De Facto Deportation from the ()
United States to Mexico,
2015-2020

ERIN R. HAMILTON, CLAUDIA MASFERRER, ANGELITA REPETTO,
AND NICOLE DENIER

De facto deportation is emigration to accompany a deported person, typically a nuclear family member. We
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DE FACTO DEPORTATION FROM THE UNITED STATES TO MEXICO, 2015-2020

Major changes to the United States immigra-
tion law and policy since 1986 have led to large
numbers of deportations of long-term, settled
immigrants from the US (Golash-Boza 2015;
Massey et al. 2016; Schultheis and Ruiz Soto
2017). Long-term, settled immigrants often
have families in the US; in these cases, deporta-
tion causes the international separation of fam-
ilies. According to reports filed with the US
Congress by the Department of Homeland Se-
curity (DHS) every year since 2009, the US gov-
ernment has deported tens of thousands of
parents of children who live in the US (Capps
et al. 2015; DHS 2016a, 2016b, 2016c, 2017a,
2017b, 2018, 2019a, 2019b). The number of de-
portations of people who have spouses or par-
ents in the US is unknown but presumably also
large.

While many families who experience the de-
portation of a family member remain sepa-
rated, some reunify (Andrews 2023; Dreby 2015;
Enriquez 2020; Valdivia 2021; Zayas 2015). When
the US government deports a person away from
their family in the US, the family has two op-
tions for reunification: The deported person
can reenter the US, or the family can emigrate
to the country of deportation (typically the
country of origin, or nationality, of the de-
ported person). These post-deportation out-
comes have significant consequences for the
deported person and their family. Reentry to
the US after deportation can involve significant
criminal and immigration penalties if the pre-
viously deported migrant is again apprehended
by US immigration agents. Even if they are not
apprehended, they experience what Carolina
Valdivia (2025, this issue) calls “hyper-illegality.”
The alternative to reentry is family migration
to the country of deportation to accompany or
reunite with a deported person, which is called
de facto deportation (Kanstroom 2007; Zayas
2015). Under current US immigration law, de
facto deportation presents a family facing sep-
aration by deportation with the only opportu-
nity to remain together without the threat of
further US legal entanglement.

A small body of research studies the scale
and experiences of de facto deportation, fo-
cusing largely on children de facto deported
to Mexico (Barros Nock 2019; Boehm 2016;
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Caldwell 2019; Hamilton et al. 2023; Masferrer
et al. 2024; Zayas 2015). One study estimated
that a large share of US-born children living in
Mexico in 2018—about one in seven—were
there due to a parent’s deportation (Hamilton
et al. 2023). Other studies have focused on the
outcomes of children who have been de facto
deported to Mexico. This research finds that
children who experienced de facto deportation
face socioeconomic hardship, schooling delays
and challenges, and mental health problems
(Boehm 2016; Caldwell 2019; Hamilton et al.
2023; Rodriguez-Cruz 2023; Zayas 2015; Zayas et
al. 2024). These outcomes arguably emerge
from the forced nature of de facto deportation,
which requires families to emigrate from the
US to preserve family togetherness and avoid
legal entanglement (Zayas 2015).

In this article, we build on the emerging
body of research on de facto deportation with
an overview and update. We focus on de facto
deportation to Mexico: how it emerged, how
many people (and who) have been recently de
facto deported to Mexico, why some families
emigrate whereas others remain separated, and
what questions remain unanswered. We pres-
ent new results from the 2020 Mexican Census
(hereafter “the Census”), giving a more recent
estimate of the number of US-born children in
Mexico due to de facto deportation from the
US, as well as the first estimate of the number
of de facto deported Mexican-born children,
spouses, and parents in Mexico in 2020. We
then compare the socioeconomic characteris-
tics of de facto deported children and adults to
those who migrated from the US to Mexico for
other reasons to understand the circumstances
that they face in Mexico. We find that more
than ten thousand people were de facto de-
ported from the US to Mexico between 2015 and
2020, including more than six thousand US cit-
izens, almost 90 percent of them children
(INEGI 2020).

We also analyze data from interviews with
returned migrants in Mexico City to describe
the experiences of de facto deportation to Mex-
ico more fully. These interviews allow us to un-
derstand and contextualize the experiences of
former US migrants who lived in the US in non-
citizen status and returned to live in Mexico
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City by 2019 (Masferrer et al. 2025). Among
them, we discover a common pattern of family
separation after parental deportation, as well
as instances of de facto deportation. We share
the stories of Carla, Lety, and Olivia, people
who faced their own or a family member’s de-
portation and were de facto deported or sepa-
rated from their family as a result of deporta-
tion. We do not use these data to represent the
population of de facto deported people or de-
ported parents. Rather, our goal is instead to
begin to understand a key question that the re-
search has not yet addressed, which is when
and why de facto deportation occurs, as op-
posed to forced family separation or reunifica-
tion in the US. From the qualitative data, we
learn that de facto deportation occurred in
cases when deportation threatened the family’s
ability to provide in-person caregiving for de-
pendent children, but decisions about migra-
tion for in-person caregiving for children de-
pended on other family dynamics.

De facto deportation represents one impor-
tant way that US immigration policy reaches
people, families, and communities beyond the
deported person. De facto deportation also re-
veals how US immigration policy extends be-
yond the borders of the US to shape the lives of
people forced to live abroad to preserve family
togetherness. As we will explain next, de facto
deportation is not an inevitable outcome of im-
migration law. It emerged from the particular
historical circumstances of US immigration
policy since 1986.

THE EMERGENCE OF DE

FACTO DEPORTATION FROM

THE US TO MEXICO

De facto deportation from the US to Mexico is
the outcome of US laws and policies created to
manage undocumented migration since 1986.
It began with the 1986 US Immigration Reform
and Control Act (IRCA). As research on US im-
migration law and Mexico-US migration has
shown, IRCA was a response to earlier failures
and gaps in US immigration law (Bean et al.
1987,1990; Massey and Pren 2012; Massey et al.
2016). In 1964, the US terminated the short-
term labor migration program between Mexico
and the US, the Bracero Program, without a re-
placement to account for the labor relation-

ships developed during the program. Shortly
thereafter, in 1968, the US Congress introduced
the first limits to legal immigration from the
Western Hemisphere. These policies trans-
formed a circular, legal migration flow between
Mexico and the US in the 1950s and early 1960s
into a circular, undocumented flow in the 1970s
and 1980s (Massey and Pren 2012; Massey et al.
2016). The 1986 IRCA sought to address undoc-
umented migration with a three-pronged ap-
proach: amnesty for the resident undocu-
mented population, regulations to prevent the
employment of undocumented people, and
border control to prevent undocumented en-
try. None of IRCA’s approaches curtailed un-
documented migration, and the population of
undocumented immigrants in the US grew
for two decades after the law’s passage (Bean
et al. 1990; Donato et al. 1992; Massey et al. 2002,
2016).

At the same time, the US Congress steadily
increased the amount of money spent control-
ling the US-Mexico border, the primary way the
US government sought to manage undocu-
mented migration in the 1990s (Massey et al.
2016). While border control’s effectiveness at
deterring undocumented migration is not
straightforward or obvious, studies demon-
strate that border control reduced the return
migration of undocumented immigrants from
the US to Mexico (Angelucci 2012; Cornelius
2001; Cornelius and Salehyan 2007; Espen-
shade 1994; Massey et al. 2015, 2016; Massey
and Espinosa 1997). In limiting return migra-
tion to Mexico, border control transformed
Mexico-US transnational family life (Hamilton
and Hale 2016). Circular migration, or migra-
tion back and forth across the border, was a
cornerstone of Mexico-US transnational family
life through the second half of the twentieth
century, as Mexican migrants worked in the US
during part of the year and returned home to
visit family in Mexico with some frequency
(Massey 1986; Massey et al. 1987; Reichert 1981).
Under an increasingly enforced border, undoc-
umented migrant stays in the US increased in
duration, as immigrants worked for longer pe-
riods to cover the cost of border crossing and
avoided trips home that would incur additional
costs and risks on reentry to the US (Massey et
al. 2002, 2016). Instead of enduring long sepa-
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rations from families left behind in Mexico,
many undocumented migrants in the US re-
united with spouses and children or formed
families in the US (Garip 2016; Hamilton and
Hale 2016; Massey et al. 2002).

Two US laws passed in 1996 vastly increased
the ability of immigration officials to deport
immigrants who were settled in the US: the An-
titerrorism and Effective Death Penalty Act (AE-
DPA) and the Illegal Immigration Reform and
Immigrant Responsibility Act (IIRAIRA). AE-
DPA and IIRAIRA expanded the category of de-
portable offenses, mandated the detention of
immigrants convicted of deportable offenses,
and curtailed judicial review of the deportation
of immigrants convicted of deportable offenses
(Macias-Rojas 2018). In the aftermath of 9/11,
US immigration policy shifted to incorporate
more enforcement in the interior of the US. In
the 2000s, the newly formed US Department of
Homeland Security (DHS) drew on the legal
framework in IIRAIRA to create formal collabo-
rations between federal immigration agencies
and local law enforcement (Pedroza 2013). The
Secure Communities program, Section 287(g)
agreement, the Criminal Alien Program, and
the National Fugitive Operations Program au-
thorized local law enforcement agencies to de-
tect deportable immigrants, hold them, and
transfer them into custody of Immigration and
Customs Enforcement (ICE). Between 2004 and
2011, US congressional appropriations for these
four programs increased from $23 million to
$690 million, and the number of people ar-
rested through the programs increased from
11,000 to 289,000 (Golash-Boza 2015). In addi-
tion to federal efforts, some states, including
Arizona and Georgia, passed laws to further en-
able local law enforcement agencies to identify
and detain immigrants.

Scholars have called the deportation of hun-
dreds of thousands of Mexican migrants from
the US in the first two decades of the twenty-
first century the “Great Expulsion” (Escobar et
al. 2022; Waldinger 2023; Zaiiga and Giorguli-
Saucedo 2020). As a result of AEDPA, IIRAIRA,
and the federal-local immigration enforcement
agreements, large shares of deportations were
of settled immigrants, people who had lived in
the US for many years and had formed and
raised families there. In 2015, almost one in six
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people deported from the US to Mexico had
lived in the US for six or more years, and among
these deported long-term residents, almost
half (47 percent) were separated from at least
one minor child in the US (Schultheis and Ruiz
Soto 2017).

As the Great Expulsion unfolded, a new gen-
eration of children born in the US immigrated
to Mexico (Masferrer et al. 2019; Zaiiga and
Giorguli-Saucedo 2020). These US citizen chil-
dren accompanied their parents, who returned
to Mexico for a variety of reasons, including the
2008 Great Recession and economic opportu-
nity in Mexico, and as a result of deportation
(Chort and de la Rupelle 2016; Masferrer et al.
2025; Masferrer and Roberts 2012). Between
2005 and 2015, the population of US-born chil-
dren living in Mexico doubled to more than
half a million (Masferrer et al. 2019). Some of
these children were de facto deported.

THE DE FACTO DEPORTATION OF
CHILDREN FROM THE US TO MEXICO

A small body of research has studied the de
facto deportation of children to Mexico. Two
studies have estimated the degree of de facto
deportation to Mexico, one focused on children
and another on de facto deportation as one of
several causes of migration (Hamilton et al.
2023; Masferrer et al. 2024). One study found
that approximately 15 percent of recent migrant
US-born children of recent migrant household
heads living in Mexico in 2014 and 2018 were de
facto deported (Hamilton et al. 2023). Applying
this rate to the population of all US-born chil-
dren living in Mexico during those years, the
study estimated that as many as 100,000 US-
born children living in Mexico in 2014 and
80,000 in 2018 were de facto deported to Mex-
ico. However, the survey used in the study did
not identify parent-child relationships in com-
plex households, specifically households where
the parent was not the household head or the
spouse of the household head. As a result, it
was impossible to link some children to their
parents, and the sample sizes were too small to
analyze the de facto deportation of Mexican-
born children or other family members, such
as spouses and parents. A more recent study of
the Census showed that among returnees and
recent US-born migrants, de facto deportation
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is most common among children and women
(Masferrer et al. 2024).

A small number of studies have examined
the experiences of de facto deported children
in Mexico (Boehm 2016; Caldwell 2019; Hamil-
ton et al. 2023; Rodriguez-Cruz 2023; Zayas 2015;
Zayas et al. 2024). These are, for the most part,
small-scale, qualitative studies of migrant fam-
ilies. They find that de facto deportation is a
disorienting and difficult process for children.
US-born children in Mexico face administrative
barriers to school enrollment, which may be
aggravated for families who migrate under
stressful and urgent circumstances, such as de-
portation (Jacobo-Suarez 2017; Zuniga and Car-
rillo Cantu 2020; Zainiga and Giorguli-Saucedo
2020). Children and adolescents who are de
facto deported experience mental health prob-
lems that emerge from the trauma of parental
deportation and the “code of silence” around
deportation, which refers to the inability to
speak openly about deportation due to stigma
and experiences of discrimination toward de-
ported people and their families (Rodriguez-
Cruz 2023). Two studies have compared de
facto deported children to those who migrated
to Mexico for other reasons (Hamilton et al.
2023; Zayas et al. 2024). They found that de facto
deported children experience greater material
disadvantages, including lower levels of health
insurance coverage and school enrollment, as
well as higher rates of behavioral problems, un-
happiness, and parent-child conflict.

Several scholars have argued that de facto
deportation undermines child well-being be-
cause of the forced nature of family migration
in response to familial deportation (Boehm
2016; Caldwell 2019; Zayas 2015). They argue
that deportation forces families to prioritize
family unity over other considerations related
to child and family well-being, such as housing,
employment, safety, and social support—not
to mention the family’s personal and social at-
tachments to places and communities. How-
ever, deportation and de facto deportation do
not occur randomly. To identify a causal effect,
researchers must, at a minimum, identify the
population targeted (or at risk) of deportation,
the group among them who decides to de facto
deport, and changes in their circumstances be-
fore and after de facto deportation, in compar-

ison to families who are not targeted or who
make different family migration decisions un-
der the same circumstances. Because no data
identify these populations, the research still
lacks causal evidence that de facto deportation
is harmful to children and families.

We are not able to provide causal estimates
of the impacts of de facto deportation. Instead,
we build on prior work by providing new esti-
mates of the population size and characteris-
tics of de facto deported people in Mexico in
2020, including US-born and Mexican-born
children of deported parents, spouses of de-
ported partners, and parents of deported chil-
dren. We then describe the experiences of three
families affected by deportation to better un-
derstand when and why de facto deportation
occurs.

DATA AND METHODS TO QUANTIFY

DE FACTO DEPORTATION TO MEXICO
We identify, quantify, and describe the charac-
teristics of de facto deported people in Mexico
using the Census. We compare people who
were de facto deported, as defined in more de-
tail later in this article, between 2015 and 2020
to US- and Mexican-born people who migrated
to Mexico for other reasons between 2015 and
2020, as well as to nonmigrant US- and Mexican-
born people who were in Mexico in 2015. We
exclude people born outside of Mexico and the
US from the analysis.

We use publicly available microdata from
the Census’s extended questionnaire, which
was administered to a probability sample of
four million private households selected to rep-
resent the state and national populations. Un-
like the basic questionnaire, which is adminis-
tered to all Mexican households living in both
private and collective dwellings for a complete
population enumeration, the extended ques-
tionnaire identifies the parents and spouse of
every household member. The Mexican Na-
tional Institute of Statistics and Geography
(INEGI, by its Spanish acronym) administered
the Census in March 2020. INEGI was nearly
finished with data collection when the federal
government issued a nationwide, nonmanda-
tory lockdown in response to the COVID-19
pandemic. While a decline in the response rate
was noted in the last week of March, the survey
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continued and ultimately achieved a 96 percent
response rate (INEGI 2020).

We identify deported and de facto deported
people among recent migrants, which the Cen-
sus survey defines as people who were living in
the US five years before the survey and there-
fore migrated to Mexico between 2015 and
2020. The survey asked all recent migrants the
reason for their migration (to Mexico); de-
ported migrants are recent migrants who re-
sponded that deportation was the reason for
their migration. We identify de facto deported
migrants as recent migrants who did not report
deportation as the cause of their migration but
co-reside (in the same household) with a close
family member—parent, spouse, or child—
who was deported over the same period. To be
clear, de facto deportation is not listed as a pos-
sible reason for migration. In defining de facto
deportation as such, we assume that a recent
migrant who was not deported but co-resides
with a close family member who was deported
over the same period migrated to accompany
that family member. Most people (97 percent)
who we define as de facto deported listed “fam-
ily” as the reason for their migration. The re-
maining 3 percent listed a variety of causes, in-
cluding, most commonly, “other work-related
reasons” (1 percent) and “other personal mo-
tives” (0.73 percent) (INEGI 2020). Because US-
born citizens cannot be deported to Mexico, we
identify US-born recent migrants who stated
that deportation was the reason for their migra-
tion as de facto deported, assuming that they
referred to the deportation of someone else.

It is important to note a few limitations of
this definition of de facto deportation. First,
because we do not directly observe de facto de-
portation, we limit the definition to close fam-
ily members—children, spouses, and par-
ents—who migrated over the same period and
co-reside with a deported family member. It
seems more likely that de facto deportation oc-
curs among nuclear family members than
among people connected by extended family or
nonfamily relationships. We suspect the error
introduced by excluding some de facto de-
ported people who co-reside with an unrelated
or extended relative who was deported is
smaller than it would be if we had included all
recent migrants co-residing with a deported

person, regardless of relation. This decision
means that our estimate will be conservative.
On the other hand, it is possible that some re-
cent migrants who co-reside with a deported
parent, child, or spouse migrated for reasons
other than accompanying the deported family
member. Given that 97 percent of migrants we
identify as de facto deported state that their
reason for migration was family, we suspect
this is a small portion.

The second limitation is that we only ob-
serve the de facto deportation of coresident
household members. People who migrated to
accompany a deported person but no longer
live with that person cannot be identified as de
facto deported in this data. There is no way to
overcome this limitation, nor confidently esti-
mate the size of the error. Again, this error
means our estimates of de facto deportation
will be conservative.

Third, we do not observe de facto deporta-
tion among people who migrated to Mexico
more than five years before the Census, that is,
before 2015. Thus, our estimates of de facto de-
portation of Mexican-born people refer to the
period between 2015 and 2020. This means that
our estimate excludes an unknown but possibly
large portion of people who were de facto de-
ported before 2015 and remained there in 2020.
We compare our estimates to earlier estimates
and conclude that our estimate likely repre-
sents a minority of all de facto deportees living
in Mexico in 2020 because of the short-term
window in which we observe migration in the
Census.

Fourth, even with a focus on the period be-
tween 2015 and 2020, we do not observe de
facto deported people who remigrate or return
to the US in the same period. Our estimate re-
fers only to the stock, not the flow, of de facto
deported people. US-born children, who have
the right to a US passport and can lawfully re-
turn to the US, may be particularly mobile.
Studies suggest that return to the US among
the children of deported parents as well as
among all US-born minors in Mexico is com-
mon (Caldwell 2019; Cuecuecha-Mendoza et al.
2017). Given some return migration to the US,
the stock is smaller than the flow.

Finally, it is important to note the special
circumstance of children under age five. This
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group was not asked about their place of resi-
dence in 2015 because most had not yet been
born in that year. Additionally, the question
about reasons for migrating to Mexico between
2015 and 2020 was asked only of people who
lived outside of Mexico in 2015. US-born chil-
dren under age five are, by definition, recent
migrants. We consider whether they were de-
ported based on their parents’ reasons for mi-
gration if one parent was in the US at least five
years prior to the survey. However, as we show,
most US-born children under age five do not
co-reside with parents who report that they
were in the US in 2015. Among Mexican-born
children under age five, recent migration can-
not be identified. We therefore analyze this age
group separately.

ESTIMATES OF DE FACTO DEPORTED
PEOPLE IN MEXICO IN 2020

Table 1 shows that an estimated 11,427 people
were de facto deported from the US to Mexico
between 2015 and 2020 and lived in Mexico in
2020. The majority (52.8 percent) of this popu-
lation, totaling 6,038, were the children of a de-
ported parent. The second-largest group was
spouses of deported people (N = 4,407), who
made up 38.6 percent of the population.
Smaller numbers of people were the parents
(N =346, 3 percent) or the parents and spouses
(N=275, 2.4 percent) of a deported person. This
latter group refers to recent migrants who lived

Table 1. Relationship to the Deported Person

in a household with both a child (of any age)
and a spouse who was deported. An additional
361 people, representing 3.2 percent of the de
facto deported population, were US citizens
who stated that their reason for migrating to
Mexico was deportation, but they did not co-
reside with a deported spouse, child, or parent
(INEGI 2020).

Table 2 disaggregates the population by
place of birth and age among children and by
place of birth and gender among adults (see
panels A and B). Comparing population esti-
mates (shown at the bottom of each panel)
across groups, it is apparent that US-born chil-
dren were the largest population of people de
facto deported to Mexico between 2015 and
2020: There were an estimated 1,296 de facto
deported US-born children under age five and
3,987 aged five to seventeen. The population of
US-born de facto deported children aged five to
seventeen is 9.5 times larger than the popula-
tion of Mexican-born de facto deported chil-
dren of the same age (N = 420). Among adults,
de facto deportation is more common for mi-
grants born in Mexico, with 2,766 Mexican-born
adult women and 1,554 adult men, compared
to 1,044 US-born women and 360 men.

Table 2, panel A focuses on children and
compares US-born children under age five to
US-born and Mexican-born children aged five
to seventeen. As a reminder, recent migration
and the cause of migration to Mexico are only

Percent of
Population Population Sample Size
Child 6,038 52.8 785
Spouse 4,407 38.6 439
Parent 346 3.0 52
Spouse and parent 275 2.4 34
US-born deported 361 3.2 44
Total 11,427 100 1,354

Source: 2020 Mexican Census (INEGI 2020).

Note: De facto deported migrants are recent migrants from the US who live with a
family member (parent, spouse, or child) who is a recent migrant from the US and
report deportation as the reason for migration. Alternatively, they are US-born and
report that their own cause for migration was deportation, regardless of the rela-

tionship with other household members.
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Table 2. Rate of De Facto Deportation and Relationship to Deported Person Across Key Groups of De

Facto Deported People

US-Born US-Born Mexican-Born
De Facto De Facto De Facto
Deported (0-4 Deported Deported
Panel A. Children Years) (5-17 Years) (5-17 Years)
Rate of de facto deportation 1.3% 10.1% 4.6%
Who was deported?
Father 62.4 51.2 49.1
Mother 21.2 27.9 21.0
Both parents 16.4 21.0 30.0
Sample 150 546 59
Population 1,296 3,987 420
US-Born US-Born Mexican-Born Mexican-Born
De Facto De Facto De Facto De Facto
Deported Deported Deported Deported
Panel B. Adults (Women) (Men) (Women) (Men)
Rate of de facto deportation 5.3% 1.6% 3.9% 0.7%
Who was deported?
Parent 13.1 34.7 1.2 18.8
Spouse 82.4 65.3 78.1 81.2
Child 4.0 0 11.0 0
Spouse & child 0.5 0 9.8 0
Sample 57 28 358 156
Population 1,044 360 2,766 1,554

Source: 2020 Mexican Census (INEGI 2020).
2in percentages.

reported for people who were in the US in 2015
in the Census; therefore, we cannot identify re-
cent migration among Mexican-born children
under age five. It is also the case that we do not
observe de facto deportation for the large ma-
jority (80 percent) of US-born children under
age five whose parents were not in the US in
2015 and did not report a reason for returning
to Mexico after the birth of their child (deporta-
tion or otherwise). As a result, the rate of de
facto deportation among this population of
young recent migrants (US-born children under
age five in Mexico in 2020) was 1.3 percent, sig-
nificantly lower than the rate among US-born
children aged five to seventeen (10.1 percent).
Among US-born and Mexican-born children
who migrated to Mexico between 2015 and
2020, 10.1 percent of US-born children were de

facto deported, and 4.6 percent of Mexican-
born children were de facto deported. In other
words, the rate of de facto deportation was
twice as high among US-born recent migrant
children than among Mexican-born recent mi-
grant children. One in ten US-born recent mi-
grant children living in Mexico in 2020 was de
facto deported.

The modal de facto deported child migrated
with a deported father. Among US-born de facto
deported children under age five, 62.4 percent
returned with a deported father. The share is
about 50 percent among US-born and Mexican-
born de facto deported children aged five to
seventeen. Fewer de facto deported children
(21-28 percent) migrated with a deported
mother. A full 30 percent of Mexican-born de
facto deported children aged five to seventeen
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migrated with two deported parents, higher
than the share among US-born de facto de-
ported children under age five (16.4 percent)
and aged five to seventeen (21 percent).

Ninety percent of deported people to Mexico
in this period were men (not shown), but be-
tween 49.1 and 62.4 percent of de facto de-
ported children returned with a father. This
means that men (fathers) were underrepre-
sented among the parents of de facto deported
children in this period, as compared to their
share among the population of all deported
people, suggesting that deported mothers may
be more likely to bring children with them than
deported fathers.' The overrepresentation of
mothers among deported parents whose chil-
dren accompany them is evidence that de facto
deportation is gendered, meaning that the pat-
terns and processes of de facto deportation
vary for men and women.

In panel B, we present similar information
for de facto deported adults. Among adults, the
rate is highest among US-born recent migrant
women, 5.3 percent of whom were de facto de-
ported. Smaller shares were de facto deported
among US-born men (1.6 percent), Mexican-
born women (3.9 percent), and Mexican-born
men (0.7 percent). The most common category
of de facto deported adult was the spouse, who
made up between 65.3 and 82.4 percent of the
four adult groups.

Some de facto deported adults migrated to
accompany deported parents, but this share
ranges widely—from 1.2 percent to 34.7 per-
cent—with men more likely than women to
have done so. The share of de facto deported
adult women who accompanied parents is
smaller in part because a greater share of them
accompanied deported children. In fact, there
were no de facto deported men who accompa-
nied deported children between 2015 and 2020
and were still living together in Mexico (and
counted in the Census) in 2020.

Adult men and women who were de facto
deported between 2015 and 2020 had different

THE US DEPORTATION SYSTEM AND ITS AFTERMATH

relationships to the deported person. Recent
migrant men were more likely than women to
have accompanied deported parents, while
women were far more likely to accompany de-
ported children. This is the second way that de
facto deportation is gendered. Figure 1 adds
further insight into these gendered patterns. It
shows the percent female among recent mi-
grants, comparing those who were and were
not de facto deported by age group. Among
adults, return migration to Mexico for reasons
other than de facto deportation is dominated
by men, whereas de facto deportation to Mex-
ico is dominated by women. Among children
and adolescents, the gender distribution is
nearly equal across both groups. For those in
their twenties, the patterns diverge: 30 percent
of recent migrants were women, compared to
70 percent of the de facto deported. The female
proportion declines to 20 percent among re-
cent migrants in their thirties and forties but
remains at 60-70 percent for de facto deported
migrants in those age groups. Among older
adults, the percent female rises in both groups,
but more dramatically for those de facto de-
ported: More than 90 percent of de facto de-
ported migrants over seventy were women.

In table 3, we focus on children and com-
pare de facto deported children to US- and
Mexican-born recent migrants who moved for
reasons other than de facto deportation, as well
as to nonmigrant children.? The table includes
key demographic indicators, including age,
gender, ethnicity (both Indigenous and Afro-
descendent, which is the terminology for Black
race in Mexico), whether enrolled in school, re-
gion in Mexico, and size of locality of residence.
De facto deported children were less likely to
be Afro-descendent than the other children,
but Indigenous ethnicity does not vary simi-
larly. There are no clear patterns differentiating
de facto deported children from the other
groups on the other measures. US-born chil-
dren under age five and Mexican-born de facto
deported children were concentrated in the

1. We do not observe the population at risk of de facto deportation in the United States, that is, the population
of mothers and fathers facing deportation. To directly assess gendered selectivity into deportation with children,
one would need to compare the rates of deportation with children to the population at risk by gender.

2. All US-born children migrated to Mexico at some point in their lives, but we refer to those who are not recent

migrants as nonmigrants for simplicity.
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Figure 1. Percent Female by Age Among De Facto Deported and Recent Migrants in Mexico, 2020

100

90

80

70

60

50

40

Percent female

30

20

10

0

5-9 10-14 15-19 20-29 30-39

De facto deported

Source: 2020 Mexican Census (INEGI 2020).

Border region, but we do not see the same pat-
tern for US-born children deported between
the ages of five and twelve.

US-born children who recently migrated to
Mexico had lower rates of school enrollment
than other groups, consistent with the litera-
ture on the administrative and other barriers
they face to schooling in Mexico (Zuiiiga and
Giorguli-Saucedo 2020). This disadvantage is
not apparent among US-born nonmigrants,
who were enrolled at higher rates than
Mexican-born nonmigrants, suggesting that
the barriers are overcome with time. Although
US-born de facto deported children had the
lowest enrollment rate (at 82.8 percent), this is
not entirely due to de facto deportation, as
Mexican-born children in this group had the
highest rate (at 94.3 percent; see table 3).

Table 4, which presents similar information
for adults, also reveals few patterns differenti-
ating de facto deported adults from recent mi-
grant and nonmigrant adults. Here, we disag-
gregate by gender rather than place of birth
and report that 27.4 percent of de facto de-
ported women and 18.8 percent of de facto de-
ported men were US-born. There are interest-
ing educational differences between groups,
with de facto deported men having the lowest
levels of schooling (greater shares with zero to
nine and ten to twelve completed years), and

40-49

50-59 60-69 70+

e Recent migrant

recent migrant women having the highest lev-
els (largest shares with thirteen to fifteen and
sixteen or more years).

Economic activity patterns were structured
more by gender than by migration status.
Women in all categories were less likely to be
employed or unemployed than men and more
likely to be inactive. Among both men and
women, nonmigrants had the highest rates of
employment. De facto deported adults were
concentrated in the Border region, a pattern in
contrast to recent migrants and nonmigrants.

EXPERIENCES OF DEPORTATION

AND FAMILY REORGANIZATION

Table 4 shows that a large share of de facto de-
ported adults—about half—resided in cities of
more than 100,000 people, similar to the share
among nonmigrants in Mexico. In 2019, we in-
terviewed thirty-four return migrants in Mexico
City as part of a study on return migration
among people who had been in the US in non-
citizen (mostly undocumented) status (Masfer-
rer et al. 2025). Half of the people we inter-
viewed had been deported, and the other half
had returned to Mexico for a variety of reasons,
including economic, family, and health-related
reasons. The people we interviewed were not
representative of return migrants to Mexico
living in Mexico City (or elsewhere), but the

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES



‘sobejuaotad ul .

"UaIp|Iyo ulog-Sn 1o} umouy AJuo si aAl} 8B Japun uaap|iyd Jo snyeis uoljedBiw ay| 810N
"(020Z 193NI) Snsus) UedIXs|\ 0Z0Z :89/n0g

608'T68'LC L0E'€9E €08'8 Gye'Ge (V474 £86'E 962'T uone[ndod
G92'989'c £99'9Y G96 Sy’ 69 i7" 0ST a|dwes
9'ey L[y €09 (4% gve 9y QLY 000'00T<
€971 ST 0’LT 9vT L'TT €97 9T 666'66-000'GT
€97 0'ST I7ad! G'GT ¢'9¢ 67T L'VT 666'7T-00G'C
8'€¢C 8'¢¢ €8T 9'Ge 6'LT €'LC cee 00G'¢>
-A)|eo0] jo azig
Sh74 1T Tt 6'TT 19874 9'¢t T'TT 1seayinog-yinog
G'Te L'ST [A] 8'LT 6'T 79T 6'S J91u8)
L'€C G'8¢ 0'se 7'0€ &A% 697 1°9¢ 1S9\-181ULD
€0¢ Svy L’S€ oo 7’19 cve 6°9G Japiog
<09IX3A] Ul uoibay
9°/8 G006 £68 1°98 gv6 8'¢8 - £|00YOS Ul pajjoiuy
97 ST 6T eT ¢0 A A0 2}USPUSISOP-014Y
T°0¢C 70T L'VT 9’6 G'S €9 8¢t =Snouabipu|
809 6°0S €LY 1% G99 S'vS 6'8% de|N
A% T'6v L'¢CS 6'TS S'vy g'ay T'18 dlewaH
Adpusar)
TT o¢ct 6'TT S'0T T'TT L°0T 9'¢C abe ues|y
(sies) £T-G) (s1es) £T-G) (s1es) LT1-G) (s1esp LT-G) (sdes) £T-G) (sies) £T-G) (s1es) ¥-0)
juelBiwuoN JuelBiWuoON JueIBI JUBO8Y JueIBIN paioda 010e4 payodaQ 010e4  paliods( 010e4
uJlog-uedIxap wog-sn ulog-uedIxa|\  Juadey ulog-Sn  9Q ulog-uedixaln ag wog-sn aQ wog-sn

020¢ '9by pue yiniig jo aoe|d Aq ‘00IXa| Ul SjuedBiIUON pue sjuelBi Juaday 03 uosiedwod Ul uaipjiyD payodaq 030e 8 40 Sd1IsIIaloeIey) "¢ d|qel



DE FACTO DEPORTATION FROM THE UNITED STATES TO MEXICO, 2015-2020

187

Table 4. Characteristics of De Facto Deported Adults in Comparison to Recent Migrants and

Nonmigrants in Mexico, by Gender, 2020

Women Men
De Facto Recent De Facto Recent
Deported Migrant  Nonmigrant Deported Migrant  Nonmigrant

US-born? 27.4 21.7 0.2 18.8 9.3 0.2
Mean age 39.3 44.2 42.6 38.3 42.3 41.9
Indigenous? 10.3 12.6 19.4 10.3 20.6 19.3
Afro-descendent? 3.2 2 2.1 2.3 2.7 2.2
Education?®

0-9 years 51 43.4 55.4 60.5 64.7 53.3

10-12 years 36.8 28.5 22.4 34.3 23 23.7

13-15 years 3.6 8.2 7.4 4.4 3.9 7.1

16+ years 8.6 16.9 14.8 0.8 8.5 16
Marital status?

Inaunion 91.7 61.2 59 77.7 65.7 64.1

Ex-union 3.5 21.2 19.3 5.8 13.2 8.9

Single 4.8 17.6 21.7 16.5 21.2 27
Economic activity?

Employed 37.8 36 42.6 73.6 73.2 76.4

Unemployed 0.5 1.1 1 4.1 4.2 3.1

Inactive 61.7 62.9 56.4 22.4 22.6 20.5
Region in Mexico?

Border 46.1 37.2 20.8 44.6 27.4 22

Center-West 30 32.9 22.5 28.9 35.5 22.4

Center 14 17.4 34.3 19.1 19.7 33.6

South-Southeast 10 12.5 22.4 7.4 17.4 22
Size of locality?

<2,500 21.6 22 19 25.2 31 19.5

2,500-14,999 11.7 15.4 14.5 14.1 17.2 14.4

15,000-99,999 15.7 14.5 15.7 14.5 14.6 15.5

>100,000 51.1 48.2 50.8 46.3 37.2 50.6
Sample 415 10,940 5,165,413 184 38,302 4,689,828
Population 3,810 86,580 45,348,680 1,914 240,605 41,412,774

Source: 2020 Mexican Census (INEGI 2020).
2in percentages.

interviews contain information not commonly
recorded in survey data, including about non-
coresident partners and children, as well as
personal accounts of the process of family mi-
gration and separation. We use illustrative in-
terview data from three returned migrants to
glean additional description and insights re-
garding the process of de facto deportation.

We begin with Carla’s story of her own de
facto deportation. We then tell Lety’s story.
Like Carla, Lety also fled the US to accompany
a family member threatened by deportation,
but they left before the order was issued, rais-
ing a conceptual question about the process.
We then tell Olivia’s story. Olivia was deported
and separated from young children in the US;
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her children could have been de facto deported,
but they remained in the US with their father.
The three stories reveal the kinds of consider-
ations that families make regarding family re-
organization in response to deportation or the
threat of deportation, which may inform future
studies of de facto deportation.

Carla’s Story: De facto

Deportation of a Mother

Carla’s children were teenagers and young
adults, and she was divorced from their father,
when she was de facto deported. Carla’s young-
est son Luis, who, like her, was living in the US
without legal documents, was apprehended by
immigration agents on a high school bus trip
from Houston to Los Angeles. When US Border
Patrol agents boarded the bus, Luis showed
them his matricula consular, an identification
document issued to migrants by the Mexican
Consulate in the US. The agents apprehended
Luis, and he signed voluntary departure orders,
not understanding what it meant to relinquish
his right to a legal process of deportation.

Luis called his mother from Mexico. “Mom,
I'm in Mexico!” she recalls him saying. It was a
tremendous shock. Carla quickly left for Mex-
ico to accompany Luis, although doing so
meant that she left her other children in Texas.
Although it was a heart-wrenching decision,
Carla felt Luis had greater need for his mother
than her other children did because he was
alone in Mexico. Luis knew only halting Span-
ish. US Border Patrol agents surrendered him
to a border town where he had never been be-
fore, a site for transit migrants and criminal
activity. He was terrified of being attacked by
people assuming that migrants coming from
the US have money. He did not know what to
do or where to go. In contrast, Carla’s other
children were older and had the support of
their father and one of her sisters, who were
also in the US.

When we interviewed Carla in 2019, she
had been back in Mexico for ten years. Luis
had a difficult time at first in Mexico, experi-
encing severe depression and difficulty adjust-
ing to life there. But by 2019 he had adapted.
Luis worked in a call center, where he could
make use of his English language skills, and
he lived independently. Although he no longer

THE US DEPORTATION SYSTEM AND ITS AFTERMATH

depended on Carla as he had at first, she re-
mained in Mexico. She felt it was not possible
for her, at her age, to reenter the US unlawfully
because of the difficulty crossing the border
without documents. She earned a living selling
crocheted crafts in markets around the city.

Although Carla’s de facto deportation sepa-
rated her from her older children in the US,
they were left in the care of trusted and settled
adults. In migrating to accompany Luis, Carla
made the difficult decision to prioritize the
needs of her youngest son, who was alone and
vulnerable in Mexico. As we will see in the next
story, the dependency of children also influ-
enced family migration decisions in Lety’s
case.

Lety’s Story: De Facto Deportation

of a Nuclear Family

Lety and Carla were de facto deported under
different circumstances, but in both cases,
their de facto deportation involved the need to
provide in-person caregiving to their children.
Lety met her husband, Alonso, at her sister’s
store when he was in Mexico on a trip home
from the US. Alonso migrated to the US in the
early 1980s and qualified for the IRCA amnesty
in 1986. Alonso’s green card, or lawful perma-
nent residency, enabled him to travel back and
forth between the US and Mexico. On one of
those trips, Alonso asked Lety to marry him
and join him in California. Although Alonso’s
permanent resident status meant he could
have sponsored Lety for legal status in the US,
she did not apply for a visa when she migrated.
Instead, Lety entered the US without inspec-
tion. Lety and Alonso had two children born in
the US. Their family was a mixed-status family:
Alonso was a lawful permanent resident, the
children were US citizens, and Lety was undoc-
umented.

Several years after Lety migrated to join
Alonso, they sought legal assistance for Lety to
regularize her status. In a meeting with a law-
yer, they received surprising and devastating
information: Alonso was subject to deporta-
tion. Alonso had been convicted of a crime and
served time in a California state prison before
he married Lety. The 1996 IIRAIRA retroactively
transformed Alonso’s prior conviction into a
deportable offense. In attempting to sponsor
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Lety for a visa, the immigration consequences
of Alonso’s prior record became paramount.
Lawyers advised Alonso to leave the US to avoid
arrest, detention, and deportation.

A strict definition of de facto deportation
may not classify Lety and her children as de
facto deported, as Alonso was not, in fact, de-
ported. Alonso (and his wife and children) fled
the threat of deportation under the advice of a
lawyer, who convinced him that he would be
detained and deported if he remained in the
US. While they chose to leave, the extent to
which Lety and her children count as de facto
deported is less important than the fact that
their departure was compelled by forced cir-
cumstances, with little choice in the matter:
They chose to leave to avoid Alonso’s incarcer-
ation, forced removal, and immigration record.

When Alonso decided to flee the risk of de-
tention and deportation, there was no doubt in
Lety’s mind that she and the children would
accompany Alonso. As she told us, “It was
never my idea to go to the US.” She and Alonso
were the parents of two children under five
years old, and they intended to stay together as
a family. Yet, she also told us that she believes
staying in California might have been better for
her children. She told us that she admired the
bilingual education at her son’s school, and
benefited from food supplements provided by
the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program
for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC). Her
son has a learning disability, and she believes
he would have benefited from more supportive
educational programs and services in Califor-
nia. Their choice to return to Mexico was not
about where their children would receive the
best education and social services; it was about
remaining together as a family under the threat
of forced removal and separation.

Olivia: A Mother’s Separation from Family

Olivia’s story is not about de facto deportation
but about the more common outcome of pa-
rental deportation: family separation (Hamil-
ton et al. 2023). Olivia’s experience gives us ad-
ditional insight into the decisions families
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make when they face the deportation of a key
member, and in comparing it to Lety and Car-
la’s stories, it helps us understand the forces
weighing on those decisions.

Olivia was deported without much warning
in 2017. Four years earlier, she was caught driv-
ing without a license, apprehended, and de-
tained for four months in an immigrant deten-
tion center in Colorado. Olivia had not been
convicted of an aggravated felony; the grounds
for her deportation were undocumented resi-
dence in the US. In 2011, President Barack
Obama had instructed ICE to use greater pros-
ecutorial discretion in granting deferred ac-
tion—suspension of removal—to low priority
cases, like Olivia’s (DHS 2011). Because her teen-
age, US-born daughter was disabled, a humani-
tarian concern, and because she had a long re-
cord of good moral conduct in the US, Olivia
successfully argued for and received deferred
action, which allowed her to remain in the US
conditionally with work authorization but gave
her no route to lawful status. Olivia was re-
quired to check in with immigration officials
each year to renew her work authorization.
Shortly after his inauguration, President Don-
ald J. Trump changed the federal immigration
enforcement priorities.> On her annual check-in
in March 2017, Olivia was arrested, detained,
and deported six days later. She was never able
to say goodbye to her children or husband.

There was very little discussion about
whether her children would remain in the US
after she was deported to Mexico. Her children
were teenagers and had grown up in the US.
They were settled in US schools, lived in a com-
fortable home with their father, and had a large
community of friends, neighbors, and family
in Colorado. Her oldest daughter, who was
born in Mexico and migrated to the US as a
young child, was protected from deportation
by the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals
(DACA) program.

Returning to Mexico was full of hardship
and uncertainty for Olivia. Foremost was the
emotional shock. She told us, “When I arrived
here in Mexico, it dawns on you that your chil-

3. “Enhancing Public Safety in the Interior of the United States.” Exec. Order No. 13768 (January 25, 2017). Ac-
cessed August 25, 2025. https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/presidential-actions/executive-order-enhancing

-public-safety-interior-united-states/.
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dren are there [in the US], that you don’t know
when you will go back. I felt very strange with
my siblings, who start talking to you and asking
you things, and all you want to do is shut your-
self in aroom and cry.” It had been over fifteen
years since she left Mexico City for the US. She
did not know where to live. Her mother was no
longer alive, and she was not close to her broth-
ers. She did not know how or where to find
work in Mexico City. She had owned her own
housecleaning business in Colorado, but the
market was different in Mexico City. She knew
it was not a safe or easy place to navigate.

Troubles in her marriage also complicated
the situation. Shortly after her deportation, Ol-
ivia’s husband began a new relationship. They
formally separated. There was no question, at
that point, that her husband would not return
to Mexico to be with her. But she also knew that
bringing her children with her was not the right
choice. The separation of children and mother
was a heartbreaking consequence of Olivia’s de-
portation. Olivia told us that her daughters call
her crying. Her oldest daughter started to suf-
fer from depression and anxiety. Olivia told us,
“Now, if you ask my children what they want for
Christmas, they are not thinking, ‘Ay, I hope
Santa Claus brings me this.’ No, they are think-
ing, I want to see my mother. And that is the
hardest part. Because they [ICE] snatch the
dreams from our children. Not just us. Our chil-
dren too.”

DISCUSSION

Families who face forced international separa-
tion as a result of deportation can only reunify
without the threat of further legal entangle-
ment by migrating to the country of deporta-
tion, which is the de facto deportation of the
family. Our analysis reveals that the scale of re-
cent de facto deportation is substantial, affect-
ing more than 11,000 people who migrated to
Mexico between 2015 and 2020 and remained
there in 2020. De facto deported migrants in
Mexico are mostly the children and spouses of
deported men, such as Lety and her children.
Still, our analysis shows that there are signifi-
cant numbers of men who are de facto de-
ported when they accompany a spouse. There
are also some parents—all mothers in the Cen-
sus—who accompany deported children to
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Mexico, as Carla did. Our study shows that the
post-deportation consequences of the current
US immigration policy regime and its enforce-
ment extend well beyond the individual de-
ported and the borders of the US.

While our qualitative data with former US
migrants living in Mexico City in 2019 are not
representative of the population of deported
parents or their children in Mexico, they give
us greater understanding of the types of con-
siderations that families make when facing pa-
rental deportation. They reveal that when de-
portation forces the international separation
of family, deliberation about whether and how
to stay together can rest on the needs of family
members, the presence of other caretakers or
guardians, and, in the case of parental deporta-
tion, the relationship between parents. Lety de-
cided to accompany Alonso along with her chil-
dren considering their union was strong and
their children were very young. Carla accompa-
nied her son, Luis, because he needed her sup-
port after deportation to Mexico following a
childhood lived in the US. We learned from Ol-
ivia’s story that parents whose union is fragile,
and parents of older children who are settled
in the US, may not be accompanied by their
partner and children. Other considerations in
whether children accompany deported parents
involve the ability to provide housing and
schooling in Mexico, as Olivia’s story also
showed us. However, Lety’s story suggests that
staying together as a family, when it is deemed
desirable and possible, can outweigh consider-
ations related to institutional supports such as
schooling.

In the Census data, we find that women
make up a far greater share of adult de facto
deported people than they do of recent mi-
grants. We also find that more women accom-
pany deported spouses than men do. Of course,
part of the gendering of de facto deportation
reflects the gendering of deportation itself:
Men are the overwhelming majority of de-
ported people, so female partners are at higher
risk of spousal de facto deportation (Golash-
Boza 2016; Golash-Boza and Hondagneu-Sotelo
2013). However, women are also more likely
than men to accompany deported children; in
fact, no men in the Census accompanied a de-
ported child as a de facto deported parent. Fur-
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thermore, when children were de facto de-
ported with deported parents, a greater share
accompanied mothers than would be expected
based on the share of all deported people who
are women.

The majority of de facto deported children
were born in the US. As Luis H. Zayas (2015) has
argued, these young American citizens have
been forced into exile, relinquishing their citi-
zenship rights in childhood to retain their right
to parental companionship. We find that they
were less likely to be enrolled in school than
others who migrated for different reasons, al-
though this may reflect generally lower enroll-
ment rates among recent US-born migrants
compared to nonmigrants and Mexican-born
children. This pattern aligns with other find-
ings and owes to administrative and language
barriers to the educational system in Mexico,
or difficulty navigating bureaucracy (Jacobo-
Suarez 2017; Zaiiiga and Giorguli-Saucedo 2020;
Medina and Menjivar 2015). Nevertheless, there
appears to be an additional schooling penalty
for being de facto deported and US-born, sug-
gesting further complications with paperwork
for families who migrate under forced circum-
stances. In other words, these challenges add
to the other challenges already studied in the
literature and have implications for students,
parents, and educators (Gandara and Jensen
2021; Giorguli Saucedo et al. 2022).

Our findings highlight a neglected popula-
tion in research on de facto deportation, which
has focused on children: the partners and par-
ents of deported people. For Mexican-born in-
dividuals who lived in the US without legal doc-
uments, de facto deportation to Mexico implies
significant barriers to reentry to the US. For
Carla, this is a significant loss, as most of her
family remains there. She believes she cannot
obtain a visa to travel legally to the US, and she
is unwilling to attempt a border crossing. US-
born children, like Lety’s, on the other hand,
have the right to travel to, live in, and work in
the US, as well as to eventually sponsor their
parents and other family members for immi-
gration. Lety’s children have mixed feelings
about returning to the US; her son is eager to
return, while her daughter is not. Neither one
retains any English, nor any real memories of
the place of their birth. What their future holds

is yet to be seen. To our knowledge, no studies
following de facto deported children over time
exist, but one study of the US-born in Mexico
found a very high rate of return migration to
the US, of more than 10 percent in a two-year
period among eighteen-to-twenty-four-year-
olds (Cuecuecha-Mendoza et al. 2017). As future
studies analyze what happens to de facto de-
ported people over time, it is important to note
age at arrival to Mexico to consider how life-
stage processes shape the experiences of de
facto deportation for children, adolescents,
and adults alike.

How does the experience of de facto depor-
tation vary by place? Our results show that
there is a concentration of de facto deported
people in the northern border region and in
metropolitan areas, but questions remain
about how challenges and integration patterns
differ by state or size of locality. Metropolitan
areas such as Tijuana, Guadalajara, Puebla, and
Mexico City, which have significant popula-
tions of deported people, have developed mi-
grant organizations supporting the needs of
returnees and US-born family members. It is
unclear how challenges differ in places where
de facto deported people and their families are
more visible and have tighter social networks
and support compared to places with a low
density of returnees.

One implication of our multiple-methods
analysis is that identifying de facto deportation
in existing data sources is not straightforward.
No existing data sources identify the precise
timing of deported people and their family
members or list de facto deportation (or the ac-
companiment of a deported person) as the rea-
son for migration. As we explained, we as-
sumed that nuclear family members who
migrated during the same five-year period as a
deported person were de facto deported. This
presents several complications that need to be
considered when using our estimates and in
future work to improve upon them. First, we
did not observe the reasons for return migra-
tion of most parents of US-born children under
five, the majority of whom did not report being
in the US in 2015. This suggests a short-term or
circular family migration pattern that the Cen-
sus does not capture (Vargas-Valle et al. 2022).
Nor can we observe de facto deportation for

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES



192 THE US DEPORTATION SYSTEM AND ITS AFTERMATH

Mexican-born children under five if their fami-
lies had short-term migrations between 2015
and 2020.

Our window of observation of migration was
limited to 2015-2020, but the Census provides
data on migrant stock, not flow—that is, people
who migrated in that window and remained in
Mexico in 2020. Some portion of migrants to
Mexico between 2015 and 2020 likely returned
to the US by 2020, especially among the US-
born, who have US passports with which to
travel (Cuecuecha-Mendoza et al. 2017). More-
over, the vast majority of US-born children in
Mexico in 2020 (a population estimated to be
just over 500,000) migrated to Mexico before
2015. If we apply the rate of de facto deporta-
tion observed among five- to seventeen-year-
old US-born recent migrants (10 percent) to the
population of all US-born children living in
Mexico in 2020, we estimate a total of about
50,000 de facto deported US-born children.
This is smaller than the population estimate
from the 2014 and 2018 Mexican Surveys of De-
mographic Dynamics (known as the ENADID
in Spanish; Hamilton et al. 2023). This differ-
ence could reflect changes to the risk of paren-
tal deportation in the US or the choice of chil-
dren to accompany parents after a parental
deportation.

Another problem with measuring de facto
deportation is that census and household sur-
vey data like the ENADID exclude people who
do not live in the same household as the person
they accompanied. This would exclude both
Lety and her son, who no longer live with her
(now ex-) husband, as well as Carla, who no lon-
ger lives with her son. Definitional issues may
also affect the reporting of deportation. For ex-
ample, it is unclear how Carla’s son and Lety’s
husband would have reported their migration
experience. Carla’s son signed a voluntary de-
parture order and was removed instantly, while
Lety’s husband was not officially deported, yet
he and his family still fled the threat (and likely
inevitability) of deportation. On the whole,
problems with measuring de facto deportation
in existing data suggest our estimates are con-
servative, or smaller than the true number.

Two important improvements over existing
Mexican survey data on deportation would be
to collect migration information from people

who have ever lived outside of Mexico. This
could include asking for detailed information
about the last migration to Mexico, regardless
of period. Another improvement would be to
allow respondents to report multiple reasons
for migration, including, ideally, to accompany
a deported person. Incorporating information
on the last migration, rather than migration in
the last five years, would provide comprehen-
sive migrant inflow information, allowing
changes over time in the rate of entry to Mexico
to be observed among the current stock of im-
migrants and return migrants in the country.
It would also allow for more precise identifica-
tion of migration accompaniment among co-
resident family members. By allowing multiple
causes of return to be listed, survey data would
better reflect the multiple considerations that
migrants and their family members make
when moving.

Although they may not have been repre-
sented in survey data, Lety, with her children,
and Carla were de facto deported to Mexico,
along with thousands of Mexican and US-born
migrants. Their migration to Mexico was not
the outcome of unhindered choice but was
forced by the family circumstances they faced
under the particular set of US immigration laws
and policies created since 1986. It is likely that
a far greater number of families, like Olivia’s,
are separated across international borders by
deportation. Olivia returned alone, just as
many returnees have done (Masferrer 2021).
Adding questions about nonresident children
to surveys would improve the ability to identify
family separation among migrants and de-
ported people.

An additional way to consider the needs of
children involves something we did not do:
talking and listening to children about their
own difficulties. As a vulnerable population de-
serving of added protection in the research pro-
cess, children are usually excluded from con-
versations regarding parental deportation
(Muruthi et al. 2024). Yet, deportation impacts
de facto deported children and children who
remain behind, as this journal issue makes
abundantly clear. To identify the causal im-
pacts of de facto deportation, data that allow
for the comparison of parents who are de-
ported and accompanied by children, parents
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who are deported and separated from their
children, and parents who are at risk of but do
not experience deportation are needed. Such
data would allow scholars to answer several im-
portant questions, including which parents ex-
perience deportation, who among them are ac-
companied by their children, and the impacts
de facto deportation has on children.

It is uncertain what the future holds in rela-
tion to policies that may reduce or amplify the
risk of deportation, de facto deportation, family
separation, and family reunification. Families
will continue to face difficult decisions to re-
main together or be separated as long as the US
government continues to fail to accommodate
them or prioritize the needs of children. This
special issue showcases research on the depor-
tation system and its aftermath. We hope our
work and that of others in this issue spur future
research and data on de facto deportation—not
only from the US to Mexico but globally.

REFERENCES

Andrews, Abigail. 2023. Banished Men: How Mi-
grants Endure the Violence of Deportation. Uni-
versity of California Press.

Angelucci, Manuela. 2012. “US Border Enforcement
and the Net Flow of Mexican lllegal Migration.”
Economic Development and Cultural Change
60(2): 311-57. https://doi.org/10.1086/662575.

Barros Nock, Magdalena. 2019. “Familias mixtecas
fracturadas por las deportaciones en Estados
Unidos.” In ¢Volver a casa? Migrantes de retorno
en América Latina: Debates, tendencias y experi-
encias divergentes, edited by Liliana Rivera San-
chez. El Colegio de México. https://doi.org/10
.2307/j.ctv18r6qtz.

Bean, Frank D., Barry Edmonston, and Jeffrey S. Pas-
sel. 1990. Undocumented Migration to the United
States: IRCA and the Experience of the 1980s. Ur-
ban Institute.

Bean, Frank D., Edward E. Telles, and B. Lindsay
Lowell. 1987. “Undocumented Migration to the
United States: Perceptions and Evidence.” Popu-
lation and Development Review 13(4): 671-90.
https://doi.org/10.2307/1973027.

Boehm, Deborah A. 2016. Returned: Going and Com-
ing in an Age of Deportation. University of Cali-
fornia Press.

Caldwell, Beth C. 2019. Deported Americans: Life Af-
ter Deportation to Mexico. Duke University Press.

Capps, Randy, Heather Koball, Andrea Campetella,

Krista Perreira, Sarah Hooker, and Juan Manuel
Pedroza. 2015. Implications of Immigration En-
forcement Activities for the Well-Being of Chil-
dren in Immigrant Families. Urban Institute.

Chort, Isabelle, and Maélys de la Rupelle. 2016. “De-
terminants of Mexico-US Outward and Return
Migration Flows: A State-Level Panel Data Anal-
ysis.” Demography 53(5): 1453-77.

Cornelius, Wayne A. 2001. “Death at the Border: Ef-
ficacy and Unintended Consequences of US Im-
migration Control Policy.” Population and Devel-
opment Review 27(4): 661-85. https://doi.org/10
1111/j.1728-4457.2001.00661.x.

Cornelius, Wayne A., and Idean Salehyan. 2007.
“Does Border Enforcement Deter Unauthorized
Immigration? The Case of Mexican Migration to
the United States of America.” Regulation & Gov-
ernance 1(2): 139-53. https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1748-5991.2007.00007.x.

Cuecuecha-Mendoza, Alfredo, Jaime Lara-Lara,
and José Dionicio Vazquez-Vazquez. 2017. “La
reemigracion de nifios estadunidenses que vi-
ven en México.” Papeles de Poblacion 23(91):
93-116.

Donato, Katharine M., Jorge Durand, and Douglas S.
Massey. 1992. “Stemming the Tide? Assessing
the Deterrent Effects of the Immigration Reform
and Control Act.” Demography 29(2): 139-57.

Dreby, Joanna. 2015. “US Immigration Policy and
Family Separation: The Consequences for Chil-
dren’s Well-Being.” Social Science & Medicine
132: 245-51. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socsci
med.2014.08.041.

Enriquez, Laura E. 2020. Of Love and Papers: How
Immigration Policy Affects Romance and Family.
University of California Press.

Escobar Latapi, Agustin, and Claudia Masferrer, edi-
tors. 2022. Migration Between Mexico and the
United States: IMISCOE Regional Reader.
Springer International Publishing.

Espenshade, Thomas J. 1994. “Does the Threat of
Border Apprehension Deter Undocumented US
Immigration?” Population and Development Re-
view 20(4): 871-92. https://doi.org/10.2307/213
7667.

Gandara, Patricia, and Bryant Jensen, eds. 2021. The
Students We Share: Preparing US and Mexican
Educators for Our Transnational Future. State
University of New York Press.

Garip, Filiz. 2016. On the Move: Changing Mecha-
nisms of Mexico-U.S. Migration. Princeton Univer-
sity Press.

Giorguli Saucedo, Silvia, Bryant Jensen, Frank D.

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES


https://doi.org/10.1086/662575
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv18r6qtz
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv18r6qtz
https://doi.org/10.2307/1973027
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1728-4457.2001.00661.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1728-4457.2001.00661.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1748-5991.2007.00007.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1748-5991.2007.00007.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2014.08.041
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2014.08.041
https://doi.org/10.2307/2137667
https://doi.org/10.2307/2137667

Bean, Susan Brown, Adam Sawyer, and Victor
Zuhiga. 2022. “Educating Across Borders: The
Well-Being of Students from Mexican Immigrant
Families in the United States and in Mexico.” In
Migration Between Mexico and the United States,
edited by Agustin Escobar Latapi and Claudia
Masferrer. MISCOE Research Series. Springer.
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978
-3-030-77810-1_3.

Golash-Boza, Tanya, and Pierrette Hondagneu-
Sotelo. 2013. “Latino Immigrant Men and the De-
portation Crisis: A Gendered Racial Removal Pro-
gram.” Latino Studies 11(3): 271-92. https://doi
.org/10.1057/1st.2013.14.

Golash-Boza, Tanya Maria. 2015. Deported: Immi-
grant Policing, Disposable Labor, and Global Capi-
talism. NYU Press.

Hamilton, Erin R., and Jo Mhairi Hale. 2016.
“Changes in the Transnational Family Structures
of Mexican Farm Workers in the Era of Border
Militarization.” Demography 53(5): 1429-51.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13524-016-0505-7.

Hamilton, Erin R., Claudia Masferrer, and Paola
Langer. 2023. “U.S. Citizen Children De Facto
Deported to Mexico.” Population and Develop-
ment Review 49(1). https://doi.org/10.1111
/padri2521.

Instituto Nacional de Estadistica y Geografia
(INEGI). 2020. Presentacion de resultados: Censo
de Poblacion y Vivienda. https://www.inegi.org
.mx/programas/ccpv/2020/.

Jacobo-Suarez, Monica. 2017. “De regreso a ‘casa’ y
sin apostilla: estudiantes mexicoamericanos en
México / Back home without apostille: Mexican-
American students in Mexico.” Sinéctica (48):
1-18.

Kanstroom, Dan. 2007. Deportation Nation: Outsid-
ers in American History. Harvard University Press.

Macias-Rojas, Patrisia. 2018. “Immigration and the
War on Crime: Law and Order Politics and the II-
legal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Re-
sponsibility Act of 1996.” Journal on Migration
and Human Security 6(1): 1-25. https://doi
.org/10.1177/233150241800600101.

Masferrer, Claudia. 2021. Atlas of Return Migration
from the United States to Mexico. El Colegio de
México.

Masferrer, Claudia, Erin R. Hamilton, and Nicole De-
nier. 2019. “Immigrants in Their Parental Home-
land: Half a Million U.S.-Born Minors Settle
Throughout Mexico.” Demography 56(4): 1453-
61. https://doi.org/10.1007/s13524-019-00788-0.

Masferrer, Claudia, Erin R. Hamilton, and Nicole De-

THE US DEPORTATION SYSTEM AND ITS AFTERMATH

nier. 2024. “Adding Return Migration to the
Equation: U.S. Immigration Policy and Migrant
Families in Mexico.” In Immigration Policy and
Immigrant Families, Penn State National Sympo-
sium on Family Issues, edited by Jennifer Van
Hook and Valarie King, Springer. https://doi
.org/10.1007/978-3-031-66679-7_2.

Masferrer, Claudia, Erin R. Hamilton, and Nicole De-
nier. 2025. The Returned: Former U.S. Migrants’
Lives in Mexico City. Russell Sage Foundation.

Masferrer, Claudia, and Bryan R. Roberts. 2012. “Go-
ing Back Home? Changing Demography and Ge-
ography of Mexican Return Migration.” Popula-
tion Research and Policy Review 31(4): 465-96.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11113-012-9243-8.

Massey, Douglas S. 1986. “The Settlement Process
Among Mexican Migrants to the United States.”
American Sociological Review 51(5): 670-84.
https://doi.org/10.2307/2095492.

Massey, Douglas S., and Kristin E. Espinosa. 1997.
“What's Driving Mexico-US Migration? A Theo-
retical, Empirical, and Policy Analysis.” American
Journal of Sociology 102(4): 939-99.

Massey, Douglas S., and Karen A. Pren. 2012. “Unin-
tended Consequences of US Immigration Policy:
Explaining the Post-1965 Surge from Latin
America.” Population and Development Review
38(1): 1-29. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1728-4457
.2012.00470.x.

Massey, Douglas S., Jorge Durand, and Nolan J.
Malone. 2002. Beyond Smoke and Mirrors: Mexi-
can Immigration in an Era of Economic Integra-
tion. Russell Sage Foundation.

Massey, Douglas S., Jorge Durand, and Karen A.
Pren. 2015. “Border Enforcement and Return Mi-
gration by Documented and Undocumented
Mexicans.” Journal of Ethnic and Migration Stud-
ies 41(7): 1015-40. https://doi.org/10.1080/13691
83X.2014.986079.

Massey, Douglas S., Karen A. Pren, and Jorge Du-
rand. 2016. “Why Border Enforcement Backfired.”
American Journal of Sociology 121(5): 1557-1600.
https://doi.org/10.1086/684200.

Massey, Douglas S., Rafael Alarcén, Jorge Durand,
and Humberto Gonzalez. 1987. Return to Aztlan:
The Social Process of International Migration
from Western Mexico, Vol. 1. University of Califor-
nia Press.

Medina, Dulce, and Cecilia Menjivar. 2015. “The
Context of Return Migration: Challenges of
Mixed-Status Families in Mexico's Schools.” Eth-
nic and Racial Studies 38(12): 2123-39. https://
doi.org/10.1080/01419870.2015.1036091.

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES


https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-030-77810-1_3
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-030-77810-1_3
https://doi.org/10.1057/lst.2013.14
https://doi.org/10.1057/lst.2013.14
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13524-016-0505-7
https://doi.org/10.1111/padr.12521
https://doi.org/10.1111/padr.12521
https://www.inegi.org.mx/programas/ccpv/2020/
https://www.inegi.org.mx/programas/ccpv/2020/
https://doi.org/10.1177/233150241800600101
https://doi.org/10.1177/233150241800600101
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13524-019-00788-0
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-66679-7_2
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-66679-7_2
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11113-012-9243-8
https://doi.org/10.2307/2095492
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1728-4457.2012.00470.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1728-4457.2012.00470.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2014.986079
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2014.986079
https://doi.org/10.1086/684200
https://doi.org/10.1080/01419870.2015.1036091
https://doi.org/10.1080/01419870.2015.1036091

DE FACTO DEPORTATION FROM THE UNITED STATES TO MEXICO, 2015-2020 195

Muruthi, Bertranna A., Katrina Taschman, Amanda
Stafford McRell et al. 2024. “Things That Could
Have Helped Me Cope: Adults Reflect on What
They Needed as Children After the Deportation
of a Parent.” Family Journal 32(3): 363-70.
https://doi.org/10.1177/10664807231225212.

Pedroza, Juan. 2013. “Removal Roulette: Secure
Communities and Immigration Enforcement in
the United States (2008-2012).” In Outside Jus-
tice: Immigration and the Criminalizing Impact of
Changing Policy and Practice, edited by David C.
Brotherton, Daniel L. Stageman, and Shirley P.
Leyro. Springer.

Reichert, Joshua S. 1981. “The Migrant Syndrome:
Seasonal U.S. Wage Labor and Rural Develop-
ment in Central Mexico.” Human Organization
40(1): 56-66. https://doi.org/10.17730/humo
.40.1.c6148p5743512768.

Rodriguez-Cruz, Marta. 2023. “Adolescents de Facto
Deported in Oaxaca, Mexico: Mental and Emo-
tional Health Impacts.” Social Science & Medi-
cine 326: 115947. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.soc
scimed.2023.115947.

Schultheis, Ryan, and Ariel G. Ruiz Soto. 2017. “A
Revolving Door No More? A Statistical Profile of
Mexican Adults Repatriated from the United
States.” Migration Policy Institute. https://www
.migrationpolicy.org/research/revolving-door-no
-more-statistical-profile-mexican-adults
-repatriated-united-states.

US Department of Homeland Security (DHS). 2011.
“Civil Immigration Enforcement: Priorities for
Apprehension, Detention, and Removal of
Aliens.” Memorandum from John Morton, direc-
tor of US Immigration and Customs Enforce-
ment Policy No. 10072.1; FEA No. 601-14. Ac-
cessed August 26, 2025. https://www.ice.gov
/doclib/news/releases/2011/110302washington
dc.pdf.

US Department of Homeland Security (DHS). 2016a.

Deportation of Aliens Claiming U.S.-Born Chil-
dren, First Half, Calendar Year 2015.

US Department of Homeland Security (DHS). 2016b.

Deportation of Aliens Claiming U.S.-Born Chil-
dren, First Half, Calendar Year 2016.

US Department of Homeland Security (DHS). 2016¢.

Deportation of Aliens Claiming U.S.-Born Chil-
dren, Second Half, Calendar Year 2015.

US Department of Homeland Security (DHS). 2017a.
Deportation of Aliens Claiming U.S.-Born Chil-
dren, First Half, Calendar Year 2017.

US Department of Homeland Security (DHS). 2017b.

Deportation of Aliens Claiming U.S.-Born Chil-
dren, Second Half, Calendar Year 2016.

US Department of Homeland Security (DHS). 2018.
Deportation of Aliens Claiming U.S.-Born Chil-
dren, Second Half, Calendar Year 2017.

US Department of Homeland Security (DHS). 2019a.
Deportation of Aliens Claiming U.S.-Born Chil-
dren, First Half, Calendar Year 2018.

US Department of Homeland Security (DHS). 2019b.
Deportation of Aliens Claiming U.S.-Born Chil-
dren, Second Half, Calendar Year 2018.

Valdivia, Carolina. 2021. “| Became a Mom Over-
night: How Parental Detentions and Deporta-
tions Impact Young Adults’ Role.” Harvard Educa-
tional Review 91(1): 62-82. https://doi.org/10
17763/1943-5045-91.1.62.

Valdivia, Carolina. 2025. “Hyper-lllegality, Reentry,
and Everyday Life in the United States Post-
Deportation.” RSF: The Russell Sage Foundation
Journal of the Social Sciences 11(4): 217-37.
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2025.11.4.10.

Vargas-Valle, Eunice D., Jennifer Elyse Glick, and Pe-
dro P. Orraca-Romano. 2022. “US Citizenship for
Our Mexican Children! US-Born Children of Non-
Migrant Mothers in Northern Mexico.” Journal of
Borderlands Studies 39(2): 161-81. https://doi.org
/10.1080/08865655.2022.2076253.

Waldinger, Roger. 2023. “After the Transnational
Turn: Looking Across Borders to See the Hard
Face of the Nation-State.” International Migration
61(1): 92-104. https://doi.org/10.1111/imig.12868.

Zayas, Luis H. 2015. Forgotten Citizens: Deportation,
Children, and the Making of American Exiles and
Orphans. Oxford University Press.

Zayas, Luis H., Alejandra Garcia Isaza, Jaime
Fuentes-Balderrama, and Maria Elena Rivera-
Heredia. 2024. “Well-Being and Contexts of De-
velopment of U.S. Citizen Children in Mexico Fol-
lowing Parental Deportation or Voluntary
Relocation.” American Journal of Orthopsychiatry
94(5): 508-17. https://doi.org/10.1037/0rt000
0734.

Zufiga, Victor, and Eduardo Carrillo Cantu. 2020.
“Migracion y exclusion escolar: truncamiento de
la educacion basica en menores migrantes de
Estados Unidos a México.” Estudios Socioldgicos.
38(114): 655-88. https://doi.org/10.24201/es
.2020v38n114.1907.

Zufiga, Victor, and Silvia Giorguli-Saucedo. 2020.
NiAas y nifios en la migracion de Estados Unidos
a México: la generacion 0.5. Mexico City, Mexico:
El Colegio de México.

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES


https://doi.org/10.1177/10664807231225212
https://doi.org/10.17730/humo.40.1.c6148p5743512768
https://doi.org/10.17730/humo.40.1.c6148p5743512768
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2023.115947
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2023.115947
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/revolving-door-no-more-statistical-profile-mexican-adults-repatriated-united-states
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/revolving-door-no-more-statistical-profile-mexican-adults-repatriated-united-states
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/revolving-door-no-more-statistical-profile-mexican-adults-repatriated-united-states
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/revolving-door-no-more-statistical-profile-mexican-adults-repatriated-united-states
https://www.ice.gov/doclib/news/releases/2011/110302washingtondc.pdf
https://www.ice.gov/doclib/news/releases/2011/110302washingtondc.pdf
https://www.ice.gov/doclib/news/releases/2011/110302washingtondc.pdf
https://doi.org/10.17763/1943-5045-91.1.62
https://doi.org/10.17763/1943-5045-91.1.62
https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2025.11.4.10
https://doi.org/10.1080/08865655.2022.2076253
https://doi.org/10.1080/08865655.2022.2076253
https://doi.org/10.1111/imig.12868
https://doi.org/10.1037/ort0000734
https://doi.org/10.1037/ort0000734
https://doi.org/10.24201/es.2020v38n114.1907
https://doi.org/10.24201/es.2020v38n114.1907



