about their family.  

I [Lola] think we also share worry about our mom. I think it's kind of a solidarity 

worrying about mom, about other family members. Also, maybe solidarity like when 

my uncle self-deported we were both “what the hell is he doing?” and then wanting 

him to come back like shared frustration... 
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Isabella highlighted that together they made sure their nine-year-old brother has access to 

opportunities they did not have as children. More so, Isabella expressed that their sibling 

relationship “got a little bit closer” in college. Due to her undocumented status, Lola learned 

other ways to access resources. Thus, Lola was able to support Isabella through the college 

application process and help her be “successful” in accessing financial resources. 

For Lola and Isabella, the privileges and barriers of their respective immigration 

statuses also created expectations that caused them frustration. Lola shared the following:  

I don't know that I was ever jealous (laughs) of the status [ ... ] I don't think- I can 

remember-- I think maybe at some point I felt anger, but not towards Isabella just 

towards the system of hierarchical immigration statuses... 

Lola recognized the role of the immigration system in creating these differences between 

herself and Isabella. It was important to Lola that Isabella take advantage of her privileges, 

especially when it came to higher education. Lola’s “frustration” emerged during Isabella’s 

community college years when she perceived that Isabella was not taking full advantage of 

her privilege by applying to more scholarships and internships. 

In addition to her sister, Isabella felt a similar sense of pressure from her family.  

I think there's always been just the pressure [...] because of all the advantages and 

privileges that I get to have. I have to have made everything that my mom does for a 

living and everything that my family goes through I have to, in light of that, do what I 

can to put in my part [ ... ] I have to make like my mom having worked at a factory 

for like 15 years worth it. I have to have made it worth it, especially since I was little, 

I knew as soon as I turn 21, I have to petition for my mom.  



 

 95

For Isabella, having citizen shaped her role in the family and with it came a sense of 

responsibility and pressure to ensure that the sacrifices of her mother were not in vain.  

Due to their varying levels of legal protection, Lola and Isabella’s worries and fear 

slightly differed. Isabella expressed that she felt “stressed” about her whole family.  

I think that I'm stressed out about the whole thing. It's kind of hard to separate how I 

feel about my siblings and how I feel about my family because they're all in the 

similar—almost same boat (laughs), but yeah, I do have my worries. 

Isabella continued to share that while Lola’s DACA offered some protection it did not 

decreased her sense of worry. As an undocumented individual, Lola had experienced fear 

with the uncertainty of her future. Thus, for Lola, Isabella and her younger brother’s 

citizenship status reduced her levels of stress and worry. If anything, Lola’s main concern 

was the impact that a potential deportation may have on her younger brother given that he is 

a minor. Lastly, Lola shared that she is grateful that neither Isabella nor her younger brother 

have to experience those limitations and that they have the “freedom to choose anything that 

[they] want.”  

In reflecting about their development, Lola and Isabella agreed that their immigration 

statuses influenced their perspective and trajectories. Lola shared that having a U.S. citizen 

sibling has kept her from completely “ostracizing” people with citizenship status.  

I think for me if I hadn't grown up with a mixed-status sibling at all I might ostracize 

people with a citizenship status a bit more---even though I kind of already do 

(laughs). Not ostracize completely because some of my friends do have status, but I 

think when I first meet people that are citizens, I am weary in some ways like you 

said it's just like the way they carry themselves or what they take for granted. 
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Lola noted that she often had to educate others about her status and “scaffold” their 

understanding. While Lola acknowledged that these experiences made her “weary” of her 

interactions with citizens, growing up with Isabella had helped her become “patient” and 

“understanding” that others may not be exposed to this information or have families that are 

impacted by the immigration system. Through Isabella, Lola found that her status is only one 

part of her identity and over time she learned to “embrace” all of her “personhood.”  

Similarly, Isabella shared that her identity was largely shaped by her experience 

growing up with a mixed-status sibling and within a mixed-status family. 

I'm always trying to recognize the advantages and the privileges that I have because 

it's always been a constant theme in my family. So, I've always been okay what can I 

do as well? That has been a constant theme. So, it has influenced my trajectory 

career-wise as well. So, I want to go to law school, but I'm very interested in 

immigration and labor law... 

In addition to pursuing a law degree, growing up with Lola taught her to recognize her own 

privilege, “listen” to the experiences of others, and understand how to appropriately support 

other undocumented individuals. 

As we were wrapping up the interview, Lola and Isabella discussed their educational 

plans. Lola is in the middle of her graduate program and hopes to be on the job market in a 

couple of years. Isabella will graduate from college and start working full time for the labor 

union. Additionally, Isabella hopes to apply to law school. In processing their participation in 

this interview, Lola and Isabella noted how their immigration statuses were completely based 

on when their mom chose to immigrate to the U.S. and the policies of the immigration 
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system then and now. Lastly, they both expressed that the best advice they could give to 

other siblings is to simply “listen” to each other. 

Francisco and Pedro’s Narrative 

Francisco and Pedro were the last siblings I interviewed. Francisco learned about the 

study through word of mouth. We all met at a coffee shop in their hometown. As we waited 

for a table to clear, we ordered our coffees and engaged in small talk. I found a table in the 

patio and set up for the interview. After presenting them with the consent form and gift cards, 

I provided instructions on how to complete the timeline. At the time of the interview, 

Francisco was 30 years old (permanent resident) and Pedro was 24 years old (U.S. citizen).  

Their family's immigration story started with the father’s initial journey to the US. 

Francisco shared that when his father returned to Mexico, he met their mother and got 

married. After 4 years, Francisco and his parents immigrated together to the U.S. Francisco 

recalled that after the 2nd grade they returned to Mexico because their grandfather was sick. A 

year later, they all returned to the U.S.  

Francisco and Pedro recalled early memories of knowing they had mixed immigration 

statuses, yet they did not comprehend its significance until much later. Francisco and Pedro 

shared that they both began to notice the difference when they stopped visiting their family.  

I [Pedro] knew, but I didn't understand it. I remember as a kid we would always do 

little trips to Sacramento to visit our godparents and everything and that was normal 

for us. Then, I guess it started becoming a little more dangerous [ ... ] driving far [ ... ] 

that's when it hit. We can't do that anymore because of that status so we just ended up 

staying within our little radius… 
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For Francisco and Pedro, their statuses limited their mobility and ability to be near family. 

Pedro expressed that he became aware of his status as other family members reminded him to 

take advantage of the benefits As Francisco entered his high school years, he began to realize 

the limitations of his status.  

Diving further into their sibling relationship, Francisco and Pedro’ relayed that their 

mixed immigration status strengthened the bond between them. Francisco shared the 

following: 

In a way it brings you together. It brings you closer just because I may have the 

memories and he [Pedro] might have the question so I might have the answers. Even 

when we got older, he [Pedro] got to experience school part first, so now I'm the one 

bugging him and I'm like so what class I got to take... 

Given their statuses, Francisco and Pedro were not able to partake in experiences together at 

the same time. Due to that, Francisco noted that they were each other’s “role models.” For 

instance, Pedro noted that in high school Francisco “pushed” him to stay in school and to try 

new things. Now, Pedro is the one helping Francisco with his college process. As siblings, 

Francisco and Pedro have also supported one another in their shared worries of their parents’ 

vulnerable situation of being detained and deported 

The differences in Francisco and Pedro’s statues contributed to conflicts in their 

relationship. Francisco shared that they would have arguments about Pedro taking advantage 

of his privileges.  

I [Francisco] feel like me not being able to do a lot of that stuff [ ... ] I just want to 

push him [Pedro] more [ ... ] If it was me, I would be more motivated or more [ ... ] I 

know that's caused a lot of fights and not talking for (laughs) a day or two, but yeah I 
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don't know for me I felt he was taking it for granted and I probably wished that I had 

that chance… 

Before obtaining DACA, Francisco shared that he had difficulties accessing educational 

opportunities and was forced to take on any job he could due to his limited options. Thus, 

Francisco would “push” Pedro to pursue all the opportunities he may be able to access. To 

this, Pedro shared the following:  

I have the opportunity, but at the same time [there are] some things that are not what I 

want. So, I understand his point of he wants me to use it [privilege], go do everything 

that I can, but it's like I would, but I want to stay within things that I like in a way [ ... 

] It's been a constant push, but at the same time it's kind of frustrating, but at the same 

time motivational like okay you have to be better… 

While Pedro understood his brother’s desire for him to seek opportunities, he felt “frustrated” 

because of the pressure to follow certain things that may have held no interest for him. 

Unlike Francisco, Pedro had little to no memories of the time he spent in Mexico nor had the 

opportunity to establish close relationships with family. Thus, Pedro felt “jealous” of missing 

out on those experiences. Although they both felt “jealous” of each other for having access to 

different things, Francisco and Pedro did not let this rupture their relationship. 

For Francisco and Pedro, their mixed immigration status has shaped their perspective 

on themselves and others. Francisco shared stories of how his views on his status changed 

over time.  

I [Francisco] always knew I was undocumented, but in a way it was kind of a 

roadblock for me. It would take me a long time to figure out that there's another way. 

Now I guess just being more educated and seeing that just because you're 
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undocumented doesn't necessarily mean that to stop or that you can't do this or you 

can't do that. It just takes longer… 

In the beginning, Francisco felt that his status was a barrier and over time, he began to realize 

that being undocumented meant learning to find other ways to reach his goals.  

Pedro noted that having Francisco as sibling made him conscious of his privilege and 

expanded his understanding of others:  

I [Pedro] am learning about his situation, his dream act and everything [ ... ] This is a 

whole new perspective. So, it would always be two different perspectives, it would be 

mine and his. I would say I'm not self-centered because if I see something I am 

always like okay can he participate [ ... ] How does this affect immigrants? So, I think 

that would be sort of an advantage just be more open… 

Additionally, Pedro noted that his decision to attend college in his home town versus out of 

state was grounded in whether or not he could see his family. Beyond college, Pedro 

emphasized that he is trying to find a “middle” ground where he can pursue his own goals 

while also take into consideration how he can stay connected with his family considered their 

limited mobility.  

Francisco and Pedro’s well-being has been influenced by the limitations associated 

with undocumented status. While Pedro is protected from deportation, he is always fearful 

about what could happen to Francisco.  

Knowing that he's not documented every time I would hear [ ... ] ICE raids and all 

this just hearing them come close. I'm just like you know what would happened? 

They [family] would leave, I wouldn’t be able to see them [ ... ] So, that was constant 

scare of what's going to happen? Would I go with them? Would I stay here? [ ... ] 
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Some things you're just helpless with other things you want to help. So, I think it's 

just that one thing just worrying about everyone [ ... ] I'll be fine, but everyone else 

around me they're vulnerable... 

Francisco shared stories of encountering constant barriers and building a “thicker skin” that 

ultimately helped him find other “doors” that all could get him to his goals. To this, Pedro 

recalled his excitement when Francisco obtained DACA because he knew his brother could 

finally pursue his passions.  

With limited protection from DACA, Francisco was less worried about himself and 

more concerned for his father’s safety.  

I [Francisco] worried more about him [Dad] because he's the main provider. If 

something happens, what happens to us? But I probably I never thought about him 

[Pedro] because for him it was always going to be easier, but I never thought how that 

affected him too… 

Francisco continued to discuss the impact that his father’s deportation would have on their 

entire family. Additionally, Pedro’s citizenship helped Francisco worry less about him. With 

the Trump Administration in power, Francisco and Pedro reiterate the constant stress and 

worry they have about their parents. More so, Pedro emphasized the worry of potentially 

seeing the “doors” of opportunity close on his brother.  

After reflecting on their past stories, Francisco and Pedro shared their goals for the 

future. Francisco shared that now that he is a permanent legal resident, he is thinking about 

returning to school and obtain his bachelor’s degree. Overall, Francisco wants to pursue 

experiences that his new legal status will afford him. To this, Pedro noted that he hopes to 

accomplish as much as Francisco. They both end the interview with providing advice to other 
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mixed siblings. Francisco and Pedro shared that siblings should communicate with each other 

because that will help build a closer relationship.  

Themes 

Through a narrative inquiry framework, findings from this study emphasized that the 

unfolding of each siblings’ life story and the meaning ascribed to those experiences are 

unique. However, through the analysis of the eight sibling narratives as a whole, four main 

themes emerged: a) solidarity, frustration, and guilt in the sibling relationship, b) family roles 

and expectations, c) the sibling experience of citizenship and undocumented identity, d) 

stress, uncertainty, and relief from deportation and family separation. 

Solidarity, frustration, and guilt in the sibling relationship 

This theme encompassed positive and negative experiences in a sibling relationship 

that derive from mixed immigration status. Across their unique narratives, participants 

provided countless stories of how the differences in their immigration status united them as 

siblings and lead to arguments that often resulted in feelings of frustration and guilt. 

Throughout their childhood, all participants expressed an early awareness that their statuses 

were different, yet the implications of it did not resonate with most until reaching 

adolescence. Whether undocumented or a U.S. citizen, participants began to notice the extent 

of each other’s limitations and privileges. For some undocumented participants, it was the 

ease with which one’s sibling could travel internationally, obtain a drivers’ license, access 

health care, or have an array of employment options. On the other hand, U.S. citizen 

participants recounted witnessing their siblings struggle with being unable to drive without a 

license, the limited options in financial aid, reapplying and waiting to receive DACA, or 

staying at a job they hated because it was one of few places that hired someone without a 
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legal status. Nevertheless, throughout the trajectory of their lives, participants’ sibling 

relationship grew closer as they used their privileges and obstacles to support one another. 

For instance, Antonio, a U.S. citizen, shared:  

I feel the difference in status has brought us closer more recently probably in college 

and specially after she graduated college. Because I’ve tried to always [ ... ] probe at 

her interests and tried to guide her to find employment because I know how hard that 

is and even when she was looking for work, I would sort of send her links to jobs and 

say oh you should look at this job. Well, I think I’m very inquisitive, so I always ask 

questions about her status and see where it is at. It might come across sometimes as 

intrusive, but I think it is me just wanting to know what the update is so that way I 

know how I can step in and support in that way. 

Both undocumented and U.S. citizen participants expressed aiding their sibling 

through the education process in a myriad of ways such as mentoring them through the 

application process, reading their scholarship essays, or paying for school expenses. As a 

DACA recipient, Lola learned how to navigate the educational system with minimal 

resources:  

I have had to maneuver around fewer resources, but also applying to more stuff and 

just finding things. I think I can be that support whenever you're applying to stuff [ ... 

] I always try to edit her stuff [ ... ] I know what they are looking for [ ... ] I've had 

some success getting funding. I know how to sell your soul for money basically 

(laughs) so I think maybe that's an unintended positive thing that has resulted out of 

our differences in status. 
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Similarly, U.S. citizen participants were able to help their undocumented siblings apply to 

college or graduate school. Francisco explained that as an uninformed youth, he believed that 

being undocumented was a “road block.” Now, a recent legal permanent resident, Francisco 

is “playing catch up” to his U.S. citizen brother, a current college student, and seeking out his 

advice on college applications.  

Despite the differences in their status, participants identified their siblings as a 

support system that could share in and understand the experiences of growing up in a mixed-

status family. During the interview, Isabella and Pedro, both U.S. citizen siblings, would talk 

about events in their lives as “our status” to highlight how they share in the experience with 

their undocumented siblings. Across all participants, there were stories about shared 

experiences in worrying about their family members and strategizing together on how to best 

help others based on their status. For instance, Marisol, a U.S. citizen, and her sister Alicia, a 

DACA recipient, worked together to help their mother through the legalization application 

process. While Alicia oversaw their mother’s paperwork process, Marisol attended the 

immigration interview with their mother as her citizenship guarded her from the threat of 

being detained. Alicia explained:  

I don't think I specifically noticed then, but really helps me worry less knowing that 

she [Marisol] was over there and my mom was going to be okay because obviously 

they were going to be like oh go to the immigration office with your mom who only 

has DACA right and knowing that she could go with her gave me a sense of ease and 

just feeling more calm […] obviously that has to do with her status the fact that she 

has her U.S. passport and citizenship and they can't send her anywhere (laughs)  
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Lola, a DACA recipient, and Isabella, a U.S. citizen, discussed working together to 

provide opportunities for other family members such as paying for their younger U.S. citizen 

brother to travel and enroll in “a good middle school.” Like other sibling participants, Lola 

and Isabella, relied on each other to process their concerns: 

I [Lola] think we also share worry about our mom. I think it's kind of a solidarity 

worrying about mom, about other family members. Also, maybe solidarity like when 

my uncle self-deported we were both “what the hell is he doing?” and then wanting 

him to come back like shared frustration... 

Additionally, a handful of the participant dyads shared the experience of the death of 

a family member in Mexico. Participants would discuss with one another the unique 

circumstances around witnessing their parents or themselves being unable to travel to Mexico 

to grieve with other loved ones.   

Within their mixed-status families, many participants shared that they valued having a 

sibling present in their life, one who encouraged and supported their decisions. Participants – 

U.S. citizen and undocumented – both expressed encouraging one another to travel abroad, 

take a year off between high school and college in order to work, or engaging in advocacy 

related activities. This type of support was particular important for participants, especially 

when their parents did not agree with these decisions or were pressuring them to follow a 

certain path. For instance, Mike, a U.S. citizen participant, talked about siding with her 

undocumented sibling when their family was pressuring her to get married in order to obtain 

citizenship. In a similar vein, many undocumented participants experienced a sense of 

“relief” of not having to provide an explanation about their status to their sibling. Some 

undocumented participants shared moments with strangers, friends, co-workers, and even 
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extended family members that reminded them that the burden of having to explain one’s 

status fell on them. For example, Jessica, a DACA recipient, stated:  

It's just relieving that at least between us I don't have them constantly saying, “why 

haven't you become a citizen yet?” My siblings understand. It's other people that I 

finally say it to and that's like the most infuriating thing when they're like well you 

can just become a citizen. 

Although participants with U.S. citizenship are not limited by their status, they stood 

in solidarity with their undocumented siblings by sharing in their siblings’ feelings of anger, 

frustration, and joining in their celebrations. Some U.S. citizen participants identified 

positive feelings when attending protests with their undocumented sibling and witnessing 

their “resilience.” Pedro, a U.S. citizen, shared his feelings when his brother become a 

DACA recipient. 

It was amazing. He could finally start pursuing the things he wanted [ ... ] It was that I 

guess, finally seeing him have more doors open for him instead of, “oh, I can't do 

this. I can't do this.” It's like well now you can pursue stuff you want. You can learn 

the stuff you want so… 

At the same time, participants expressed aligning with their undocumented sibling when they 

encountered obstacles together. For instance, some participants highlighted being limited in 

their ability to travel internationally and even within the state, especially to places with a high 

presence of immigration enforcement officials (e.g., border portals, border towns). Again, 

some participants would reference their struggles as siblings with “our status” when they 

were limited by their mixed immigration status.  
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Even within close sibling relationships, mixed immigration status could be a source 

of conflict. Some undocumented participants expressed that much of their feelings were 

based on their desires to have the privileges associated with U.S. citizenship. Hence, 

undocumented siblings acknowledged that these feelings were directed at their situation and 

less so towards their siblings. As Lola, a DACA recipient stated, “I felt anger, but not 

towards Isabella just towards the system of hierarchical immigration statuses…” 

Nevertheless, participants found that the differences in their statues lead to arguments.  

As a whole, undocumented and U.S. citizen participants shared that feelings of 

“jealously,” “sadness,” “frustration,” “anger,” and “guilt” largely emerged as they entered 

high school, a time in which their differences became apparent to both of them. Participants 

alluded that the majority of their conflicts centered on the privilege and limitations of one 

another’s educational and employment options. From the perspective of many undocumented 

participants, their immigration status was an obstacle that forced many to find different 

avenues to access their educational goals. As a result, undocumented participants expressed 

“frustration” when they perceived that their U.S. citizen siblings were not reaching their full 

educational potential and taking full advantage of their privileges by applying to all the 

resources accessible to them. This was particularly salient for some undocumented siblings 

that were helping their U.S. citizen sibling with school whether through mentorship or 

financial assistance. For instance, Aletza, a HIB visa holder, discussed feeling “frustrated” 

towards Irene, her U.S. citizen sibling:  

When she got bad grades or even a B, I was super strict with her. So, to me, I would 

get frustrated because I was like Irene, I'm doing all this [ ... ] I’m working full time. 

I'm going to school. I have to pay for bills. All your job is to do good in school. 
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Because of that I was I don't see how you're getting a B or B- or even a C in a class 

was acceptable to me. It's just you could do anything you set your mind to... 

Similarly, undocumented participants expressed the hardship of seeking and maintaining 

employment. In light of their experiences, some undocumented participants shared feeling 

“frustrated” with their U.S. citizen siblings when they would complain about their jobs. 

Francisco, a legal permanent resident, said: 

We do get into argument about the whole job thing. For me, it was always harder 

because he can go to Sears or Ralphs or whatever to get a job […] so for me it was 

always working at crappier jobs in a way or horrible hours. 

Like Francisco, other participants shared a similar sentiment especially when jobs were 

limited before they became DACA recipients. For two participants, this continues to be a 

point of contention as they currently are not beneficiaries of the DACA program.  

On the one hand, U.S. citizen participants experienced their own feelings of 

frustration and guilt around the topic of education and employment. All the U.S. citizen 

participants expressed acknowledging their privilege and understanding their undocumented 

sibling's positive intention. Nevertheless, some U.S .citizen participants shared that their 

siblings’ intentions increased their “frustration” and “guilt” because they did not have the 

same educational goals or paths as their undocumented sibling. For instance, Denise, a U.S. 

citizen, stated: 

I know you don't mean to, but I feel different and then I also feel guilty too. Because 

I'm like okay why can't I be like you, into school. Why can't I be like okay I’m going 

go to school and I'm going to put the work and I’m going to do this and that, but then 

I’m not you […] 
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Similar feelings emerged around the topic of employment. As a result of witnessing 

their undocumented siblings work experience, some U.S. citizen participants shared feeling 

“frustrated” and “guilty” that they would complain about their jobs or refuse to apply to 

certain jobs because it was not something they wanted to do. Christina, a U.S. citizen sibling, 

shared:  

I [Christina] think that was a huge factor where she [Marlen] was like, “you can get 

any job because you're a citizen.” And I think that that would bring me a lot of 

frustration because even if I can get any job sometimes, I don't want that job, but it 

does makes me feel bad because I really don't take advantage... 

More so, some U.S. citizen participants shared that sometimes these experiences would result 

in them feeling as though their “frustrations” were “invalid” in contrast to the experiences of 

their undocumented siblings.  

The ability to travel internationally was another privilege and limitation that garnered 

a range of emotions for participants. Unlike education and employment, some participants 

traveled from a young age – an experience that brought an early awareness of what it meant 

to be undocumented or a U.S. citizen. More so, traveling limited some participants’ ability to 

partake in shared sibling experiences, which resulted in feelings of sadness and anger. For 

instance, Jessica, a DACA recipient, and Mike, her U.S. citizen sibling, spoke about their 

sadness of missing out on important events together such as family vacations and Mike’s first 

communion because their parents would send Mike and their other U.S. citizen sibling to 

Mexico, while Jessica stayed at home. For other undocumented participants, the topic of 

traveling brought up feelings of “anger.” For some, it was the inability to visit their home 

country as well as to build and maintain relationships with family members in Mexico. 
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Marlen, an undocumented participant, and her U.S. citizen sister, Christina, described that 

their disagreement is centered on Marlen wanting Christina to use her privilege of traveling 

to visit their brother, who was deported over a decade ago. Marlen, an undocumented 

individual stated, “that she [Christina] was able to go see my brother and doesn’t and I 

can’t.” 

Family roles and expectations 

This theme referred to a combination of external and internal pressure to take on roles 

and expectations in the family based on immigration status. Mixed immigrations status also 

played a significant role in the development of participants’ roles and expectation within 

their families. Most participants knew certain aspects of their parents’ immigration history to 

the U.S. – often to escape poverty and provide better opportunities for their children. 

Although participants had different statuses, they both shared a similar expectation or as 

some identified a “pressure” to make decisions that honored their parents’ sacrifice. For 

many of these families, education was highly valued and an expectation for their children, 

regardless of their immigration status. Alicia, a DACA recipient, stated:  

I think back then I really had the mentality that the sacrifice to leave their land and I 

need to be and do everything that I can to make sure that my siblings do everything 

that they can in order to really be this top-notch student or person or children of 

immigrants. 

For some participants, having U.S. citizenship added an extra layer of “pressure,” 

especially in light of the limitations of both their undocumented siblings and parents. For 

instance, Irene, a U.S. citizen, explained: 
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Growing up education has always been a really big thing in my family. My mom and 

dad never graduated high school, so they were always like, “you guys have so much 

opportunity here, take advantage of it. When my sister graduated high school, I know 

that it was a huge thing for both of my parents. They were really trying to encourage 

her to keep going to college and graduate with a degree. So, like also growing up for 

me it was like "you need to finish school." 

Isabella, a U.S. citizen, witnessed her mother work at a factory for 15 years and so, to 

her, taking advantage of her privileges will “make it worth” the years of her mother’s 

sacrifice. Like Isabella, Marisol, a U.S. citizen, felt she couldn’t say no to the opportunity of 

a “full ride” scholarship for graduate school because she “owed it” to her parents. A couple 

of participants expressed feeling conflicted between following the path that is expected of 

them or pursuing their own interest. For instance, Christina, a U.S. citizen, recalled:  

My mom keeps telling me school is very important and that I should be going to it, 

but for me right now I’m stuck in between. Whereas I see school is important, but I 

also see it as a waste of time. 

Some participants mentioned how their parents would remind them of their privilege 

and expectations by comparing them to their undocumented sibling. For instance, Mike, a 

U.S. citizen, recalled, “Since she [Jessica] needs DACA to go to college. All my other family 

is pressuring me like, “you were born here it's going be easier for you.” […] So, I feel all this 

pressure.”  

Outside of education, participants also expressed feeling that their parents had 

different expectations of them based on their statuses. For instance, Jessica, a DACA 

recipient, noted that her parents and other family members would often pressure her to “work 
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under the table” or would “[…] pushing me to get married so I can get whatever it is and its 

really frustrating cause like I understand that they want like what's best for us but like putting 

these pressures I feel isn’t helping either.” Unlike her, Jessica explained that her U.S. citizen 

sister, Mike, did not have these same expectations. Additionally, a couple of participants 

noted that their citizenship status propelled them to take on different responsibilities on 

behalf of their family. The majority of participants emphasized the importance of turning 21 

in order to help their parents obtain a legal status. Some participants indicated that family 

members would often speak about them turning 21 since they were young children. For 

example, Irene, a U.S. citizen, stated “I’ve been waiting my whole life to turn 21, so I could 

possibly help my mom get her citizenship and maybe even my dad.” On the other hand, 

Mike, a U.S. citizen, shared:  

I’m trying to get everything resolved as quickly as possible because my brother is 

turning 21, so he’ll be able to help my mom soon. So, that’s another reason why I 

want to stay and work to help pay for that because once they're taken care of, I feel 

like I'll be okay. 

In addition to financing or petitioning their parents, some participants recalled taking 

on the responsibility of driving their family members when they were able to get a driver’s 

license. Others discussed that they took on the role of being the “bridge” between their 

families in the U.S. and Mexico. For instance, Antonio, a U.S. citizen, described:  

My parents would encourage me when I was a teenager that, "you should go to 

Mexico by yourself, visit your aunts and uncles and your grandparents.” So, I always 

knew that there was a disconnect between having my immediate family in California, 
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but then my extended family in Mexico but they wanted to use me as a bridge to 

connect. 

Likewise, Denise, shared that since she had citizenship, she went to Mexico, on behalf of her 

family, to visit their padrino (godfather) when he was mistakenly deported to Mexico.  

The sibling experience of citizenship and undocumented identity 

The following theme described aspects of identity formation that emerge in reference 

to one’s and siblings’ immigration status. The majority of U.S. citizen participants described 

a multitude of ways their undocumented sibling impacted the formation of their identity. As a 

result of witnessing their undocumented siblings’ experiences, many of the U.S. citizen 

participants noted an increasing awareness of the privileges allotted to them based on their 

citizenship. Some participants reflected experiencing the conflicting emotions of feeling 

“grateful” for their privileges, while also grappling with the “guilt” that emerged in light of 

their sibling experiences. For example, Antonio stated:  

When I was 18 and she was 16 and she wanted to get her drivers’ license I think one 

of the first feelings that I remember having was just guilt. Just knowing that I had all 

these different opportunities to travel internationally or to get a drivers’ license. I 

think it’s always been a sense of guilt and I think that’s stayed consistently since I 

first realized the difference until now. 

Other participants expressed feeling similarly “guilty” or “bad” when conversations centered 

around the topic of their privileges.  

In addition to their privileges, participants credited their undocumented sibling for the 

knowledge and ability to navigate the immigration system, for learning how to be an “ally” to 

the undocumented community, and to think critically about the experiences of other 
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marginalized groups. U.S. citizen participants emphasized having a broader awareness of the 

experiences of undocumented communities. Denise, a U.S. citizen, explained: 

I feel if she [Fernanda] did have it [citizenship] or everybody in my family had it 

[citizenship], then I wouldn't know- I wouldn't care as much as I care. I'd be like 

whatever this doesn't affect me and my family, why do I care? 

Consequently, some participants noted becoming “open minded” about communities 

different from their families. Similarly, other participants emphasized that this awareness 

increased their involvement in immigration related issues, which resulted in staying aware of 

current laws and policies, attending protests, challenging stigmatized perceptions of 

undocumented communities, and being critical of systems as a whole. For instance, Isabella, 

a U.S. citizen explained:  

It's important to be really mindful and to kind of be supportive of everybody and not 

just [ ... ] be supportive of causes that support you and your family but also other 

people and other families that's my development over time. 

A couple of participants shared that the experiences of growing up with their sibling 

in a mixed-status family influenced their professional path such as becoming an immigration 

lawyer or dedicated their graduate work researching the experiences of mixed-status families. 

Additionally, participants became conscious of other people’s perspectives on immigration 

related topics – some chose to end friendships because their political views while others used 

their experiences to challenge peoples’ views. More so, some participants indicated having a 

greater, as Antonio stated, “understanding of what resiliency looks like,” because of their 

undocumented siblings. Thus, many participants stated that they believe in their ability to 

successfully obtain their goals. Lastly, participants identified feeling “grateful” for the 
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privileges associated with their citizenship and some noted that to them, being a citizen was 

only a portion of their identity.  

Undocumented participants reflected on how their immigration status and having a 

U.S. citizen sibling played a role in their identity formation. Most participants discussed at 

length their trajectory of confronting the limitations of their immigration status at different 

stages of their life. Some participants shared that they experienced “anger,” “shame,” and felt 

“uncomfortable” and “afraid” speaking about their undocumented status. A couple 

participants described that as they grew older, they learned to “embrace” and feel 

comfortable with their identity. A few participants highlighted that certain environments 

helped facilitate that process. For instance, Alicia, a DACA recipient, shared that during her 

transition to community college, she longed to be a citizen and over time, she learned to be 

comfortable with it as she met other undocumented people in college. Alicia explained 

further how her perspective has changed over time:  

I was able to achieve so much, but that's not the case for most people. So, I think that 

that made me change my trajectory of like, “Okay you already have all these 

privileges. You don't have legal status, but you have everything else that some people 

don't have. So, how do you make that work to not long for this magic paper that's 

going to make me be able to accomplish everything because we see people who are 

citizens and they're still getting killed by cops. Things are still happening to them. 

Lola, a DACA recipient, expressed coming to a similar thought when she reached graduate 

school, “[the] goal has always been seeking this status of citizenship, but I think that I've 

surrendered that for a little bit and not allowed that to be the bone that I'm going to chase for 

the next decade.” Additionally, some participants described their life experiences as shaping 
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them to be “independent,” “privileged,” “mentors,” “advocates,” and being resourceful. 

Aletza, an HIB visa holder, described how being undocumented helped her channel her 

struggle for the betterment of her family: 

I changed a circle of lives. I made education a priority for all my family. I know it 

was so hard, but it all ended up with good results and changing people's lives and 

wanting something more for them rather than just high school diploma. So, I think 

that’s super rewarding for me. I just feel like all my struggle was meant for something 

and all the hard work pays off and seeing the result not only with Irene, but also with 

my other family 

While the majority of participants spoke easily about their undocumented status, they 

had a difficult time identifying the ways in which their sibling may have played a role in their 

identity development. At the outset, many participants stated that having a U.S. citizen 

sibling did not have an effect on how they perceived themselves. Yet, in discussing their 

initial understanding of their status, many undocumented participants identified their 

siblings’ citizenship as a point of comparison. Some participants shared that their feelings of 

“anger,” “jealous,” or perceiving themselves as “less than” were generally towards people 

with U.S. citizenship and not just specifically their sibling. On the other hand, some 

participants indicated aspects of their sibling they wanted to incorporate more into 

themselves. For instance, Carla, a DACA recipient, expressed:  

I think for me, I’ve started to slowly become a little more like him […] specially in 

this past year I want to say I feel like I’m becoming a little I’m taking some of his 

skills. There’s a lot of people that need guidance and I don’t know if I’m in the place 

to guide anyone, but I feel I’ve become a little more supportive 
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Lola, a DACA recipient, described that growing up with Isabella has taught her that she can 

embrace all aspects of identity, as well as be “patient” and “understanding” of U.S. citizens 

with limited knowledge of immigration issues. Lola shared:  

I feel at the end of the day the only difference between citizens and non-citizens is 

really just a piece of paper. Isabella’s a human (laughs) and has her weaknesses and 

strengths, and so do I. So, I think having someone so close with such different 

immigration statuses and such different responses to that, but at the same time 

someone you're so similar too […] Their identity is not I am a U.S. citizen (laughs). 

You have all these other identities and all these other dimensions to their personhood 

and I think being able to see that up close also shows you the possibility of exploring 

those aspects of your identity, not by shutting out your immigration status, but also 

letting other aspects of your identity embrace that as well. 

Stress, uncertainty, and relief from deportation and family separation 

The last theme described the consequences of mixed immigration status on the 

emotional well-being of siblings. Participants described having distinct experiences when it 

came to the psychosocial impact of growing up with a sibling that has a different 

immigration status. The majority of undocumented participants discussed that their 

experiences of being “worried,” “stressed,” and living with “uncertainty” was largely 

centered on the limitations of their status, such as the potential of being detained and 

deported and the temporary nature of DACA, which contrasts with U.S. citizen participants’ 

concern over their undocumented sibling For instance, Carla expressed that her stress is 

different from her U.S. citizen brother, “for me, I think it's [stress] in chunks but in very often 

chunks.” Thus, many undocumented participants noted that they were not concerned about 



 

 118

their U.S. citizen in regards to detention and deportation as their status protected them from 

it, to an extent. For instance, Lola, a DACA recipient, described  

I, at least have not found it stressful. I actually think it's decreased actually no, I take 

that back (laughs). I think I worry a little bit more about Mario, our younger brother, 

who’s a citizen, but more so in what would happen to him in the case of deportation 

like more hypothetical kind of potential worry or stress. Isabella doesn't stress me out 

(laughs). 

Alicia, a DACA recipient, expressed that her concern was being separated from her 

sibling because she may be deported. Similar to Lola, Alicia shared that she also considered 

the impact her and her family’s deportation would have on Marisol, her U.S. citizen sibling – 

a fear that increased when Trump was elected: 

When I was watching the announcement of DACA being revoked and in that 

moment, I thought I'm going home for Thanksgiving so what does that mean for my 

family? […] I just realized if I were to get picked up or my brother my mom not just 

me, but anyone in my immediate family that means family separation because she 

would be the only one that's here luckily. Not luckily like thankfully, she's older right, 

but let's say we had a toddler someone that was younger  

Participants shared that having a U.S. citizen sibling provided a “sense of security” 

and “relief” for them because it was one person they did not have to worry about. For 

example, Jessica, a DACA recipient, stated “I think that's one of the things that I am super 

grateful that I have a sister but also a sister that I don't have to worry that she's going to be 

taken at any point.” Most participants shared that they worried about the safety of other 

undocumented family members. 
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U.S. participants reflected that having an undocumented sibling resulted in feelings of 

stress and worry. Some of the participants recalled initial experiences of stress that emerged 

in their early pre-adolescent years. For instance, Christina, a U.S. citizen, spoke about her 

older brother’s deportation as the “first stressor in my life” and her initial awareness that her 

family was different from others. Mike, a U.S. citizen, similarly shared that she began to 

have “panic attacks” in middle school as she began to learn about her sister’s barrier and hear 

immigration related news in the home. Most participants shared a common experience that 

due to their status they never worried about themselves. For instance, Denise, a U.S. citizen, 

discussed the differences in her and her undocumented sister’s reaction when they 

encountered patrol officers at a restaurant in their hometown.  

You could tell they were like okay, something is wrong with her. As soon as we 

walked in, they were noticing all this tension and I was like that doesn't make me 

nervous. I could care less. They could do something to me, but it's not as big of what 

they can do to her. 

Antonio, a U.S. citizen, detailed his experience crossing the border from Mexico into the 

U.S. “I remember it for me personally it was easier, I always knew, but I guess I was worried 

for my family, but I was never worried for myself.”  

While the majority of the participants expressed feeling stressed about the safety of 

their sibling and family members, they identified that these feelings increased under Trump 

administration. Irene, a U.S. citizen, stated, “I think those feelings of uncertainty and worry 

have always been there, but what he's [President Trump] done is like escalate those feelings 

even more.” Irene continued to explain that these feelings of uncertainty intensified even 
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more when her undocumented sister was stuck in Mexico and they did not know what would 

be the outcome of her case:  

it's always something that you worry about, but you're like the possibility of it 

happening is not very high, but when it did happen, I was woah. It was so eye 

opening and wow, this really can happen to any normal person.  

Consequently, under the Trump administration some participants began to contemplate what 

would happen to them if their family was deported. For example, Denise, a U.S. citizen, 

shared:  

When Trump was running to be president and he was talking all of this smack and he 

was talking all bad stuff and then, he came into my mind I’m like oh my god they're 

like going take everybody. I'm going be alone. I was still sixteen when he came in 

office. I was like what am I going do? Who am I going to go with? I literally would 

have nobody if they were to take everybody […] I was panicking […] They're going 

to take my mom, they're going to take my siblings, I'm never going to see them again. 

Similarly, Pedro, a U.S. citizen, expressed that he is “constant[ly] scared” about his 

brother and family members being detained and deported. If that were to happen, Pedro 

stated, “Would I go with them? Would I stay here?” Even though DACA provided temporary 

protection from deportation, a couple of participants expressed that they continued to worry 

about their sibling. For instance, Mike, a U.S. citizen expressed feeling stressed when her 

undocumented sister’s DACA application was delayed:  

[…] we still have to stress about anything happening to her because even when she 

said that she's stuck, even for us we didn't know what was going happen to her. We're 

glad everything worked out in the end, but what if it didn't? What would we do then? 
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Furthermore, some of the participants shared a similar sentiment that they too are constantly 

worried about the future for their sibling, but for their family as a whole. For instance, 

Antonio, a U.S. citizen, shared: 

They [parents] want to ultimately go back to Mexico and retire there, but they haven’t 

done so because they know that if they go to Mexico, they won't’ be able to see my 

sister for a long time. Its again an example of being frustrated with the situation 

because I know that if she was a citizen, my parents would be in Mexico already 

retired there, probably do a side business which has been part of their plans. Then her 

and I would just visit them twice a year. I feel overall the sense of stress and the 

anxiety of not knowing what the future holds 

Lastly, Isabella, a U.S. citizen, stated:  

I don't know if Lola stresses me out, but I am very much stressed out about my mom 

and my stepdad and I think also because they don't have DACA. I'm stressed out 

about the whole thing. It's hard to separate how I feel about my siblings and how I 

feel about my family because they're all in a similar- the same boat (laughs), but yeah. 

I do have my worries because I mean she also talks about Canada and stuff; she has 

her education. Well, no it's still really hard… 

Even with some security afforded to those with DACA, U.S. citizen siblings continue to 

worry about their undocumented siblings.  
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Chapter V: Discussion 

Findings from this study provide insight into the life stories of U.S. citizen and 

undocumented siblings. Across the stories of eight mixed-status siblings dyads, emerged four 

themes: a) solidarity, frustration, and guilt in the sibling relationship, b) family roles and 

expectations, c) the sibling experience of citizenship and undocumented identity, d) stress, 

uncertainty, and relief from deportation and family separation. Therefore, the discussion 

presented here will delve into each themes’ contribution to the literature. Following, I will 

present my reflections on the finding as well as the note the study’s limitations. Lastly, the 

study will address the implications of the findings and future directions.  

Solidarity, frustration, and guilt in the sibling relationship 

For participants in this study their differences in immigration statuses shaped the 

trajectory of their relationship. The majority of participants characterized their relationship as 

being close throughout their childhood, adolescence, and now in adulthood, which is 

reflective of findings that attest that the quality of sibling relationships tends to be consistent 

at different life stages (Killoren et al. 2015; Updegraff et al., 2005). While participants had 

some awareness that they had different immigration status, it was not central to their 

relationship in childhood. More so, all participants expressed that their parents never 

intentionally concealed the truth about their statuses. Instead, participants described that 

these differences were implicitly communicated in other ways, which is reflected in other 

studies as well (Mangual Figueroa, 2011, 2012).  

With the transition into adolescence and emerging adulthood, participants highlighted 

that their mixed immigration statuses simultaneously united them and generated conflict in 

their sibling relationship. This finding is consistent with studies that have found that among 
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Mexican American siblings, their relationships tend to be characterized by varying levels of 

closeness and conflict (Updegraff et. al, 2005), which may be impacted by differences that 

exist between siblings (Bat-Chava & Martin, 2002; Breslau, 1982; Haukeland et al., 2015; 

Lobato et al., 2005). Specifically, and with respect to closeness, participants demonstrated 

unity or solidarity in multiple ways. Some participants, regardless of their birth order, 

indicated helping one another achieve their education goals whether through mentorship or 

financial contributions. While studies on Mexican origin sibling have documented that the 

older sibling, often a sister, usually serves as a caretaker and mentor for the younger sibling 

(Alfaro & Umaña-Taylor, 2010; Flores, 2018), among some participants the privileges and 

barriers associated with their mixed immigration status disrupted this hierarchy. This latter 

finding is congruent with that of recent studies, where U.S. citizen siblings are more likely to 

access opportunities that increase their upward mobility, which places them in a position to 

assist their undocumented sibling (Castañeda, 2019; Dreby, 2015b; Mangual Figueroa, 

2012). More so, participants described that they were able to unite through their 

understanding and support of one another, especially when it centered around the difficulties 

that emerged in their mixed-status families. This finding furthers the notion that as siblings 

enter different life stages they may continue to serve as social support for each other 

(Milevsky, 2005). 

With respect to conflict, participants described experiencing moments of frustration 

and guilt within their close sibling relationship. Congruent with findings from previous 

studies focused on the undocumented sibling experience (e.g., Romero Morales & Consoli, 

2020), some participants’ frustrations were largely centered on their perception that their 

U.S. citizen siblings were not taking full advantage of their privileges. Additionally, 
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undocumented participants spoke about feeling “jealous,” when they were unable to access 

these privileges, which for many emerged in adolescence as they began to encounter the 

limitations of their immigration status (Gonzales et al., 2013). As adults, some participants 

expressed that over time these feelings of jealousy changed to feelings of anger towards the 

immigration system that created these circumstances. These findings suggest that as 

undocumented siblings reach adulthood they are able to grasp the complexity of the 

immigration history between the U.S. and Mexico, which may redirect feelings of anger 

away from their U.S. citizen sibling. Furthermore, these findings reflect scholarly work that 

have highlighted that over time sibling relationships tend to be less conflictual, more 

equalitarian, and that cultural dimensions (e.g., familism) among Mexican Americans may 

help maintain these close bond in adulthood (Killoren et al., 2016; Scharf et al., 2005).   

From the perspective of U.S. citizen participants, having a different immigration 

status than their sibling resulted in feelings of “frustration” and guilt.” Congruent with the 

limited literature on the matter, U.S. citizen participants described that their feelings of 

“frustration” and “guilt” emerged largely in adolescence when their undocumented siblings 

reminded them and expected them to follow a particular trajectory because of their privilege 

(Abrego, 2019; Castañeda, 2019). Similar to the concept of “descendent bargain,” U.S. 

citizen siblings perceive their undocumented siblings as taking on a similar role as their 

immigrant parent, in which there is an expectation to succeed academically, especially when 

the undocumented sibling has shouldered the caretaking responsibility (Flores, 2018, p. 475). 

More so, U.S. participants expressed feeling guilty for complaining about things and 

frustrated that their experiences were considered “invalid” in comparison to their 

undocumented siblings, which mirrors some of the experiences of individuals with siblings 
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that encounter challenges due to health difficulties or a marginalized identity (Kao et al., 

2012; Lukens et al, 2004; Rossetti & Hall, 2015). As adults, many participants expressed that 

while they continue to feel “guilty” or “frustrated” by their undocumented siblings’ advice, 

they can simultaneously understand their siblings’ good intention. This finding aligns with 

adult sibling literature, where as individuals mature they are able to engage in perspective 

taking and understand the intentions of others (Scharf et al., 2005). Given participants’ age 

range (i.e., 18-30 years old), education and employment were salient topics in their lives and 

particularly, a source of solidarity and contention among siblings.  

Family roles and expectations 

Similar to other studies, participants reported feeling “pressured” to meet certain 

expectations or to take on a certain role in their family (Abrego, 2019; Castañeda, 2019). For 

both undocumented and U.S. citizen siblings, there was a similar experience of knowing 

since childhood that there was an expectation that they would one day obtain a degree from 

an institution of higher education. In one participant dyad, they expressed that at times they 

felt they were going to great lengths to meet their parents’ expectations, by enduring 

unpleasant experiences at their college or following a path that they may not be interested in. 

Interwoven in the narrative of immigrant families of Mexican origins is the concept of the 

“immigrant bargain,” which details that a parents’ sacrifice and hard work are validated and 

worthwhile through the successes of their children (Smith, 2005, p. 125). For undocumented 

and U.S. citizens siblings, their respective immigration statuses delineate how they achieve 

the “immigrant bargain” within their families. While these experiences have been 

documented among Mexican origin families (Smith, 2005), the current study’s findings 

suggest that belonging to a mixed-status family is unique in the sense that a parent’s sacrifice 
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does not end after successfully immigrating to the U.S. or taking on low paying and labor 

intensive jobs, but continues through the everyday risks of detention and deportation.  

While education was an expectation regardless of immigration status, U.S. citizen 

participants reported that the “pressure” to succeed was compounded by their privilege. 

Congruent with the findings from other studies, U.S. citizen participants identified constant 

reminders they received from their parents about their privilege especially when they were 

compared to their, often college-educated, undocumented siblings (Abrego, 2016, 2019; 

Castañeda, 2019). Nonetheless, participants indicated that their parents’ comparison of them 

did not negatively impact their sibling relationship. While these findings reflect those from 

studies that have focused on the experiences of Mexican American siblings that adhere to 

familismo (McHale et al., 2005; Updegraff et al., 2005), they also contradict other studies 

that emphasize that parental differential treatment may potentially lead to poor sibling 

relationships (McHale et al., 2005; Shanahan et al., 2008; Solmeyer et al., 2011). The 

findings from the current study may suggest that among mixed-status siblings there may be 

additional factors that buffer against the negative effects of parental differential treatment on 

the quality of the sibling relationship.  

As U.S. citizen participants aged, they began to navigate other responsibilities that 

revolved around their privilege. U.S. citizen participants discussed learning from a young age 

that, once they turned 21 years old, they would have the ability to start the citizenship 

application process for their parents. Similar to previous literature, the majority of the 

participants expressed feeling happy yet stressed, compounded by a sense of urgency to use 

their privilege, whether through applying or financially contributing to their parents’ 

citizenship application process (Abrego, 2019; Castañeda, 2019; Rodriguez, 2019). 
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Additionally, participants reported that in adolescence their citizenship also made them a 

“bridge” between their family in the U.S. and those in Mexico, which became particularly 

salient for them when certain life events occurred such as deportations and deaths. These 

findings align with those from another study where U.S. citizen adolescents and adult 

children, through their ability to travel across the U.S.-Mexican border, provide another 

avenue for mixed-status families to maintain ties with their home country as well as with 

family members that have been deported. In other words, U.S. citizens in mixed-status 

families serve as “brokers” across the U.S.-Mexican border (Getrich, 2019, p. 10).  

Overall, the role and expectations of U.S. citizen siblings is particular unique to the 

Mexican/Mexican American experience given the proximity and history between Mexico and 

the U.S. For instance, studies have highlighted that immigration policies between the U.S. 

and Mexico (e.g., Bracero Program) have complicated considerably the transnational 

experiences of Mexican origin families, especially among mixed-status families (Dreby, 

2015b; Getrich, 2019). Transnationalism details how immigrants sustain their relationship 

with their home country (Smith, 2005; Stephen 2007). While studies have found that 

transnationalism may serve to strengthen the relationship of families on both sides of the 

U.S.-Mexican border (Getrich, 2019), current immigrations policies may hinder and burden 

the everyday experience of these families (López, 2018).  

The sibling experience of citizenship and undocumented identity 

A key finding from this study is the extent to which siblings, of different mixed 

immigration status, shape one another’s identity formation. Through the use of joint 

interviews, participants were able to use one another to co-construct the process of their 

identity formation over time (Polak & Green, 2016). For instance, U.S. citizen and 
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undocumented participants discussed that as children they learned about the privileges and 

limitations ascribed to their respective statuses through overheard conversations among adult 

family members, which has been noted in the findings of Mangual Figueroa (2011, 2012) 

regarding language and identity. As they grew alongside their siblings and entered 

adolescence, U.S. citizen and undocumented participants described comparing themselves to 

one another. In line with the literature, comparing how different or similar one is to their 

siblings is normative and serves to facilitate the formation of one’s identity (Davies, 2015; 

Jensen et al., 2015). Through these emerging sibling comparisons in adolescence and into 

young adulthood, U.S. citizen participants become aware of their privilege which, for some. 

resulted in feelings of guilt (Abrego, 2019; Castañeda, 2019).  

Akin to the white identity development model (Helms, 1984) and its articulation of 

the stages of racial identity process, these findings suggest that through their undocumented 

siblings, U.S. citizen participants have a reference to learn what it means to have and benefit 

from citizenship. More so, participants described progressing through stages of feeling guilty 

and grateful for their citizenship as well as crediting their undocumented sibling in the 

development of their positive attributes including expanding their perspective on the plight of 

marginalized group, taking on the position to be an ally, and advocate. These experiences are 

consistent with scholarly work that have focused on siblings with different sexual identities 

or health difficulties (Haukeland et al., 2015; Hilton & Szymanski, 2011; Rossetti & Hall, 

2015; Stålberg et al., 2004). More so, these findings suggest that U.S. citizens with an 

undocumented sibling are more likely to have social justice interests through the process of 

modeling in a close sibling relationship (Whiteman et al., 2007).  
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Undocumented participants described various phases of their identity process, which 

reflects the literature on undocumented adult identity development model (Rosenberg et al., 

2020). Participants spoke about the experiences of coming into awareness of the limitations 

of their undocumented status and grappling with feelings of anger, shame, and fear of sharing 

this often hidden aspect of themselves. Additionally, some participants discussed their 

process of longing for citizenship to accepting their undocumented identity and for some, 

acknowledging that despite their barriers they are privileged in many other ways, which 

aligns with other studies (Ellis & Chen, 2013; Romero Morales & Consoli, 2020; Rosenberg 

et al., 2020).  

In discussing their identity, some undocumented participants acknowledged that they 

would compare their barriers to the privileges afforded to their U.S. citizen sibling and 

broadly to other citizens. In contrast to another study’s findings (Romero Morales & Consoli, 

2020), participants in this study did not emphasize attributes (negative or positive) that 

differentiated them from their U.S. citizen, which may be a result of being interviewed 

jointly with their siblings. Additionally, given that most undocumented participants were in 

their mid to late 20s, it is possible that the process of sibling deidentification, in which 

siblings highlight their differences (Sulloway, 1996), is no longer salient. Some participants 

noted that having a U.S. citizen sibling changed their perception of other citizens and their 

own identity, a finding that furthers the knowledge base on undocumented individuals with 

U.S. citizen siblings. More so, the findings suggest that having a U.S. citizen sibling who 

emphasizes other aspects of their own identity may serve as a model for undocumented 

participants to embrace other identity dimensions of their own, beyond immigration status 

(Whiteman et al., 2014).   
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Stress, uncertainty, and relief from deportation and family separation 

Participants’ narratives indicated that among U.S. citizen and undocumented siblings 

who identify as Mexicans or Mexican Americans, the everyday experiences of exclusion and 

the constant threat of family separation resulted in emotional distress. Echoing studies on the 

experiences of U.S. citizen children in mixed-status families (Brabeck et al., 2014; Brabeck 

& Xu, 2010; Dreby, 2012, 2015a, 2015b; Zayas et al., 2015; Zayas & Gulbas, 2017), U.S. 

citizen participants expressed feeling stressed since childhood, while worrying about the 

possible detention and deportation of their parents. Additionally, participants described that 

these stressors continue to exist even as adults, which is congruent with findings in other 

studies (Abrego, 2019; Castañeda, 2019). In addition to their parents, U.S. citizen 

participants highlighted that as adolescents, witnessing and understanding their siblings’ 

barriers to access education and employment while living with the possibility of deportation 

further increased their distress. More so, U.S. citizen participants emphasized that their 

distressed continued even if their sibling had DACA, a finding that is consistent with relevant 

sibling literature (Abrego, 2019; Castañeda, 2019; Kao et al., 2012; Lukens et al, 2004; 

Rossetti & Hall, 2015).  

Some participants, who were adolescents during Trump’s campaign emphasized that 

his anti-immigrant rhetoric further highlighted the vulnerability of their family. With the 

growing understanding of what it meant to have a mixed immigration status, coupled with 

the anti-immigrant rhetoric under the Trump administration, participants were forced to 

contemplate what would happen to them if their parents or siblings were deported. This 

finding reflects existing research (e.g., Castañeda, 2019) where U.S. citizen children have to 

consider the possibility of staying in the U.S. or relocating to Mexico if their parents were 
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deported. Moreover, this finding highlights that the immigration history between the U.S. and 

Mexico continues to repeat itself through new laws that impact mixed-status families. In 

brief, this study further emphasizes that policies meant for undocumented youth (e.g., 

DACA) also affect U.S. citizen siblings (Enriquez, 2015) and can impact the quality of their 

sibling relationship.  

Findings from this study build on the limited number of studies focused on 

Mexican/Mexican American undocumented individuals with U.S. citizen siblings. In 

considering the emotional impact of having a U.S. citizen sibling, undocumented participants 

initially spoke about the trajectory of their own stressors related to their own status, which for 

most started in adolescence, a finding that has been documented in other studies (Gonzales et 

al., 2013). As adults, their stressors continue to be centered on the uncertainty of their future 

as it relates to their immigration status and what it implies, especially under the Trump 

Administration - an experience documented in other studies (Mallet & Garcia Bedolla, 2019; 

Patlet et al., 2019). 

Undocumented participants discussed that for most of their life having a U.S. citizen 

sibling granted them some sense of relief and security to know that a family member is 

protected from detention and deportation, a finding that has not been highlighted in the 

mixed-status sibling literature. The findings suggest that for undocumented individuals 

having a U.S. citizen siblings may serve as a protective factor as they peripherally benefit 

from their siblings’ citizenship. Congruent with other studies (Castañeda, 2019; Green, 2019; 

Nienhusser & Oshio, 2019), participants highlighted that they also sometimes worry and feel 

sad at the thought of being separated from their sibling and having their U.S. citizen sibling 

living alone in the U.S. should they or their parents be deported. Nevertheless, participants 
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acknowledged that their concern was mitigated by the fact that as adults, their sibling can 

take care of themselves. This is particularly salient given that other studies have highlighted 

that in cases of parental deportations, often undocumented young adults become the legal 

guardian of U.S. citizen sibling (Green, 2019; Nienhusser & Oshio, 2019).  

Reflections  

A central component of narrative inquiry is to revisit and reflect on the impact that 

engaging in this process alongside participants may have change our initial “personal 

justification” (Clandinin, 2013, p. 36). According to Clandinin (2013), creating an 

autobiographical narrative facilitates the process of “personal justification,” as it propels 

researchers to consider their own personal stories they are “living” and “telling” and the 

impact on how participants share their stories with the researchers (p. 36). Equally important 

to this process, is understanding how the researcher has been shaped by participants’ stories. 

Therefore, I provide personal reflections on aspects of the findings that have shifted and 

broaden my perspective. 

As I listened and observed the interactions of all the participant dyads, I was struck by 

the level of communication they had with one another about their mixed immigration status. 

The majority of participants shared that they have had countless conversations with one 

another about their status. Even as participants described their arguments, there was a level of 

openness about how they may or may not had hurt one another. This experience stood in 

contrast to my relationship with my sister. Although we were close and supported one 

another, it seemed that we had made an unspoken pact that we would not directly discuss the 

differences in our status. More than anything, I believe that partaking in this study helped me 

understand that I can have a different type of communication with my sister. At the same, 
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open communication about one’s immigration status is only one factor, among many, that 

can contribute to having a close sibling relationship.  

Given that I have spent the majority of my life as an undocumented individual in the 

U.S., I was struck by the guilt experienced by many U.S. citizen participants. I, like many of 

my participants, can recall scolding my middle sister for not doing well in school and not 

taking advantage of the opportunity to travel. In these arguments, I often mentioned her 

privilege and yet, to my memory, she never did express how it made her feel. After listening 

to participants’ stories, I felt horrible and wondered how my middle sister may have 

internalized these feelings of guilt up into adulthood. It also made me ponder how messages 

from my parents, myself, and other family members continues to fuel this guilt. 

Additionally, I experienced a parallel process alongside participants surrounding 

family death and the unique grief process. Among many participants, there were stories about 

losing grandparents and the heartache of witnessing undocumented parents and family 

members being unable to travel to Mexico to properly grief their parents. During the year of 

conducting my interviews, I became a legal permanent resident. A couple months later, I 

heard that my grandmother in Mexico was sick and in the middle of planning my trip to see 

her the pandemic hit and she passed away. At first, I felt guilty for waiting too long after 

obtaining my green card to visit family in Mexico. Later in my grieving process, I thought of 

my participants and how their words captured perfectly what I felt and, in some ways, 

reframed my guilt. I was not only grieving my grandmother, but grieving for my 

undocumented father who had not seen his mother in over 20 years and even in her death, his 

status impeded him from being with her. Unintentionally, my participants stories reminded 

me that I needed to zoom out and recognize that our individual experiences are, 
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unfortunately, caused by laws that were written before my time and yet still continue to 

impact us. 

The topic of identity raised many questions for me and shifted my perception of my 

sisters’ development. It was interesting to hear participants described their identity 

development formation, especially when it appeared to be two sides of the same coin. By that 

I mean, as undocumented participants were learning about their barriers, their U.S. citizen 

sibling were learning about their privileges. Additionally, I was interested in how some U.S. 

citizen participants identified as being allies and activists. I started to wonder about my two 

sisters and how each of them, both citizens, seem to be quite different in terms of their 

identity. For instance, my younger sister openly talks about immigration issues and has 

attended protests on the separation on families. My middle sister attends protests here and 

there and supports immigration causes peripherally. I wonder whether my relationship with 

each of them might have influence these different levels of interest and what other factors 

could have played a role in their development.  

By engaging in this process with participants, I had to confront the discomfort of 

reliving the months after the 2016 Presidential elections. Like participants, I remember how I 

was changed by the news that Trump was declared president by the Electoral College. Soon 

after, DACA was rescinded and that only added to my levels of stress and anxiety. Although 

I had considered the possible deportation of my parents, I did not give much thought to my 

sisters. It was only after listening to my participants’ stories that I began to wonder what 

could happen to my sisters in the case of my parents deportation. My middle sister was an 

adult and living with her partner and so, I never consciously worried about her. Instead, I 

worried about my younger sister. Would my middle sister or I become her legal guardian? 
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Inspired by my participants, I actually asked my mother and she was quick to say that my 

younger sister would go with them. 

Through this study, I have learned that the stories of others change the stories I tell 

about myself. Even though my encounters with these participants were brief, their stories 

shifted the meaning I had previously ascribed to my experience as an undocumented person. 

More so, it shifted how I am in my relationships with others – my sisters, my parents, my 

partner, and others who belong to mixed-status families. I am curious to delve into their 

multiple narratives and to understand how their present, past, and future inform one another. 

Limitations 

While the study provides insight into the experiences of Mexican/Mexican American 

mixed-status siblings (i.e., undocumented individuals & U.S. citizens), it is important to note 

its limitations. First, participants self-selected to partake in this study. Thus, participants were 

willing to share their stories and consequently, more likely to have a close sibling 

relationship. This is worth noting given that some participants had other siblings in their 

family that could have being involved in the interview. By limiting the number of siblings to 

interview, the study did not take into consideration how the presence of others may impact 

the sibling relationship, family roles, identity formation, or mental health.  

Although efforts were made to recruit individuals of a broader range of characteristics 

(e.g., sex, age, education) the majority of the participant dyads were sisters with significant 

levels of education (e.g., college or advanced degree), and between 18-30 years old. 

Moreover, the majority of undocumented sibling had DACA status. Results from this study 

may have differed with a larger pool of individuals without access to the privileges 

associated with higher education and benefits provided through DACA (e.g., temporary 
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protection from deportation, a work permit). Additionally, the sex composition of the 

participant dyads would potentially alter the findings as there may be different dimensions 

that emerge in brother-brother or brother-sister relationships than those among sisters. While 

the study did not inquire about participants’ sexual identity, having another marginalized 

identity (e.g., queer, trans) may further shape the sibling relationship. Lastly, participants in 

an older age bracket would have potentially lived through varying life events (e.g., marriage, 

children, career) and in a different immigration context, which could have shaped the sibling 

relationship in other ways.  

Limited resources resulted in a single meeting interview. Narrative methodology 

suggests the option of selecting fewer participants (e.g., 2-3) and conducting multiple 

interviews over time (Creswell & Poth, 2017). Taking into consideration financial means, 

participants’ time involvement, and conducting all of the interviews myself, I chose a larger 

pool of participants and interviewed them once. It was difficult to schedule and meet 

participants at every possible location, especially when siblings did not live in the same area. 

Coupled with my financial constraints, I would schedule multiple interviews back to back 

when driving or flying to a particular geographic locations. As a result, I was often fatigued 

after traveling for hours, which may have impacted how I conducted interviews. 

Additionally, my role as an interviewer may have impacted the study in various ways. My 

experiences as a DACA recipient and familiarity with the mixed-status community may have 

led me to overlook nuances across participants’ experiences while accentuating others. More 

so, my self-disclosure could have influenced the extent to which participants shared or 

withheld information, especially in the presence of their sibling.  

Implications 
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Results from this study present various implications for clinicians, personnel at 

educational institutions, and policy makers to consider when working with mixed-status 

siblings. As previously noted in the present study, U.S. citizen and undocumented/DACA 

recipient siblings’ expressed feelings of stress and worry. Thus, it is imperative for clinicians 

that work with mixed-status siblings to be aware of how the privileges and barriers of the 

siblings’ statuses, as well as those of other family members, may be impacting their clients’ 

mental well-being. Given that close sibling relationships can serve as a protective factor 

(Coleman-Minahan & Scandlyn, 2017), clinicians can tailor their interventions and use 

different modalities (e.g., individual, sibling, group, family therapy) to strengthen the bond 

and resiliency of these siblings. At the same time, clinicians should work to address the 

individual needs of each sibling. For instance, some U.S. citizen siblings expressed feeling 

guilty about their privileges, while undocumented siblings’ concerns were grounded in the 

limitations of their own status. Lastly, clinicians should be cognizant that some siblings with 

mixed immigration status are exposed and understand, to an extent, the unique challenges of 

their family from an early age. Therefore, clinician can support caregivers and their families 

in how to best discuss these challenges with their children. 

Findings from the current study underscore the need to create and expand the existing 

training of clinicians and educators that work with mixed-status siblings and their families. 

Professional graduate programs should consider creating coursework that educate clinicians-

in-training on how past and current immigration policies impact the experiences and mental 

wellbeing of mixed-status families and siblings. This is particularly important for graduate 

programs located in areas with high concentrations of mixed-status families such as 

California and towns closer to the U.S.-Mexican border. Furthermore, coursework should 
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delineate how immigration history differs across countries and impact immigrant 

communities in distinct ways. Lastly, clinicians should participate in trainings or coursework 

that provide an opportunity for self-reflection on how social political factors shaped their 

identities (e.g., privileged and marginalized) and influence their relationships with clients that 

belong to mixed-status families.  

Considering the present findings, trainings should also be created for educators, 

administrators, and staff that work in the K-12 school system and institutions of higher 

education. In 2014, approximately 3.9 million U.S. citizen and undocumented children and 

adolescents attended  K-12 schools in the U.S. (Passel & Cohn, 2016). At institutions of 

higher education, it is estimated that in 2018 over 450,000 undocumented and DACA 

recipients were enrolled in college and universities in the U.S. (Feldblum et al., 2020). Given 

the number of undocumented and U.S. citizen students with an undocumented sibling, it is 

imperative that educators, administrators, and staff receive training on how mixed 

immigration status impacts the lives of U.S. citizen and undocumented siblings at different 

developmental stages. For instance, reports from the University of California, Los Angeles 

have delineated how to best address the unique needs of undocumented students. These 

various initiatives include, but are not limited to, ally training for educators, staff, and 

students; continued training that inform individual on current immigration policies; and 

professional development for mental health counselors on the needs of undocumented 

students (Enriquez et al., 2019; Teranishi et al., 2015). While there is a lack of information 

on how many U.S. citizens of mixed-status families are enrolled in institutions of higher 

educations, trainings should still address their specific needs and stressors. Based on these 

university initiatives, similar trainings could be created for the needs of the K-12 populations. 
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More importantly, teachers, administrators, and staff in K-12 interact with undocumented 

students and their U.S. citizen siblings on a daily basis, and they may serve as educational 

brokers for them and their families. Thus, they should also receive training that focuses on 

processing potential implicit bias towards mixed-status communities.  

Findings from this study shed light on how immigration policies continue to have a 

detrimental impact on the lives of mixed-status siblings and their families, therefore policy 

makers ought to advocate for family inclusive laws. For instance, while DACA brought some 

relief to many recipients and their families, it has been continuously challenged since it was 

rescinded in 2016 by the Trump Administration. Despite the Supreme court’s decision to 

reinstate DACA in 2020, the Trump Administration has barred the acceptance of initial 

applicants and reduced the program from two years to one (Immigrant Legal Resource 

Center & National Immigration Law Center, 2020). These new implementations are 

additional barriers that will impact over 1.9 million current DACA recipients and eligible 

applicants as well as their families (Migration Policy Institute, 2020). Even laws meant to 

provide financial assistance, such as The Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security 

(CARES) Act, are denied to families that have individuals that file with an individual tax 

identification number (ITIN). Therefore, it is estimated that close to 1.5 million mixed-status 

families have been unable to receive the federal stimulus check related to the pandemic 

(Chishti & Bolter, 2020). Given the fear of deportation and the various burdens (e.g., 

financial, emotional) placed on mixed-status families and siblings, policies need to be created 

that expand, instead of restrict, benefits provided to undocumented individuals. By doing so, 

such policies have the potential of positively impacting the lives of undocumented 

individuals as well as their U.S. citizen siblings.  
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Based on the aforementioned implications, clinicians, personnel at educational 

institutions, and policy makers can advocate for family centered policies that are inclusive 

and supportive of mixed-status siblings in their respective areas. For instance, clinicians can 

work towards changing policies at their clinic to ensure that family members, regardless of 

their immigration status, can receive mental health services. Additionally, clinicians could 

advocate for insurance policies to include covering the cost of undocumented family 

members. Similarly, all personnel at educational institutions can support mixed-status 

siblings by making accommodations when poignant daily stressors impact their academic 

performance (Enriquez et al., 2019). For example, instructors and administrators could be 

lenient on attendance when matters related to immigration are at stake (e.g., ICE raids in the 

community, immigration related appointments). Furthermore, policy makers can continue to 

advocate for changes that keep mixed-status family together. For instance, undocumented 

siblings should have the opportunity to be naturalized at a faster rate and before their U.S. 

citizen sibling is 21 years old. This is particularly important in cases where undocumented 

youth become legal guardians of their U.S. citizen siblings.  

Future Directions 

The purpose of this narrative inquiry study was to contribute to the expanding 

literature on mixed-status families by focusing specifically on the experiences of 

Mexican/Mexican American mixed-status sibling dyads. Future research should consider 

employing different methodologies, specifically mixed methods. In a mixed methods 

approach, adding a quantitative component would enhance the qualitative findings and/or 

compare and contrast the experiences of siblings through the collection of responses to 

measures. Additionally, future studies may benefit from conducting a longitudinal study that 
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would continuously interview siblings to capture the process of their relationship as they 

enter different phases of life. A longitudinal study would also take into consideration how 

changes to immigration policies may impact the sibling relationship over time. 

Future researchers should explore the experience of mixed-status siblings of different 

identities and contexts. Given the unique immigration history between the U.S. and Mexico, 

future research could examine the narratives of siblings from different nationalities and 

ethnic identities. By doing so, studies could also consider investigating the experiences of 

mixed-status siblings of varying legal status and combinations such as undocumented and 

DACA recipients, naturalized citizens, permanent residents, various visa holders, and 

temporary protected status. More so, studies could consider the role of other intersecting 

identities including queer and trans individuals. Given that participants’ experiences occurred 

within California, a largely immigrant friendly state, other studies should consider the impact 

of growing up in less receptive states on mixed-status siblings. Lastly, future studies should 

consider the experiences of siblings in different family configurations, specifically 

transnational families with siblings that have been deported. 

Future studies should continue to expand on the experiences of Mexican/Mexican 

American siblings in mixed-status families. The current study highlighted the emotional 

impact of having a sibling with mixed immigration status. It also emphasized that having a 

close sibling relationship may serve to mitigate these stressors. Therefore, from a strengths-

based perspective, it would be important to identify factors that contribute to the 

development of a positive sibling relationships. For instance, studies have found that 

adhering to familismo (Sabogal, Marín et al., 1987), a cultural value, may serve as a 

protective factor by strengthen the relationship between siblings in Mexican American 
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families (Updegraff et al., 2005). Hence, future studies could investigate the role of 

familismo in mixed-status families and its impact on the relationship between mixed-status 

siblings. More so, future studies could further the findings of this study by examining the 

unique role of parental dynamics in enhancing positive relationships among mixed-status 

siblings.  

Possible future research lines may consider exploring sibling relationships during 

adolescence. The present study provided a current understanding of sibling relationships in 

adulthood and a retrospective of its development in adolescence - a time that was significant 

for undocumented youth and U.S. citizen siblings alike. Additionally, the literature has 

emphasized that the developmental shifts from adolescence to adulthood also impacts 

siblings relationship (Killoren et al., 2016; Scharf et al., 2005). More so, the quality of ones’ 

sibling relationship in adolescence is linked to higher life satisfaction in emerging adulthood 

(Hollifield & Conger, 2015; McGuire & Shanahan, 2010). Therefore, scholars could delve 

deeper into exploring the relationship between adolescent siblings with mixed immigration 

status.  

Lastly, future studies should explore the experience of U.S. citizens in order to 

understand how citizenship privilege impacts their identity development. Limited studies that 

have explored how U.S. citizens come to understand their privilege has occurred in the 

context of their mixed-status family (Abrego, 2019; Castañeda, 2019). Thus, future studies 

could individually interview U.S. citizens who have undocumented siblings in order to gather 

information about their single identity development process. More so, studies could extend 

such inquiry to U.S. citizens that do not have personal ties to the mixed-status community as 

well as those from different ethnic background in order to capture the role of 
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intersectionality. Findings from these potential studies could lead to the creation of a 

sophisticated U.S. citizen identity development model.   
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Appendix A 

Pre-Screening Questionnaire 
 

1. Do you identify as Mexican or Mexican-American? 

a. Yes_____Continue  

b. No_____Thank them for their willingness to participate.  

2. How old are you? 

a. If 18 years or older, continue  

b. No___Thank them for their willingness to participate.  

3. Where do you currently reside? 

a. Bay Area:___________ OR Southern California: ________OR 

Colorado:____ 

b. No_____Thank them for their willingness to participate  

4. What is your current documentation status? 

a. U.S. Born Citizen______ 

b. Undocumented_______DACA______ 

5. Do you have a sibling? 

a. Yes____Continue 

b. No____Thank them for their willingness to participate. 

6. How old is your sibling? 

a. 18 years or older_____Five year age difference____ 

b. No____Thank them for being patient through this process 

7. What is their current documentation status? 

a. U.S. Born Citizen_____ 
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b. Undocumented_____ DACA_____ 

8. How long did you both live together in the same household? 

a. ten years (Minimum)_______ 

b. No____Thank you for participating in this process. 

9. Does your sibling identify as Mexican/Mexican American? 

a. Yes____Continue 

b. No_____ 

i. What do they identify as?__________ 

10. Where does your sibling currently reside?  

a. Bay Area:_________ OR Southern California:________ OR Colorado:____ 

11. If participants are interested/meets criteria, ask language preference 

a. English____ 

b. Spanish____ 

c. Spanglish___  

End: 
 
Thank you for your patience through this process. Based on your responses, you meet all the 
criteria for this study. If you are still interested, let’s schedule a time for the interview. As a 
reminder, the interview could last between 1.5-2 hours and will be conducted with your 
sibling present. What days and times fit best with both of your schedules?  
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Appendix B 
 

Interview Guide  
 

Thank you for your willingness to participate in this study. This study is focused on learning 
how mixed immigration status, that is, siblings that have different immigration status, with 
one as undocumented while the other is documented, again, how that difference impacts the 
sibling relationship. Everyone’s story is different and we are interested in hearing both of 
your stories as it relates to growing up with an undocumented and a U.S. citizen sibling. The 
interview will take approximately 1.5-2 hours and be conducted with you and your sibling. In 
preparation for the interview, please reflect on the following items:  
 

• Your Family’s Immigration History  

• How did you know you had a different immigration status from your sibling? 

• Your sibling relationship before and after you knew you had different immigration 
statuses  

• How have these experiences impacted your sense of self  

• Experiences related to your mixed immigration status that may have contributed to 
feelings of stress and/or positively on your well-being  

• Finally, experiences related to your mixed immigration status that have impacted your 
family  
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Appendix C 
 

Consent Form 

 

PURPOSE: 

Ana Romero, M.A. and Andrés J. Consoli, Ph.D. of the Department of Counseling, Clinical, 
and School Psychology at the University of California, Santa Barbara, invite you to be a part 
of a research study that explores how different immigration status impacts sibling 
relationships.  
 
ELLIGIBILITY: 
To participate in this study, you must  

� be 18 years old and over, and self-identify as Mexican/Mexican American, 
� have a sibling that has different immigration status than you: undocumented with or 

without Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) or a U.S. born citizen, 
� have lived at least five years with your undocumented or U.S. citizen sibling, and  
� have a 0-10 year age difference with your sibling. 

 

PROCEDURES: 
If you decide to participate, we will ask you to complete a demographic information sheet 
and take part in a one-time joint interview. The interview should last up to two hours and will 
be audio recorded/transcribed for research purposes.  
 

RISKS: 
This study involves no risks to your physical health. However, you may experience some 
unwanted feelings by being asked to think about your sibling relationship. Should this 
happen, you are free to decline answering any question or stop participating in the study. If 
you do experience distress, you are encouraged to talk to the researcher immediately. We will 
provide you with a list of on-campus and/or community-based resources. 

 

BENEFITS: 
There is no direct benefit to you for participating in this study, yet it is anticipated that the 
results will improve the understanding of the experiences of siblings that have different 
immigration status 

 

CONFIDENTIALITY: 
Your real name and others’ mentioned during the interview will not be used in any written 
documents. A pseudonym of your choice will be used on the consent form and a unique code 
will be used for the demographic questionnaire and transcript. Only researchers associated 
with this study will have access to these materials, which will be stored in a locked office. 
The audio recordings will be kept in password protected digital file on an encrypted laptop 
and computer. The audio recording will be destroyed after all interviews have been 
conducted and transcribed. Your participation in this research is confidential. Any 
information pertaining to legal status will not be shared with any agency. However, absolute 
confidentiality cannot be guaranteed, since documents are not protected from a subpoena by 
a court of law. Although researchers will not be asking about child/dependent adult/elder 
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abuse, if there is reasonable cause to believe their well-being is at risk, researchers are 
obligated by law to breach confidentiality.  
 

RESEARCH INCENTIVE: 
In return for your participation, you will be given a $40 gift card to a grocery store. You will 
receive the gift card regardless of whether you choose to skip any questions that you do not 
wish to answer or stop participating in the study. 

 

RIGHT TO REFUSE OR WITHDRAW: 

You may refuse to participate and still receive any benefits you would receive if you were not 
in the study. You may change your mind about being in the study and quit after the study has 
started. 
 

QUESTIONS: 

If you have any questions about this research project or if you think you may have been injured 
as a result of your participation, please contact: Dr. Andrés J. Consoli, (805) 893-3355, 
aconsoli@ucsb.edu, Department of Counseling, Clinical, and School Psychology, Gevirtz 
Graduate School of Education, Santa Barbara, CA 93106-9490. 
 
PARTICIPATION IN RESEARCH IS VOLUNTARY. YOUR SIGNATURE BELOW WILL 
INDICATE THAT YOU HAVE DECIDED TO PARTICIPATE AS A RESEARCH 
SUBJECT IN THE STUDY DESCRIBED ABOVE. YOU WILL BE GIVEN A SIGNED 
AND DATED COPY OF THIS FORM TO KEEP. 
 
Signature of Participant: __________________________Date: __________Time: _________ 
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Appendix D 
  

 Demographic Information  
 
Please answer the following questions. The information you provide will remain anonymous. 
Your real name and those of your family will not be attached to your responses or used in 
any written documents. Instead, all documents will be assigned a unique code. You have the 
right to skip any question you do not wish to answer. 
 
1. What is your assigned sex at birth?   

a. Male____   
b. Female____     

c. Intersex____   
d. Prefer not to disclose___ 

 
2. What is your gender identification?  

a. Female___ 
b. Male___ 
c. Transgender___ 
d. Gender Non-

Conforming___ 

e. Gender Queer___ 
f. Gender Fluid___ 
g. Prefer not to disclose___ 
h. Other:__________ 

 
3. Where were you born? 

a. City:__________ 
b. State:__________ 
c. Country: ________ 

 
4. What is the highest level of education you have completed? ___________ 

a. If still in school, what degree are you pursuing?_______________ 
 
5. What is your current employment? __________________________ 
 
6. How long have you resided in the United States? 

a. _____Years  
 
7. What is your relationship status?  

a. Single____ 
b. In a relationship____  
c. Co-habitating/Domestic 
Partner_____  

d. Married_____ 
e. Separated___  
f. Divorced____ 
g. Widowed____  
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Family Information  
The following questions will ask you information about your family. Families may have a 
wide range of parenting configurations: a father/step father, mother/step-mother, or other 
parental guardians (aunt/uncle, grandmother/father, legally appointed guardian). Please fill in 
each black with the information of the corresponding parent. Do not write their names.  
 

Parent 1:___________________ 

 

8. Where were they born? 
a. City___________ 
b. State__________ 
c. Country________ 

 
9. What is their ethnicity?__________ 
 
10. If they were born outside of the U.S., how long have they resided in the U.S.? 

a. _____Years  
 

11. What is their current documentation status? __________ 
 
12. What is their highest level of completed education? ___________ 
 

Parent 2:___________________  
 
13. Where were they born? 

a. City__________ 
b. State_________ 
c. Country_______ 

 
14. What is their ethnicity?__________ 
 
15. If they were born outside of the U.S., how long has they resided in the U.S.? 

a. _____Years  
16. What is their current documentation status?___________ 
 
17. What is their highest level of completed education? ___________ 
 
Parent 3:______________ 
 
18. Where were they born? 

a. City__________ 
b. State_________ 
c. Country_______ 

 
19. What is their ethnicity?__________ 
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20. If they were born outside of the U.S., how long has they resided in the U.S.? 
a. _____Years  

 
21. What is their current documentation status?___________ 
 
22. What is their highest level of completed education? ___________ 
  
Parent 4:___________________  
 
23. Where were they born? 

a. City__________ 
b. State_________ 
c. Country_______ 

 
24. What is their ethnicity?__________ 
 
25. If they were born outside of the U.S., how long has they resided in the U.S.? 

a. _____Years  
 
26. What is their current documentation status?___________ 
 
27. What is their highest level of completed education? ___________ 
 
28. How many siblings do you have? ______ 

 
29. How many of your siblings are undocumented? _____ 

 
30. How many of your siblings are U.S. born citizens? ______ 
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Appendix E 
 

Interview Protocol 
 

Demographic Information Sheet (completed before the interview) 
 
Introduction: Hello. My name is Ana Romero and I will be conducting the interview today. I 
am a psychology graduate student at UCSB. Thank you for taking the time to come in. I am 
interested in learning about how having different immigration statuses, being undocumented 
and a U.S. citizen, impacts the sibling relationships. Everyone’s story is different and I am 
interested in hearing both of your stories as it relates to growing up with an undocumented 
and U.S. citizen sibling. The information you share with me will be used to better understand 
the experiences of siblings that have different immigration statuses. 
 
I will be asking you questions and recording the interview with this device in order to make 
sure we capture what you say correctly. I will not start recording until we go over the consent 
form and you indicate that you agree by signing it. Additionally, throughout our conversation 
I will be asking you both to plot important events on a life calendar. The purpose of a life 
calendar is to help us organize your story. If you agree to participate in this study, the 
interview can take up to two hours. If you need to take a break at any time, please let me 
know.  
 
[Hand consent form to participant and go over the consent form: purpose, procedures, risks, 
benefits, confidentiality, research incentive)] 
 
Do you have any questions so far?  
 
If you would like continue with the interview, please sign the consent form and I will turn on 
the audio recorder. Do you have any questions at this time? 
 
Thank you for signing the consent form and agreeing to be part of the study. I would like to 
begin by showing you a life calendar. As you both share your story, we will plot important 
events on the calendar. Each of you decide what events you want to share about your life. To 
begin, lets mark down a couple of events such as… 

a. Birthdays  
a. Other births/deaths in the family 

b. Arrival to the U.S. 
a. Self/other family members 

c. Separations/Deportations 
d. Celebrations/holidays  

 
Everyone has story that at times begins with the story of others in their family. Please, tell me 
about the immigration history of your family. 

a. What brought them to the United States? 
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Thank you for sharing about your family and their immigration history with me. Now, I 
would like to invite you both to talk more about your relationship with each other and how 
having different immigration statuses has shaped your relationship up until now.  
 
Tell me about your sibling relationship before you both knew you had different immigration 
statuses? 

a. How would you describe your relationship prior to learning about the differences in 
your immigration statuses? 

b. Tell me about any experiences that stands out about your relationship prior to 
learning about the differences in your immigration statuses 

a. Are there any particular memories that come to mind?  
 
Now, tell me about how you both became aware that you had different immigration statuses?  

a. How old were you? 
b. What were your reactions to finding out your statuses were different? 

a. What feelings did you have learning you had an undocumented/U.S. citizen 
sibling? 

 
Thank you for sharing about how you both came to learn about your legal statuses. Now, we 
are going to shift to talking about your sibling relationship after you learned you both had 
different immigration statuses.  
 
Many things can contribute to the love and conflict one can have in a sibling relationships. 
Please tell me how, if it all, has your sibling relationship been impacted by your different 
immigration statuses.  

A.  Tell me about experiences related to your mixed immigration status that have created 
tension/conflict in your relationship 

B. Tell me about experiences related to your mixed immigration status that have brought 
you closer as siblings 

 
Please tell me more about how your feelings about growing up within a mixed-status sibling 
relationship has developed over time 

a. Could you tell me about experiences that lead to shifts in your feelings? 
a. Tell me why those particular experiences stand out  

 
Being undocumented comes with certain disadvantages, while U.S. citizenship comes with 
various advantages. Tell me how the disadvantages and the advantages of these legal statuses 
have impacted your sibling relationship.  

a. In childhood, adolescence, and adulthood  
b. Where there particular (dis)advantages that were more salient than others?  
c. Where there (dis)advantages that positively/negatively impacted your relationship? 

 
Thank you for talking about your sibling relationship. I am going to shift the conversation 
and ask you questions about how your sense of self have developed by the experiences you 
have had as a result of your different immigration statuses.  
Tell me more about how growing up with one another influences how you perceive yourself?  
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A. How have you both changed as a result of having a mixed-status sibling relationship? 
 
Tell me more about how growing up with a mixed-status sibling impacts your life today? 

a. How has the current administration under Trump/current political climate impact both 
of you? 

b. How has politics at the local/community level impact both of you? 
 
Thank you for sharing about yourselves. Now, I am going to ask some questions about your 
experiences with stress and well-being. 
 
How has growing up within a mixed-status sibling relationship impacted your levels of 
stress? 

A. What, if at all, has been the most difficult thing about growing up as mixed-status 
siblings? 

B. Tell me more about experiences that may have contributed to feelings of 
stress/worry/sadness 

 
How has growing up with a mixed-status sibling impacted your levels of well-being?  

A. What has been the most rewarding part of growing up as mixed-status sibling?  
B. Tell me more about experiences that may have contributed to your well-being. 

 
Thank you for sharing about your sibling relationship. I am going to shift the conversation 
and ask you questions about your relationship with family. 
 
Tell me how, if at all, has growing up with a mixed-status sibling impacted your family?  

a. Relationships with your parents? 
b. Other siblings? 
c. Other family members? 

 
Thank you for sharing your stories with me. Let me check in with you. 
 
What has this process been like for you?  

A. What thoughts have come up as you answer these questions?  
B. What feelings have come up as you answer these questions?  

 
After reflecting on your sibling relationship and your experiences growing up with one 
another, is there anything else you would like to add?  
 
What are you most grateful for in having your sibling?  
 
What advice would you give to siblings who have mixed immigration statuses?  
 

Thank you for sharing your experiences with me. Should questions arise, can I contact you 
for further clarification? You will not receive additional compensation for that time. Thank 
you very much for your time.  




