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Supervisor:  Yolanda C. Padilla 

 

In the contemporary context of economic inequality, policies of immigrant 

exclusion have shifted focus to Latino immigrants, particularly the undocumented. Such 

policies and the prejudice inspiring them further marginalize undocumented people who 

are already excluded from formal employment and state resources. Still, over 6 million 

undocumented Latinos make the U.S. their home. In the face of this social and economic 

exclusion, how do they survive economically? Research on the ‘survival question’ has 

shifted over the last several decades from understanding survival as reliant on strong 

social ties, to weaker ties, to ties considered “disposable.” Is this pattern consistent 

among all economically excluded groups?  

This mixed-methods study investigated poverty resistance strategies of 

undocumented Latino immigrants. I analyzed nationally representative data from the 

Survey of Income and Program Participation to measure their economic wellbeing. 

Second, I used thematic analysis of 49 in-depth interviews with undocumented Latinos, 

informed by observation, to explore their survival strategies use of social ties.  
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Undocumented Latinos were significantly more likely to face hardship measured 

by direct indicators (material hardship and food insecurity) than their documented 

counterparts. Social support reduced this likelihood of hardship. La lucha frames 

participation in economic life by connecting economic experiences to broader economic 

and sociopolitical forces, to a strategy for coping with life in an increasingly hostile 

socioeconomic context, and to a goal, salir adelante, to get ahead. Palancas, social ties 

defined by connections to resources, structure social networks. Their use strengthens 

access to resources and the connections themselves. Navigating la lucha, undocumented 

Latinos practice administration to maximize resources from formal sector work and 

informal sales in conjunction with social ties.  

The undocumented Latino experience suggests that the prior assessment of 

increasing reliance on weaker social ties may not be universal among the economically 

excluded. Although undocumented Latinos may face greater economic hardship, 

reduction in hardship with social support and reliance on social ties indicates a need for 

interventions that strengthen ties to reinforce economies of scale. Challenges they face to 

get ahead point to economic, immigration and social welfare policy reform necessary to 

ensure their ability to salir adelante out of the shadows.  
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Introduction: 

Undocumented Latin American Immigrants and the Survival Question 

“Es que siguen sobreviviendo, ¿no? 
[It’s that they keep surviving, right?]” 
 

Walking with the woman who introduced me to many of the people whose words 

shaped this study after a long conversation about life as an undocumented Latina 

immigrant in Texas, we paused to chat for a while longer next to a large nopal cactus. 

She looked down at it briefly and commented that one had broken off. She smiled and 

asked if I knew of the nopal’s magic powers, their ability to live wherever they land. The 

nopal cactus, or prickly pear, is a symbol of resistance that carries images of the deserts 

of the southwestern United States and northern Mexico and the legends of the Aztecs. A 

hardy species built to withstand the desert climate, the nopal boasts the ability to, should 

it become detached, replant itself and thrive. Saying she had always appreciated this 

about the cactus she looked at me again and said, “Es que siguen sobreviviendo, ¿no? 

Como nosotros, como yo. [It’s that they keep surviving, you know? Like us. Like me].”  

In the current historical moment, the United States faces the deepest inequality it 

has seen since the Great Depression. Fifteen percent of the U.S. population lives in 

poverty (on an income less than $24,250 for a family of four in 2015) (DeNavas-Walt & 

Proctor, 2015). While steadily widening almost clandestinely over the last several 

decades, the gap between rich and poor has now become a prominent source of 

contention in political and private debate. As such, the political campaigns of those 

currently seeking public office in 2016 reflect a variety of proposals for how to contend 

with it. While some focus on policies targeting income inequality via changes to the tax 

code and expansion of safety net programs, others, following another well-established 
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American historical trend in times of economic difficulty, turn to a political rhetoric that 

locates the source of economic strife in the presence of the immigrant “other” and 

policies of immigrant exclusion (Zolberg, 2009).  

While immigrants are targeted broadly, historical patterns trace exclusionary 

policies that focus on one population at a time. The earliest formal national immigration 

policy, the Chinese Exclusion Act targeted Chinese immigrants, then policy shifted to 

target other ethno-racial and national origin groups like the Irish and then the Japanese 

with internment policies during World War II (Aleinikoff, Martin, Fullerton, & 

Motomura, 2008; Ngai, 2004). The most recent decades have seen a rhetorical shift 

targeting Latin American immigrants living in the U.S., particularly those who are 

undocumented. In 2016, one of the presidential candidates proposed policies as extreme 

as making Mexico pay to (re)build an even bigger and extraordinarily costly wall along 

the southern border and the forced deportation of all undocumented people currently 

living within U.S. national borders, regardless of their individual or family 

circumstances. 

Despite this unfriendly context, over 11 million undocumented immigrants, the 

majority of whom are from Latin America, continue to make the United States their home 

and undocumented immigration continues (Passel, Cohn, Krogstad, & Gonzalez-Barrera, 

2014). Undocumented life in the U.S. though, is, by definition, restricted. Lack of the 

authorization required to officially reside in the U.S. (the documents) denies 

undocumented people access to the identification required for employment in the formal 

sector and, in many states, required to obtain driver’s licenses and access economic 

resources like housing and loans. Additionally, undocumented status excludes people 

from the ability to access many of the state safety net resources should they face crises 
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and from the ability to participate in political decisions that impact their daily lives, 

regardless of their contributions and/or length of residency.  

Though public discourse may frame undocumented immigration from Latin 

America as a new phenomenon or “crisis” of weak border enforcement, this type of labor 

migration from the south is as old as the drawing of the Southern border itself. Economic 

cycles and labor demand in both the United States and Mexico create factors that push 

and pull migrants across the border to the U.S. (Massey, 2002). Immigration policy has 

been unable to keep up with the changes in economic needs of businesses and households 

has led to continued undocumented immigration and residence and a longstanding debate 

about immigration’s economic impact on the population as a whole (Borjas, 1990, 1994; 

Ortega & Peri, 2013; Ottaviano & Peri, 2008). 

Currently, approximately 11.21 million undocumented immigrants live in the 

U.S., a number that has remained fairly stable since it declined with the Great Recession 

(Passel & Cohn, 2014; Passel et al., 2014). This accounts for about 3.5% of the (2012) 

U.S. national population and 26% of its 42.5 million foreign-born residents (Passel & 

Cohn, 2014). Approximately 8.8 million undocumented immigrants are from Latin 

America and the Caribbean with the majority, about 5.9 million, being from Mexico 

(Passel et al., 2014; Pew Research Center, 2014). Patterns in undocumented immigration 

have shifted from short-term labor migration to long-term residency as the share of 

undocumented people living in the U.S. for more than ten years (median length of stay 

12.7 years), now far surpasses the share living in the U.S. for less than five (Passel et al., 

2014). Additionally, undocumented immigration from Mexico, specifically, is said to 

have “cooled” – the number of undocumented people from Mexico living in the U.S. has 

                                                
1 All estimates are the most recent Pew Research Center estimates derived from 2012 American 
Community Survey. The overall total from these 2 reports changes from 11.3 to 11.2, 11.2 being the later 
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declined to 5.9 million from a peak at 6.9 million in 2007, while the number from Central 

America and the Caribbean increased slightly (Passel & Cohn, 2014).  

Despite lacking official authorization to work, undocumented immigrants account 

for 5.1% of the total U.S. labor force (a total of 8.1 million workers) (Passel & Cohn, 

2014). While declining after its peak at 5.4% in 2005, the undocumented share of the 

workforce has remained stable since 2009 (Passel & Cohn, 2014). Texas, just second to 

California in terms of total number of undocumented immigrants, has the third highest 

share of undocumented immigrants in its labor force – 8.9% – trailing California (9.6%) 

and Nevada (10.2%) (Passel & Cohn, 2014). Undocumented immigrants’ labor force 

participation is disproportionate by occupation and industry. Proportionally, they held 

nearly double the share of service sector positions, janitor, childcare worker, cook, etc., 

(33% as compared to 17%) and triple the number of construction or extraction jobs (15% 

as compared to 5%) as compared to U.S.-born workers in 2012 (Passel & Cohn, 2015). 

These trends are mirrored in Texas. The top occupations for undocumented workers are 

in construction or service jobs (Passel & Cohn, 2015). Best estimates show that Latinos 

represent about 75% of the undocumented worker population and are disproportionately 

represented among workers who suffer occupational injury or fatality, and undocumented 

status likely contributes to this disparity (Dong & Platner, 2004; M. A. Flynn, Eggerth, & 

Jacobson, 2015). 

In the face of such clearly defined economic and social exclusion, how do 

undocumented Latinos not only make ends meet, but get ahead? Research over the last 

several decades into the “survival strategies” of people who live in poverty shifted from 

an understanding of survival as reliant upon strong social ties (González de la Rocha, 

1994; Lomnitz, 1975; Stack, 1974) to an understanding that still centralizes the 

importance of ties but finds them to be weaker and less based on norms of mutual 
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exchange (Edin & Lein, 1997a; González de la Rocha, 2001). Most recently, this 

understanding has shifted to an assessment of the social network ties of people living in 

urban poverty that characterizes the most important of those ties, particularly to meet 

pressing needs, as “disposable” or based on short-term relationships (Desmond, 2012). 

The reach of this contemporary shift is, however, unclear. Is a shift to disposable ties as 

the most important for meeting the most pressing of needs consistent among all 

economically excluded groups? Given their unique context of economic and social 

exclusion from the state, is this pattern consistent among undocumented Latinos as well?  

The experience of economic life as an undocumented Latino immigrant in the 

U.S. could be said to have over 6 million variations. This dissertation uses a mixed-

methods analysis to both gain a broad understanding of the economic situation of 

undocumented Latinos in the aggregate and illuminate patterns that weave together those 

variations. In effort to ground the research in the perspective of the people whose 

experiences it analyzes, I foreground the words of undocumented immigrants themselves 

throughout. I explore their practices and participation in daily economic life via a 

thematic analysis of 49 in-depth interviews conducted over the course of three years and 

informed by ethnographic observation. I contextualize this using the national dataset, the 

Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP), to assess undocumented Latinos’ 

economic wellbeing across economic indicators and in relationship to their expectations 

of social support.  

The central question to which this study responds is: How do undocumented 

Latinos, in a context of state exclusion from formal work and social safety programs, 

make ends meet? To address this question, this study focused on two aims:  

(1) describing the economic wellbeing of undocumented Latinos in the United 

States; and 
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(2) investigating how undocumented Latinos participate in economic life, i.e. how 

they understand and navigate the practices required to make ends meet.  

Cutting across both aims is the question of how undocumented Latinos mobilize 

their social ties and networks as part of their practices to ensure their economic 

wellbeing. 

The following chapters will address this question in four parts. First, in Chapters 1 

and 2, I provide the theoretical and historical background for the study. Chapter 1, La 

Lucha: A Review of the Survival Strategies Literature, structures the question of survival 

by situating it in the discourse on the survival strategies and social networks of people in 

urban poverty. I provide an overview of the theoretical and empirical literature on the 

survival strategies and social networks of people in poverty. Chapter 2, La Lucha in 

Historical and Social Context, locates the question in the context of the history of U.S. 

Immigration Policy. Then I introduce the methods in Chapter 3, Study Design & Methods 

with a detailed overview of the study design and data sources used in the analysis of each 

study aim.  

Next, I respond to the question from four distinct angles. Chapter 4: Negotiated 

Economic Security: Economic Wellbeing and Social Support, focuses on aim one to 

assess the economic wellbeing of undocumented Latinos in the United States using 

multiple indicators. The subsequent three chapters address aim two and explore how 

undocumented Latinos understand and navigate “survival strategies” or practices to make 

ends meet using qualitative data reliant on in-depth interviews with undocumented 

Latinos in Austin. Chapter 5, La Lucha: Framing the Struggle, discusses the frame 

through which undocumented Latinos understand economic participation. Chapter 6, Las 

Palancas: The Structure and Function of Social Connections, analyzes how 

undocumented Latinos mobilize their social networks to obtain economic resources. 
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Chapter 7, Navegando: Organizing the Practices of Survival, details the practices used to 

salir adelante, get ahead. In Chapter 8, Adelante: Conclusions and Implications, I 

conclude with a look toward the future, drawing together the findings and weaving it into 

policy and practice implications derived from the analysis.  
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Chapter 1 La Lucha:  

A Review of the Survival Strategies Literature 

Economy, from the Latin oeconomia or Greek oikonomia, meaning “household 

management, thrift” first emerged as a concept in the 1530s from oikonomos, household 

manager – a noun that brings together the two constructs oikos, house, and nomos, 

managing (Harper, 2016). As early as the 1650s the concept had deepened to include the 

ideas of “frugality” or “judicious use of resources” and also to reference the “wealth or 

resources of a county” (Harper, 2016). Karl Polanyi2 (1944), in his classic text describing 

the Great Transformation of the world’s economic system(s), uses of the etymological 

origin of the concept to define the principle of householding, “production for one's own 

use,” the third fundamental principle (alongside reciprocity and redistribution) on which 

pre-market economies were organized (Polanyi, 1944, p. 55). According to his analysis, 

these three fundamental organizing principles were universal, however they could vary in 

cultural traits based on context.3  

Beginning this discussion of household economic strategies with the etymology of 

economy grounds it in a perspective that understands the household and national/world 

economic systems to be fundamentally linked. The foundation of the economy, like the 

origin of the term, is based on individual and family social behavior, on the management 

of resources in the home. Emerging from this individual householding is the broader 

organization of economic systems. Thus, the structure and performance of larger 

                                                
2 Hungarian social philosopher and economic historian credited with developing substantivism, a 
perspective that understands human economic activity as grounded in social environment and culture. 
3 “Though the relative status of slaves and masters may be worlds apart from that of the free and equal 
members of some hunting tribes, and, consequently, motives in the two societies will differ widely, the 
organization of the economic system may still be based on the same principles, though accompanied by 
very different culture traits, according to the very different human relations with which the economic 
system is intertwined” (Polanyi, 1944, p. 55). 
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economic structures are intrinsically influenced by, and in turn influence, the social 

relationships of individual economic life. In other words, “man's economy, as a rule, is 

submerged in his social relationships” (Polanyi, 1944, p. 48). This understanding of the 

economy as submerged in social relationships is deepened by the second principle of 

economic organization, redistribution (Polanyi, 1944, p. 55). This positioning of the 

social interests of man at the heart of economic organization, this reminder that man “acts 

so as to safeguard his social standing, his social claims, his social assets [and] values 

material goods only in so far as they serve this end” (p. 48), is the ground upon which a 

sociological and relational analysis of economic questions stands. The most intrinsic of 

these, perhaps, the fundamental question of survival. 

 

THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS: THE SURVIVAL QUESTION & SURVIVAL STRATEGIES 

At the heart of the discussion on how undocumented immigrants resist economic 

marginalization and make ends meet in the neoliberal context is what Matthew Desmond 

(2012) recently coined as “the survival question,” essentially, “how do poor people 

survive in the absence of formal jobs and state assistance?” (Auyero, 2011). Response 

requires an understanding of the literature of household survival strategies that has 

developed over the last several decades. 

Considerations of survival are, on the one hand, questions of existential meaning 

and emotional coping, and, on the other, questions of economics and the technicalities of 

how individuals, families and communities “makes ends meet.” While focusing on 

strategies centers the discussion principally on economic questions, these questions are 

certainly not void of meaning and emotion. As Gonzalez de la Rocha (1994) highlights, 

framing in terms of strategy is both important and appropriate as it emphasizes the 
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agency of the poor in the context of structural constraints, the presence of choices 

(however limited), and the fact that wage employment in the formal sector is not the only 

viable mechanism (and is often insufficient) for ensuring survival (pp. 12-13). That 

people live in poverty has much to do with structural forces, yet the influence of such 

forces does not mean people in poverty are powerless. Similarly, while the deficit of 

material or economic resources can mean that people’s options available are limited, they 

do have choices. Finally, as the concept of poverty is often defined and measured in 

terms of income, the importance and benefit of alternative mechanisms of economic 

support can be overlooked. A focus on strategies helps to uncover methods of survival 

that are not solely income or wage based. 

 

Strategy as a Theoretical Construct 

The use of the term strategy has been a source of debate, because it 

overemphasizes agency. Crow (1989) criticized what he saw as a new found broad 

application of the concept of strategy, which is “linked not only to questions of choice 

and power but also to patterns of interaction” (p. 4) to sociological concepts without 

consensus as to its precise meaning. Analyzing its use in different domains and 

highlighting its link to game theory and assumptions of rationality, he raised particular 

concerns about “household strategies,” questioning whether households are appropriately 

considered a social actor and unit of analysis and if they can be considered rational and 

capable of making choices (Crow, 1989; Wallace, 1993). He did not, however, dismiss 

the concept of strategy as a tool for studying sociological constructs altogether. Knight 

and Morgan (1990) were more critical in their claims that as strategy was a discourse of 

the military and corporate domains, the “discourse and practice of strategy is distinctively 
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a mechanism of power” (p. 476), making its application to other areas of social life an 

“illegitimate importation” of ideas (p. 476).  

Considering the etymology of the word from the French stratégie and Greek 

strategia, both referencing the “art” or “office” of a general, questioning the relevance of 

the term in reference to its military connection is appropriate (Harper, n.d.). As Shaw 

shows, the “diffusion of strategic language to the level of the individual actor is a very 

significant social fact” (p. 467). He marks this shift by identifying that a change in the 

Oxford dictionary extending the military definition of strategy to include “a plan for 

successful action based on the rationality and interdependence of the moves of the 

opposing participant” (Oxford English Dictionary, 1986 as cited in Shaw, 1990, p. 468) 

occurred only as recently as 1986. However, Shaw highlights that the broadening of the 

term may more appropriately reflect a shift in the (self)perception of individuals and 

families as “embattled agents” who are “in constant tension with other individuals, 

groups and institutions, in a competitive social environment” (p. 467). Given the 

historical period of the shift as the mid-1980s when neoliberal policy reforms were fully 

under way and states were rolling back social protection programs thus exposing families 

and individuals to market forces, this assessment is particularly relevant. 

As Wallace (2002) notes, the fact that “some aspects of social change in a range 

of contemporary societies have indeed forced households to become more self-conscious 

and reflexive in the way that they organize their resources” (p. 278) suggests that 

household strategies as an analytical tool continues to hold value. Particularly in the 

context of contemporary economic restructuring and the large informalization of certain 

sectors of the economy, a household strategies focus is important as a concept, unit and 

method of analysis, since “without understanding the agency of households” we cannot 

understand the selection of strategies (Wallace, 2002, p. 285). Even when speaking with 
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one household member it “was clear that the strategy took into account other household 

members” and that “the household remains the basic unit of getting by” (Wallace, 2002, 

p. 286). Particularly relevant to discussions of poverty policy, a household strategies 

perspective transforms the traditional perspective of occupation and rewards for a single 

income earner and allows “different factors for explaining prosperity and hardship, 

success and failure to emerge” (Wallace, 2002, p. 286).  

While the use of military language to interpret everyday life and the inappropriate 

application of strategy to individual versus structural forces could unintentionally result 

in its adoption by corporate or state interests to further control the labor market (Knights 

& Morgan, 1990), a connotation of “embattled agents” makes strategy particularly 

compelling to a study of those most vulnerable to market forces and without state 

protection. As Crow (1989) reflected in his critique, some of the most interesting 

situations…are those where strategies are developed under conditions of severe 

constraint” (p. 20). The connection to military language is perhaps all the more 

appropriate in this context where, as will be demonstrated later, undocumented Latinos 

themselves conceptualize household economic survival as a “batalla,” battle, or “lucha,” 

struggle, terms that themselves clearly have military connotation. 

Critiques of the usage of strategy as a construct that claim it “contributes to the 

normalization of subjects” and the potential to label others as deviant through “imputing 

strategy to the action of some and not others” (Knights & Morgan, 1990, p. 481) pose a 

direct challenge that should certainly not go unheeded. Directly related to these critiques 

is the additional assertion that use of strategy in terms of “coping” and “survival” actually 

patronizes, rather than imparts agency to individuals practicing them since neither 

“makes sense as something sufficient to aim for” (Crow, 1989, p. 20). In response, the 

survival strategy concept is not inherently restricted to the discovery of universally 
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applicable norms of behavior limited to simply coping or surviving. Rather, it is a tool 

with which to signify the fundamentality of the choices that households, as specific 

economic actors, must make under conditions of sometimes great constraint. In this 

particular case, survival strategies in the context of the lucha are almost intrinsically tied 

to salir adelante (to get ahead). Thus the concern that strategies are limited to basic 

survival alone as an end goal here is somewhat moot. 

Strategy as an Empirical Tool  

The importance of situating studies of survival strategies in contextual factors is 

revealed by changes in both the discourse and the actual survival strategies the urban 

poor have used over the last several decades. Shifts in the nature of household survival 

strategies both north and south of the United States border reflect similar trends in 

tandem with broader economic shifts in spite of distinctions in specific practices rooted in 

local context. An overview of the quintessential studies of the survival strategies of 

people living in urban poverty in both the United States and Mexico over the last several 

decades reveals the pivotal role that social networks and social capital play in these 

strategies, so much so that studies of survival and studies of social networks among the 

poor are almost indistinguishable. Additionally, this overview illuminates similar shifts in 

the nature of and/or reliance on these networks that run in tandem with and thus appear, 

at least on the surface, reflective of changes in the global economic structure since the 

late 1970s.  

In the 1970s both Carol Stack (1974), in a Black community in the United States, 

and Larissa Lomnitz (1975), in a barriada in a Mexican city, conducted ethnographic 

research that looked at, among other things, the strategies people used to survive poverty. 

Both found that individuals and families relied on the social networks to which they were 
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connected. Stack (1974) described these resource networks as directly connected to 

economic survival, as “extensive networks of kin and friends supporting, reinforcing each 

other” in developing “strategies for survival in a community of severe economic 

deprivation” (28). The threads weaving these networks together were elements of 

reciprocity and exchange. She found that community members were engaged in daily 

rituals of exchange that created ties of “reciprocal obligation” among “personal kindred” 

who could be called upon in situations of need (Stack, 1974, p. 30).  

Similarly, Lomnitz (1975) also found networks of exchange (or interchange) that 

function along some interpretation of the norm of reciprocity to be a fundamental aspect 

of survival strategies (141). Like Stack, Lomnitz (1975) found physical and emotional 

distance directly related to the strength of the exchange network. She defines the 

networks, however, in terms of  “confianza,” trust and specifies that for a network to 

develop, participants must share commonalities – whether those be in amount of 

household resources, place of origin, role of parent or simply personality (Lomnitz, 1975, 

p. 168). Though Lomnitz distinguishes confianza from the English word trust, the 

qualities she describes as necessary for exchange network inclusion and the qualities 

Stack describes that people use to define those who they include in their “personal 

kindred” are similar, if not nearly the same. 

Moving ahead about a decade to studies conducted in the late 1980s and early 

1990s, González de la Rocha (1994) and Edin and Lein (1997a) also investigate the 

survival strategies of people living in urban poverty. Both focus specifically on women – 

González de la Rocha on the women of one Mexican city and Edin and Lein on single 

mothers in five U.S. cities. These two studies essentially affirm Stack (1974) and 

Lomnitz’s (1975) earlier findings that social networks are a, if not the, principal survival 

strategy. The differences González de la Rocha (1994) and Edin and Lein (1997a) find in 
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how networks are structured and utilized potentially reflects the shifts in socio-economic 

and political circumstances in both societies (as well as the different geographic and 

population contexts). 

Based on her study of poverty in Guadalajara, Mexico, in the late 1980s, 

Gonzalez de la Rocha (1994) found that “the urban poor create and manipulate resources 

which the state and capital do not, and possibly could not, appropriate” (p. 263). By 

mobilizing these “resources” of poverty people in poverty are able to find jobs, housing, 

supplemental income, childcare, etc. (González de la Rocha, 1994). Gonzalez de la 

Rocha describes these resources as: 

“the ability to depend on others in the household, to be part of a social unit which 
is flexible enough to send more laborers onto the labor market when the need for 
incomes increases, or to reduce consumption of goods and services when incomes 
have declined or have to be devoted to other social endeavors [or to] be part of a 
social constellation of friends, relatives, and neighbors who look after their peers” 
(1994, p. 213). 

Though Gonzalez de la Rocha (1994) calls networks “one of the most important tools for 

survival in the city” (p. 213), she also finds that these networks were highly dependent 

upon poverty, i.e. poverty presses people to develop and cultivate stronger social 

networks to ensure survival. It is, “precisely because of poverty that individual survival is 

not possible and people need to rely on others in their households and their social 

networks to make ends meet” (emphasis mine to point to the title of Edin and Lein’s 

future work) (González de la Rocha, 1994, p. 13). 

In the early 1990s, Edin and Lein’s (1997a), investigation of low-income single 

mothers receiving welfare benefits and/or working low-wage jobs also found evidence of 

survival networks, “particularly among women who lived in very poor neighborhoods” 

(p. 216). Focusing on the actual dollars of household budgets, they show that the 

financial support mothers received through these networks comprised a significant part of 
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their income, and thus a crucial part of their “survival strategies” (Edin & Lein, 1997a, p. 

149). They qualify the networks they found, however, as distinct from those that Stack 

(1974), Lomnitz (1975), and de la Rocha (1994) uncovered as they found “little mutual 

exchange” and instead more support of the single mothers by better-off kin (Edin & Lein, 

1997a, p. 189). While they caution that this may be due to the fact that they studied 

women at a single point-in-time, it could also be due to both their focus on the monetary 

composition of the budgets and on one side of the network. As de la Rocha (1994) and 

the others highlight, resources exchanges made among social network members are often 

non-monetary (childcare, information regarding work, household tasks, etc.) and thus 

would not necessarily be highlighted by focusing solely on poor people’s money-based 

accounts. 

González de la Rocha’s continued study inspired her to revise her initial thesis 

about the reliance of people in urban poverty on the resources of poverty and social 

networks. She found that the resulting persistent economic and social hardship that 

characterized much of the Americas in two decades since her original thesis had shifted 

the ways in which urban poor households in Latin American cities coped with economic 

hazard (González de la Rocha, 2001). From her perspective, the strategies of poor and 

working-class urban households had changed from reliance on the “resources of poverty” 

toward a situation permeated by a "poverty of resources" (González de la Rocha, 2001, p. 

72).  

Both challenging and reinforcing the idea that social networks function as an 

essential survival strategy of people living in poverty are Matthew Desmond’s (2012) 

findings on the character of network mobilization by people in poverty in the United 

States in the late 2000s. Rather than networks of exchange based on the norm of 

reciprocity, Desmond (2012) found that people living in urban poverty rely on what he 
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calls “disposable ties” to meet their most pressing needs. Focusing on low-income 

communities of predominantly white and African American residents (the two groups are 

not necessarily in the same community) who have faced (or are continuously facing) 

eviction, he found people overwhelmingly reliant on networks built not of kin, friendship 

or even affinity, but built instead of fleeting relationships available in moments of need. 

Qualifying these relationships as “disposable,” Desmond (2012) describes the “strategy 

of forming, using, and burning disposable ties” (p. 1). 

 

Social Capital and Social Ties 

Social network theory relies on the concept of social capital, essentially 

describing the structures in which social capital is gained and mobilized. As Polanyi 

(1944) clarified, economic life is embedded in social relationships, thus social structures 

and social networks are fundamentally linked to economic outcomes – what Mark 

Granovetter (1985), who articulated the theory of the strength of weak ties (described 

shortly) calls the “social embeddedness” of the economy. According to Granovetter 

(2005), economic outcomes are impacted by social structure, and particularly social 

networks for three main reasons: directing information flow and quality; providing a 

source of reward and punishment; and creating trust (which he defines in terms closer to 

loyalty – that in the network context a tie will “do the ‘right’ thing” even if economic 

incentives encourage otherwise) (p. 33). This underscores the importance of social 

networks and social capital in order to respond to the survival question. 

Social networks is a construct through which to understand relationships by 

examining the structure of interactions between people and groups. Network theory 

emerged from the work of both Emile Durkheim (1984 [1893]) on social solidarity. 
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Social ties are what structure the network as they constitute the links between the 

individuals or nodes. As Desmond (2012) clarifies, there are two standard approaches to 

defining social networks, each subject to their own biases. The first, the nominalist 

approach, the researcher defines the network for the purpose of the analysis. This is 

subject to the error by overlooking what is actually present by the predetermination of the 

analytical frame. The second, the realist approach, the social actors themselves define the 

network. This is subject to the errors brought by the biases and memory lapses of the 

actors themselves. Desmond (2012) suggests and follows a middle, pragmatic, approach 

“in which ties were prioritized depending on what they did” and thus the “work of tie 

specification” an inductive and evolving process undertaken throughout the research (p. 

35).  

Ties are organized according to their level of strength. Granaovetter (1973) 

defines strength as, “a (probably linear) combination of the amount of time, the emotional 

intensity, the intimacy (mutual confiding), and the reciprocal services which characterize 

the tie” specifying that while “each of these is somewhat independent of the other, though 

the set is obviously highly intracorrelated” (p. 1361). The strength continuum thus moves 

from weak, low levels of these characteristics, at one end to strong, high levels of all of 

them, at the other. Strong ties are thus those between close confidants like nuclear family 

and close friends, while weak ties are those between acquaintances like extended family, 

colleagues and (depending) neighbors (Granovetter, 1973). As Granovetter (1973) 

clarified, support is offered in proportion to the strength (or perceived strength) of the tie. 

Taken together, the set of weak ties shape a “low-density network” while whereas the set 

of strong ties for the same individual will be “densely knit” (many of the possible lines 

are present (Granovetter, 1983, pp. 201–2). 
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Yet “weak” does not translate to unimportant. As Granovetter (1973) illuminates 

with his theory on the “strength of weak ties,” weak ties play a fundamental role in 

facilitating the connection to resources, particularly in access to work. Weak ties are by 

definition more likely to “move in circles different from our own” and have access to 

different information and resources that are useful (Granovetter, 1973, p. 1371). As such, 

in line with Durkheim’s (1984 [1893]) theory, weak ties “play a role in effecting social 

cohesion” and “are an important resource in making possible mobility opportunity” 

(Granovetter, 1973, p. 1373). Weak ties ensure that information can be obtained from the 

far reaches of the social universe. 

Disposable ties, on the other hand, are perhaps best conceptualized as off this 

spectrum as they are distinct from both strong and weak ties – they “represent a case in 

which the conventional (and otherwise usefully parsimonious) binary separating weak 

ties from strong ones falls apart” (Desmond, 2012). According to Desmond (2012), 

disposable ties are essentially relationships “between new acquaintances characterized by 

accelerated and simulated intimacy, a high amount of physical co-presence (time spent 

together), reciprocal or semi-reciprocal resource exchange, and (usually) a relatively 

short life span.” Because of the high emotional intensity they appear to resemble strong 

ties more than weak, despite being between strangers, and unlike weak ties rarely act as 

bridges as strong ties to bridge to are often alienated or avoided (or are avoided by) 

(Desmond, 2012). 

While disposable ties describe a survival strategy based on networks of exchange 

rooted (however loosely) on the norm of reciprocity, they stand in distinct contrast to the 

earlier accounts of survival networks as the temporality of these relationships changes the 

exchange flow. Rather than a system of long-term mutual cooperation, the networks 

formed by disposable ties are more akin to a temporary system of mutual exploitation. 
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Like a bonfire that takes in all it can and burns until it is extinguished, parties rely on 

disposable ties (with varying degrees of mutuality) to get as much as they can of what 

they need rather than in interest of mutual support. Is Desmond’s assessment of social 

networks as built on and mobilized by the temporality or disposability of the relationships 

complete? Or, given the variability in cultural norms among the urban poor and 

economically excluded, are there variations by cultural group or character of 

compounded adversity? Looking at the experience of immigrants, particularly those 

structurally excluded by undocumented status, could present a different assessment.  

While disposable ties describe a survival strategy based on networks of exchange 

rooted (however loosely) on the norm of reciprocity, they stand in distinct contrast to the 

earlier accounts of survival networks as the temporality of these relationships changes the 

exchange flow. Rather than a system of long-term mutual cooperation, the networks 

formed by disposable ties are more akin to a temporary system of mutual exploitation. 

Like a bonfire that takes in all it can and burns until it is extinguished, parties rely on 

disposable ties (with varying degrees of mutuality) to get as much as they can of what 

they need rather than in interest of mutual support. Is Desmond’s assessment of social 

networks as built on and mobilized by the temporality or disposability of the relationships 

complete? Or, given the variability in cultural norms among the urban poor and 

economically excluded, are there variations by cultural group or character of 

compounded adversity? Looking at the experience of immigrants, particularly those 

structurally excluded by undocumented status, could present a different assessment.  
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EMPIRICAL CONSIDERATIONS: STRATEGIES, SOCIAL TIES & UNDOCUMENTED LATINOS 

Few studies have specifically used the framework of survival strategies as a lens 

for understanding the experience of undocumented Latinos in the United States. The few 

that do pick up the threads in the discourse that center social networks (or the lack 

thereof) as central to the question of economic survival. In one study of undocumented 

women in the Pacific Northwest, Andrews (2002) considers their survival strategies and 

claims-making practices in the context of neoclassical economic and social capital 

explanations of migration. Through the narratives of undocumented women, she 

demonstrates the centrality of gender, age and family history to the migration decision, 

highlighting that women’s decisions were indeed “not adequately captured” by their sole 

incorporation in migration narratives as aspects of men’s social capital. She finds “dense 

family linkages” in the crossing histories of the undocumented women, finding over half 

crossed with coyotes known to family or friends and evidence refuting that motivations 

of women to come are solely to reunite with husbands.  

Focusing on undocumented Latino mobile fruit vendors in Los Angeles, Rosales 

(2013) looks more specifically at survival strategies in a context of government 

enforcement and strict regulatory environment. She finds four primary strategies “kinship 

and paisano networks, street patrols and alerts, geographical positioning and alliance-

building, and the performance and maintenance of personal, professional and symbolic 

hygiene,” that support survival; however, they do so in the short-term rather than 

fostering long-term upward mobility. In connection with the previous discourse on 

networks as a survival strategy, she finds that while “some vendors argue that this 

occupation could not be performed successfully were it not for a heavy reliance on social 

networks,” the bounded nature of the networks also poses a trap as when “one vendor 

suffers financial hardship it will weigh heavily on all the vendors in the network” 
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(Rosales, 2013, p. 707). This trap, however, is not necessarily the assertion of more than 

the fact that the networks are actually inherently bidirectional.  

Three recent theses projects explore linkages between networks and strategies 

using the language of resiliency. In a “qualitative descriptive” social work dissertation, 

Mendez-Shannon (2010) described undocumented Latinos’ experience as “transnational” 

and focused on aspects of their resilience. Bernstein (2012), in a Master’s thesis for 

community planning, also found social capital to be important to navigating government 

identification and language barriers, the central barriers to integration. Alatorre (2011), in 

a qualitative dissertation for a Justice Studies and Social Inquiry program, interviewed 

providers and families and found family support, cultural values and network support 

strategies important to undocumented Latino resiliency. Investigations of the survival 

strategies of undocumented Latinos, however, can and should not necessarily be limited 

to studies that operate specifically within the survival strategies frame. Indeed, keyword 

searches of literature in academic databases for various combinations of the terms 

“undocumented Latino economic survival strategy” return studies focused on the 

different dimensions of survival- existential, economic or income generating and resource 

sharing – in line with the multidimensional aspects of the situation of undocumented 

status. While there are a number of recent studies that focus on undocumented Latino 

youth or DREAMers, as the particular situation of youth who enter as a child are a very 

small subset of undocumented Latinos and not the focus of this project, I do not discuss 

those studies. In the following section I provide a brief overview of recent studies on 

specific strategies focusing on studies related to existential survival or coping/mental 

health, work and co-residence, in turn.   
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Existential Strategies: Coping and Mental Health 

Economic survival in general, but particularly in a context of extreme exclusion, 

hinges not only on resources themselves but on individual and households’ abilities to 

cope within this context in order to maintain and build resources. The impact of 

economic hardship on individuals and families can have long-term and intergenerational 

impact. One explanation of how economic hardship impacts families, the Family Stress 

Model, suggests that economic hardship (defined by low income-to-needs, job loss, 

decreasing material resources, etc.) impacts family functioning because of the stress 

generated as a result of and response to economic pressures (inability to pay bills, meet 

material needs, etc.). Adults have a higher likelihood of experiencing emotional distress 

when economic pressures are high, which may, in turn, impact family functioning and 

child wellbeing (K. Conger, 2011; R. D. Conger & Conger, 2002). Arbona and 

colleagues (2010) use the construct of “acculturative stress” to evaluate distinctions in 

“coping” between documented and undocumented Latino immigrants. They measure 

acculturative stress with the Hispanic Stress Inventory–Immigrant and assess its 

relationship to the prevalence of three immigration-related challenges (separation from 

family, traditionality, and language difficulties), as well as fear of deportation. They 

surveyed 416 documented and undocumented Mexican and Central American immigrants 

living in two major cities in Texas after the 1996 immigration reform (discussed in detail 

in the subsequent section). They found that both groups had similar levels of fear of 

deportation and that undocumented immigrants reported higher levels of the three 

immigration-related challenges and were more associated with extrafamilial (e.g. stress 

from interactions with people outside the family unit), but not intrafamilial (e.g. stress 

from cultural changes occurring in members within the family unit), acculturative stress 

(Arbona et al., 2010).  
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Specifically tied to coping are feelings of depression and longing. Finding that the 

psychological construct of depression does not completely capture the full meaning of 

what he felt was being conveyed, Kurt Organista (2006, 2012) has used the Spanish term 

for desperation, desesperación, to refer to situations of underwork and unemployment, 

family separation and insufficient economic resources or poverty. As Quesada (2014) 

assesses, “whether desesperación is a mix of depression and anxiety, a culture bound 

syndrome (Bayles and Katerndahl 2009), an idiom of culturally specific distress, indeed 

embodied distress (Finkler 1989), it is nonetheless a common refrain for expressing the 

discord in one’s life, how one feels, and even how one falls into vices such as problem 

drinking, sexual risk taking, arguments, and fights, etc.” (p. 32). 

Délano and Nienass (2014) explore questions related to “survival” and mental 

health post-disaster in their investigation of state response to undocumented immigrants 

in the aftermath of the fall of the World Trade Center towers in September 2001. They 

deconstruct the absence and invisibility of undocumented Mexicans who lost their lives 

when the towers fell and who thus remain officially uncounted. Some may always remain 

unidentified for many reasons. One can be found in the characteristic patterns of 

undocumented migration itself – migration by single men to cities with unfamiliar 

institutions and offices often leads to situations in which families have no idea where they 

work (or even live, for that matter), thus leaving them unable to claim them in this type of 

event. This invisibility after death, as well as the invisibility of the undocumented in the 

grieving process and relief efforts, result in what Délano and Nienass (2014) call their 

“double disappearance.” Paralleled in later large-scale disasters like Hurricane Sandy, 

these lost lives demonstrate the precarious invisibility of undocumented status raising 

questions of citizenship, visibility and dignity in face of disaster central to ideas of 

community survival (Délano & Nienass, 2014). 
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Income Generating Strategies: Work and Day Labor 

Most recent studies of the economic survival strategies of undocumented Latinos 

focus specifically on the strategy of work in terms of the impact of immigration status on 

their work experience or their work experience on daily life. Arrocha (2013) discusses 

work broadly, providing a frame for understanding undocumented work as 

“criminalized” and theorizing the impact of the criminalization of work and the 

perpetuation of a culture of fear among workers on the workers themselves. Defining the 

work context as situated in the “paradox of immigration laws,” he demonstrates that the 

increasing restrictiveness of federal and state immigration laws actually function to 

ensure that undocumented workers and families “remain in the ‘shadows’ and work hard 

for less, even under extreme duress” (Arrocha, 2013, p. 108).  

The majority of studies on the work experiences of undocumented Latinos focus 

on the experiences or outcomes of one specific category of worker – the day laborer or 

jornalero. While any rigid definition of the term poses challenges, it is often either 

centered on seeking work from specific urban sites or, slightly more broadly, in terms of 

the number of jobs within a short time frame, for example “three or more within a six 

month period, each lasting no more than two months” (Quesada et al., 2014). In a large 

national survey of day laborers, Valenzuela (2006) uncovers evidence of precarious 

work, low wages and wage theft. Cleaveland and Pierson (2009), in a comparative 

ethnography at specific day labor centers in New Jersey and Virginia, explore work 

soliciting strategies among day laborers. They do not discuss any network or network 

related strategies, but do find that workers use specific tactics to obtain and negotiate 

work, including “avoidance, compliance, negotiations with police, as well as keeping acts 
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or narratives of resistance backstage” (Cleaveland & Pierson, 2009, p. 522). On the West 

coast, Bhimji (2010), conducted in-depth interviews with Mexican and Central American 

day laborers to investigate the strategy of day labor work by focusing on Latino day 

laborers’ “subjective experiences” (religiosity, friendships, and affective ties to the host 

country) during the Great Recession in Los Angeles. She finds social networks play a key 

role in economic and moral coping in a context where “none of the undocumented 

immigrants I spoke to foresaw the economy making a very quick turnaround” (Bhimji, 

2010, p. 175).  

Negi (2012) discusses the mental health of Latino day laborers (her sample was 

primarily young undocumented Latino men), specifically the relationship between 

psychological distress and discrimination and social isolation. She frames her discussion 

through the lens of the minority stress model that proposes that minority individuals 

experience “significant stress” (165) as a result of stigmatizing and discrimination felt 

from the dominant culture which may in turn have a “deleterious effect” on their mental 

health (164). She found that discrimination and social isolation had an “adverse and 

significant impact” on Latino day laborers’ mental health, but suggests that this may be 

more nuanced than the minority stress model allows. She additionally conducted a focus 

group with day laborers where she discussed her survey results that led to conclude that 

Latino day laborers saw discrimination as structural including immigration policies and 

local ordinances as evidence of discrimination that unfairly target Latino immigrants and 

thus themselves (Negi, 2012). Similarly, Quesada and colleagues (2014) explored how 

Latino day laborers in the San Francisco Bay area “tacitly negotiate” discrimination and 

threats or perceptions of threat of detection and deportation through either moderating or 

avoidant actions and decisions as they “know all too well how they are stigmatized and 
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seen as illegitimate, discredited, and often linked to criminal bands, yet they have little 

leeway to disabuse such perception” (43).   

Flynn and colleagues (2015) explore occupational experiences of undocumented 

individuals using a frame that categorizes immigration status as a social determinant of 

health, specifically as a determinant of occupational health. Social determinants of health 

essentially link environmental and health outcomes. These determinants are “the 

conditions in which people are born, grow, work, live, and age, and the wider set of 

forces and systems shaping the conditions of daily life” inclusing their health outcomes 

(World Health Organization, 2016). They find that “unauthorized status negatively 

impacted their safety at work and resulted in a degree of alienation that exceeded the 

specific proscriptions of the law” and that “participants overwhelmingly used a strategy 

of disengagement to cope with the challenges they face as undocumented immigrants” 

(M. A. Flynn et al., 2015, p. 1128). 

 

Sharing Strategies: Co-Housing 

Particularly illuminating is Chavez’s (1990) analysis that identified the 

importance of co-housing as a strategy undocumented Latinos employed to maximize 

resources. The only study I have found that discusses co-residence (what I called co-

housing), it explicitly focused on how undocumented immigrants in San Diego, 

California, mitigated the costs of life in the U.S., just prior to the passage of the 

Immigration Reform and Control Act in 1986. Using a typology of different household 

structures, he found co-residence to be a central survival strategy of undocumented 

immigrants. More specifically, undocumented immigrants strategically and effectively 

use social organization, i.e. by “creatively forming and reforming co-resident groups” 
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(Chavez, 1990). These groups and the strategy of co-residence are a key resource in their 

struggle to live and work in the U.S. 

 

CURRENT STUDY: THEORETICAL AND EMPIRICAL AIMS  

This study aims to continue the conversation on survival strategies among people 

in poverty, particularly with regards to their relationship to social connections and social 

networks, in several ways. One, it explores how people who use strategies of survival 

conceptualize those strategies. Two, the study aims to engage in the discussion about ties, 

specifically whether the shift in the reliance on the weakest of ties among the 

economically excluded is a universal experience. It attempts to extend the conversation in 

three ways. First, by limiting the focus (in comparison to the earlier U.S.-based studies) 

to a single culture-sharing group – undocumented Latinos – facing specific state 

exclusion. Second, by investigating the use of ties by people who, as a result of 

undocumented status, are still economically excluded yet have achieved relative success 

in order to add nuance to questions of network strength, relationship to social mobility 

whether reliance upon them is truly defined by poverty. Third, the study additionally 

aims to contribute to the discussion of ties by looking beyond monetary or financial 

resources. Finally, it contributes detailed information of undocumented Latinos’ actual 

practices, paying particular attention to resource expanding strategies and economies of 

scale. 

 

SUMMARY 

Responses to the “the survival question,” are rooted in the discussion of 

household survival strategies that has developed over the last several decades in 
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connection with the discussion on social ties. Theoretical understandings of how people 

who are economically marginalized use social ties have shifted over time from reliance 

on strong to disposable ties to meet the most primary needs. Studies investigating the 

survival strategies of undocumented Latino immigrants to resist economic 

marginalization and make ends meet have explored networks and resilience, as well as 

specific existential, income generating and sharing strategies. They have not, however, 

attempted to directly respond to the question of survival and the use of social ties 

comprehensively. This study responds to this gap by responding to the theoretical 

problems on the use social ties through investigating the practical experiences of 

undocumented Latinos. In the chapter that follows I set the historical and social context 

by providing an overview of immigration policy in the context of U.S.-Mexico 

immigration patterns. After a discussion of the study design and methods used in the 

analysis, I present the final four chapters which discuss the study’s results. 
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Chapter 2:   

La Lucha in Historical and Social Context 

“Las fronteras las puso el hombre y no Dios. Y, tenemos que luchar, le digo, contra 
requisitos que el gobierno nos pone para poder vivir en este país.” 

 
[Borders were made by man and not God. And, we have to struggle, I say, against the 

regulations that the government puts on us in order to live in this country.]” (120) 
 

Changes in U.S. immigration policy over the last three decades have led to a 

dramatic increase in the number of detentions and deportations— in 2012, at its height, 

over 400,000 people were deported from the U.S. (United States Department of 

Homeland Security (DHS), 2015). This sets the backdrop against which the ‘survival 

question’ is posed for undocumented Latinos. This chapter traces U.S. immigration 

policy in the context of U.S.-Mexico migration to provide context for the historical and 

political drivers of undocumented migration as a framework for the analysis.   

 

MIGRATION BETWEEN MEXICO AND THE USA: CONSTRUCTING THE UNDOCUMENTED  

According to historian Mae Ngai (2004), the political history of immigration and 

specifically policies of immigration restriction served to produce or inspire the co-

construction of contemporary American ideas about citizenship, race, and the nation-

state. Through an examination of the sociolegal history of immigration policy, the “illegal 

alien” can be understood as a necessary product of immigration law and policy rather 

than a criminal agent actively seeking to violate it (Ngai, 2004). While Ngai (2004), 

makes it clear that “illegal alien” does not refer to immigrants of any particular 

ethnoracial group but rather the structural linkage of race and immigration status that 

necessarily positioned these groups as “alien citizens” and “impossible subjects,” 
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immigration history focused on Mexico-U.S. immigration does refer both to a broad 

process of constructing the undocumented and a process of racialization central to 

understanding incorporation. Thus, a history of undocumented immigration framed in 

U.S. immigration policy is key to the historical context necessary to understand the 

sociopolitical position of the undocumented Latino immigrant in the contemporary U.S.  

 

EARLY IMMIGRATION POLICY – CATEGORIZATIONS & QUOTAS (1790S – 1920S) 

Early U.S. immigration policy can be appropriately likened to “open border 

policy” as regulation was notably absent from U.S. legislation through much of the 

nineteenth century. The first significant piece of legislation regarding immigration, the 

Naturalization Act of 1790, was enacted out of xenophobic fears of threats to the nation’s 

welfare, though it set no numerical limits on immigration per se (Aleinikoff, Martin, 

Motomura, & Fullerton, 2008). The first legislation regulating migrant workers was the 

1882 Chinese Exclusion Act that banned the employment of Chinese laborers 

(Aleinikoff, Martin, Fullerton, et al., 2008).  The reduction in Asian workers spurred by 

this Act alongside the subsequent Gentlemen’s Agreement with Japan in 1907, meant that 

Mexican laborers who were close at hand were targeted by U.S. labor recruiters seeking 

to fill vacancies (Aleinikoff, Martin, Motomura, et al., 2008). This period marked the first 

pull in what would become a continuous pull and push cycle. During this pull, U.S. 

employers actively recruited Mexican workers for agriculture work. Coercive methods, 

often resulting in indentured servitude, characterized early labor recruitment. Recruitment 

in Mexico became even more prevalent during World War I when European immigration 

essentially froze.  
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The period surrounding the Johnson-Reed Act of 1924 laid the cornerstones for 

contemporary immigration policy that, as Ngai (2004) suggests, would “remap the ethno-

racial contours of the nation.”  By formally constructing the white race and linking it to 

citizenship, the Act thereby created “illegal aliens” within the national body, a fact that 

both necessitated deportation policy as it challenged notions of territoriality and 

sovereignty and drew attention to the security of the country’s land borders. The National 

Origins Quota system, a “scientific” formula for restricting immigration based on 

nationality and race according to the nation’s current ethno-racial composition, both 

“constructed a white American race” and gave “sharper definition” to the legal boundary 

between white and nonwhite (Ngai, 2004, p. 21). The distinction between “white” 

persons pertaining to “white” countries and the “colored races” was fundamental to 

linking race and citizenship.  

As it created a strategy for an “egalitarian” policy of restriction based on the 

national origins of the current population, yet skewed who was included in that baseline 

(i.e. by leaving out slaves, indentured servants, Indians, etc.), the quota formula was a 

“brilliant strategy of simultaneous encompassment and exclusion.” Importantly, due 

largely to pressure from Southern agribusiness, all immigrants from the Western 

Hemisphere (including Mexico) were excepted from the quota restrictions. This 

permitted the use of Mexican laborers to fill labor shortages, resulting in a somewhat 

continuous cross-border movement of laborers from Mexico to work in the U.S. and then 

return back home. Conditions in industrializing Mexico under President Porfirio Díaz 

during this time further facilitated this as the push of the majority of rural households off 

their land also increased out-migration to the U.S. (Massey, 2002).   

The end of the war and need for jobs for returning soldiers during this time also 

resulted in an increased nativism that led to the establishment of the Border Patrol in May 
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1924. Though initially largely symbolic, it marked the first “official” barrier to free labor 

migration from Mexico. Though some border regulation took place (seen in the limited 

apprehensions and deportations of the period) migration continued essentially unchanged 

until the Great Depression (Massey, 2002). The choices of the agency with regard to how 

to implement its broad mandate (enforce the new immigration restrictions by protecting 

the nation’s border from unauthorized entrants) had a significant impact on Mexicans. As 

Lytle Hernandez (2010) demonstrates, agency policy quickly became a “nearly exclusive 

focus on policing Mexican immigrant workers” rendering Mexicans the “iconic illegal 

aliens.” Financial and employment panic resulted in nativist fears and Mexican laborers 

were targeted in a massive deportation campaign (over 400,000 Mexicans were forcibly 

expelled). This coincided with additional incentive to return and stay in Mexico, 

however, as Mexican President Lázaro Cárdenas was implementing an agrarian land 

reform that gave local communities increased access to land. As a result of these two 

factors, migration between the two countries fell dramatically during this period (Massey, 

2002).   

 

ESTABLISHING THE TRANSNATIONAL LABOR MARKET (1920S – 1940S) 

During these early periods of Mexico – U.S. migration a pattern of “circular 

migration” responsive to social, political, and economic shifts on both sides of the border 

was established (Massey, 2002). As if by design, the structural shifts in both countries 

became nearly complementary in their receptivity to inflow and outflows of migrants. 

After the forced deportations during the Depression (which may have only rushed a 

natural process as the U.S. economy worsened and Mexican agriculture opportunities 

increased), government policy interference in migration was minimal. No formal legal 
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structure existed that restricted Mexican migration in number or responded to labor 

market needs by establishing temporary worker classes. Though U.S. companies actively 

recruited in Mexico, immigration quotas did not limit the number of workers who could 

work legally and thus it could be argued that worker numbers were more representative 

of actual market demand.  

Shifts in the Southern agrarian economy to wage labor also had a significant 

impact, both on the influx of immigrants and on the structure and type of work available. 

Mexico became the largest single source of immigrants to the U.S., and in the Texas-

Mexico border region, “the hierarchy between Anglo-American landowners, white 

managers, and Mexicano workers reverberated throughout the region where highly 

racialized practices of social segregation, political repression, and community violence 

accompanied the patterns of economic exploitation that locked the region’s large 

Mexicano population into low-wage work” (Hernandez, 2010, p. 29).  Socioeconomic 

stratification coincided with racial stratification. As Foley (1997) points out, “the 

majority of share tenants in central Texas were white, whereas most Mexicans and 

blacks, who often owned little or no capital, where sharecroppers or migrant workers” (p. 

10).  

As Sanchez (1993) explains, agricultural expansion “created the most pronounced 

demand for labor” and, when local workers were not available, drove immigration. It was 

not simply the expansion of agriculture, but the restructuring of the industry including the 

consolidation of large farms and the application of scientific management practices that 

increased the need for workers. According to Foley (1997), the “impact of consolidation 

on the small farmer was devastating.”  Though efforts to tighten the borders had some 

short-term impact on slowing the circulation, this should not obscure the fact that the 
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global socioeconomic forces that led to the mass displacement and transnational 

circulation of diaspora populations were unlikely to cease (Massey, 2002).  

The Second World War resulted in the need for agricultural labor as well as 

workers to produce military products, as many men were on military duty abroad. Labor 

demand early in the century, compounded by the curtailment of Asian and European 

immigration, resulted in an increase in Mexican immigration. This was facilitated by the 

fact that restrictions on immigration with regard to Mexico “were at first consistently 

deferred under pressure by southwestern employers and then, when finally enacted, were 

mostly ignored by officials at the border” (Massey, 2002). Official non-interference with 

regard to legal or political manipulation of migration and the bi-national labor market 

(beyond deportations) ended with the advent of the economic boom sparked by U.S. 

entry into World War II. The agriculture industry’s concern over a possible labor 

shortage led to negotiation of a bi-national treaty in 1942 to import temporary Mexican 

farmworkers referred to as braceros4 (Massey, 2002). 

 

REGULARIZING LABOR MIGRATION BY GUESTWORK: BRACERO (1942 - 1964) 

The Bracero program, one of the U.S.’s largest experiments with a temporary 

work visa program, resulted in a substantial increase in migration from Mexico. 

However, substantial migration might have occurred without a specific legal mechanism 

for importing labor as its enactment coincided with a time during which Mexico’s 

economy was unable to supply sufficient jobs to provide newly landed small farmers with 

the capital required to make their land productive (due to the agricultural restructuring 

under Cardenas). Developed out of pressure from U.S. agribusiness, the program 
                                                
4 Understood to mean farmhand, bracero is the term that was used for Mexican workers under this program and has 
been adopted to refer to the program in general. It comes from the Spanish word for arm, “brazo.” 



 36 

permitted workers to enter the United States to work temporarily for a specific employer 

after which they were required to return home to Mexico.  

Since the Bracero program was still insufficient to fully meet U.S. labor demand 

the period also saw a substantial increase in undocumented workers (though not expressly 

legal, it functioned quasi-legally under a provision known as the “Texas Proviso,” which 

prohibited prosecution of employers who hired undocumented workers) (Massey, 2002). 

Perhaps in attempt to regularize this immigration, another massive deportation campaign 

in 1954 ran concurrent with an expansion of bracero visas, in some cases deporting 

workers only to give them visas and send them back to work or even “paroling” workers 

to employers directly (Calavita, 2008). Visas issued in this period resulted in an annual 

migration rate between 400,000 to 450,000 workers in the late 1950s (Massey, 2002). 

Initially renewed yearly, the Bracero program became codified under statutory 

law in 1951. Structurally, the Bracero program contained provisions similar to those 

found in the current H-2A guestworker program that permits a very small number of 

people to legally immigrate temporarily to work in agriculture (discussed subsequently). 

Under the program, workers were entitled to housing compliant with minimum standards, 

individual contracts with employers, pay at the higher of either the minimum or 

prevailing wage rate, support from the US government should the employer fail to pay, 

guaranteed 30 days of work, and shared transportation costs (Southern Poverty Law 

Center, 2009). As it was the employer who recruited workers and petitioned for their visa 

with work contracts, workers were essentially “tied” to this employer as a condition of 

the visa. There was no mechanism for obtaining naturalized citizenship on a bracero visa.  

With the shift in interest to the human condition during the Civil Rights era the 

Bracero program, along with other immigration policies like the national origins quota 

system, came under scrutiny. The significant abuses faced by farmworkers who were part 
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of the program became widely publicized. Overwhelming evidence of large scale worker 

abuse ranging from unpaid and/or low wages, substandard working conditions, forced 

long hours, lack of compensation for injury and even deaths of workers employed under 

the program have been widely reported. Although the program called for depositing 10% 

of each workers’ pay into accounts in a Mexican bank to be held for the workers as a kind 

of retirement plan, most of this money was never paid to workers. Multiple lawsuits have 

been filed in recent attempts to recover the workers’ earnings (Southern Poverty Law 

Center, 2009). The Bracero program was highly contested due to reports of civil rights 

violations by U.S. employers, the number of bracero visas offered was gradually 

decreased until the program was repealed in 1964 (it ended in 1965) (Massey, 2002; 

Southern Poverty Law Center, 2009). In total, approximately 4.5 million braceros entered 

from Mexico during the program (Southern Poverty Law Center, 2009). Throughout this 

period both legal and undocumented migration from Mexico was characterized by 

circularity and temporariness. Migrants filled U.S. labor needs for a period of time, but 

they did not settle permanently in great numbers (Massey, 2002). 

 

CIVIL RIGHTS TO AMNESTY: THE 1965 INA TO IRCA (1965 – 1986) 

Passage of the Immigration and Nationality Act (INA) in 1965 that ended the 

Bracero program provided few legal mechanisms for temporary work, but circular 

migration continued unabated (Massey, 2002). Despite its official end, the Bracero 

program brought structural changes to the labor market as agriculture work was 

increasingly identified with and reliant upon Mexican laborers. It also resulted in creating 

communities of immigrant laborers who chose to stay in the U.S. These communities 

provided a support structure both for those who stayed, and for the continuing flow of 
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temporary arrivals. Though the legal means to migrate for temporary work was 

dismantled, these systemic changes essentially required continued migration, even 

without permission or documentation (Massey, 2002).  

Though there was still one legal avenue for temporary agricultural work available 

under the H-2 section of the INA (discussed in further detail in the next section on the 

current guestworker program), the numbers of workers admitted under this provision 

were both minimal and insufficient to meet demand. Thus, the H-2A program was far 

from the dominant way by which migrants came from Mexico during this time. Border 

apprehensions were largely a formality and those who were apprehended would primarily 

just return to cross again later. Migration continued to follow a largely circular pattern 

(Massey, 2002).  

Economic Transformation: The Rise of Neoliberalism 

The early 1980s marked a period that David Harvey (2005) claims future 

historians may look upon as “a revolutionary turning-point in the world’s social and 

economic history” as the world economy was transformed by a blend of policies aimed at 

deregulating industry, disempowering labor, and set into motion by the combined support 

of politicians in the U.S. under Ronald Reagan, the United Kingdom under Margaret 

Thatcher and China under Deng Xiaoping (p.1). While there is some contestation over 

the origins of the use of the term, neoliberalism as it is currently used is understood to be 

the revival of a then developed around the 1930s by Friedrich Hayek and further 

developed and promoted by Milton Friedman and the Chicago school of Economics, that 

at its core ascribes to a firm belief in the ability of the free market to support human 

wellbeing. It is perhaps best characterized by support for the policy triumvirate of private 

property rights, free markets and free trade (Harvey, 2005). While a singular definition of 
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what constitutes neoliberalism and the extent of its impact is still a source of debate, it is 

generally understood to be the theoretical perspective behind economic policies of 

deregulation, privatization and structural adjustment policies that seek to move economic 

activity from the public to the private sector. Application of these policies began during 

this period and have been associated with increased inequality by allowing a greater 

concentration of wealth among the wealthy and the Import Substitution Industrialization 

(ISI) model policies that accelerated urbanization and the rapid economic transformation 

in Latin America (Harvey, 2005; Portes & Roberts, 2005). 

 

AMNESTY & SANCTIONS: IMMIGRATION REFORM AND CONTROL ACT (1986 – 1996) 

This ‘system’ changed significantly with the passage of the Immigration Reform 

and Control Act (IRCA) in 1986. With this act the U.S. “unilaterally embarked on a 

series of repressive policies, police actions, and political campaigns that dramatically 

changed the rules” (Massey, 2002, p. 72). Though IRCA is perhaps most known for the 

general amnesty it provided for many undocumented workers living in the U.S. at the 

time of its passage, it also greatly increased focus on enforcement measures like border 

patrol and employer sanctions.  

IRCA’s passage disrupted the characteristic pattern of temporary migration. The 

law discouraged immigrant outflow by promulgating policies of increased border 

security, fences, and actual or promised pathways to legal status (Massey, 2002). By 

coupling amnesty policies with increased impediments to entry, the IRCA essentially 

made it more beneficial for undocumented immigrants to stay in the U.S. as it increased 

the risk of return (in terms of money, time, and/or health and safety). Additionally, , the 

act itself changed perceptions about U.S. immigration policy a precedent that continued 
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residence could potentially result in the granting of amnesty and legal resident status was 

set. Possibly for these reasons, many migrants who would have returned home for 

temporary vacations began to take up permanent residence in the U.S. After 1986, the 

undocumented population grew substantially (Passel & Cohn, 2008). 

 

SECURITIZATION: THE 1996 LAWS AND INCREASED ENFORCEMENT (1996 – 2011) 

The laws collectively known as “The 1996 Laws,” the Illegal Immigration 

Reform and Immigration Responsibility Act (IIRAIRA) and the Anti-terrorism and 

Effective Death Penalty Act (AEDPA), again made fundamental structural shifts to U.S. 

immigration policy. Together, the laws changed immigration policy in two fundamental 

ways by permitting increased policing and detention of undocumented immigrants 

(Johnson, 2001). Detention and deportations increased, especially toward the later end of 

the 2000s. The resulting emphasis on “security” given to immigration policy during this 

period, seen even in the blatant use of the term to name policies like Secure Communities 

(discussed subsequently), lend this period the name securitization.  

The first major change was the expansion of the definition of “aggravated felony” 

for immigration purposes. By doing so the 1996 laws effectively increased the number of 

crimes that could lead to mandatory detention and deportation, including misdemeanors 

such as theft of items of minimal value or writing a bad check (Johnson, 2001; Martin, 

1999). Both IIRAIRA and AEDPA together establish this change. Additionally, AEDPA 

essentially eliminated judicial discretion for deportable offenses, meaning immigration 

judges’ are no longer able to make decisions that could permit immigrants to stay based 

on characteristics of individual cases, even in situations where an immigrant holds strong 

family ties and work history (Johnson, 2001). 
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The second fundamental change was the addition of Section 287(g) to the INA. 

Constitutionally, immigration is considered a solely federal matter. IIRAIRA blurred this 

distinction by adding Section 287(g)5 to the INA (Johnson, 2001). Under this section the 

federal government is now permitted to enter into agreements with state and local law 

enforcement agencies that authorize local agents to perform select immigration functions, 

i.e. agreements that allow local police officers to serve as immigration officials (Siskin, 

2012). This rule change paved the way for the Secure Communities program and what 

has become commonly known as “poli-migra,” police-immigration, policy (Menjívar, 

2014). 

In addition to these two changes, the passage of the U.S.A. Patriot Act in 2001 

also fundamentally changed the nature of immigration policy. While understood as an 

anti-terrorism bill, the Patriot Act changed how immigration is both conceptualized and 

processed at a national level – from a civilian issue to one of national security. The 

Patriot Act established the new Department of Homeland Security (DHS) and effectively 

reorganized the government agency responsible for civil processing of immigration and 

regulation, the Immigration and Naturalization Services (INS), into a new arm of national 

security – Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE). According to its strategic plan 

“Endgame,” ICE’s mission is to implement policies that would “build capacity to remove 

all removable aliens” by 2012 (United States Department of Homeland Security (DHS), 

2003). 

(In)Secure Communities 

In line with this Endgame strategy, in 2008, ICE initiated the 287g Agreement 

program, Secure Communities, that required transfer of fingerprint data on all people 

                                                
5 Codified as 8 U.S.C. § 1357(g). Added to the INA by section 133 of IIRAIRA. 
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booked into local jails to ICE. When prints identify someone as a noncitizen, ICE may 

then take custody and initiate deportation proceedings. Though the aim is to target 

“criminal aliens,” substantial evidence has shown that the majority of deportations under 

the program have not been high priority criminals (Siskin, 2012; B. of I. and C. E. (ICE) 

United States Department of Homeland Security (DHS), n.d.). 

Welfare to Workfare: Welfare Reform and the Retrenchment of the State 

The revisions to immigration policy in 1996 were additionally accompanied by a 

fundamental change to economic and social welfare policy. The passage of the Personal 

Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) in that year 

effectively ended entitlement to welfare. Emphasizing the expectation that receiving 

benefits from the state should be a temporary solution, the Act created a block grant 

program called Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) to the states and, 

among other things, instituted lifetime time limits on aid, work requirements, increased 

child support enforcement and excluded immigrants with an authorized immigration 

status from being able to access support for their first five years of residency in the U.S. 

Undocumented immigrants continued to be excluded from access to federal welfare 

benefits (Blau & Abramovitz, 2010). 

 

‘DESERVING’ UNDOCUMENTED: RELIEF FOR CHILDREN & PARENTS OF CITIZENS 

In 2012, President Barack Obama signed an Executive Order signaling, perhaps, 

another shift in immigration policy. This created the Deferred Action for Childhood 

Arrivals (DACA) program that granted work authorization to undocumented youth who 

had been brought to the U.S. by their parents as children and who were of good moral 

character. The program allows youth who qualify to remain in the U.S. and work 
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temporarily on a renewable status, but provides no pathway to citizenship (United States 

Department of Homeland Security (DHS), 2014a).    

In the face of Congressional gridlock, President Obama again used an Executive 

order to change immigration policy in November 2014. This changed established the 

Deferred Action for Parental Accountability (DAPA) program. DAPA would grant 

temporary work authorization and permission to stay in the U.S. only to undocumented 

parents who have a U.S. citizen or Legal Permanent Resident child who meet specific 

qualifications protection from deportation and work authorization. It does not apply to 

parents who have criminal convictions that make them an enforcement priority (which 

include a wide range of misdemeanor crimes) (American Immigration Council, 2015; 

United States Department of Homeland Security (DHS), 2014a). Additionally, the 2014 

Executive order would also expand the DACA program for undocumented youth (United 

States Department of Homeland Security (DHS), 2014a) 

Additionally, in likely response to significant public pressure, a Department of 

Homeland Security memo issued that same date in November 2014 ended the Secure 

Communities program and replaced it with the new “Priority Enforcement Program” 

(United States Department of Homeland Security (DHS), 2014b). This new program is 

supposed to target only “criminals” for deportation. However, because it still requires 

sharing of fingerprint data between local law enforcement and federal immigration 

officials, concerns are being raised that the program will be no different than Secure 

Communities (Bogado, 2014; United States Department of Homeland Security (DHS), 

2014b).  
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SUMMARY 

How undocumented immigrants interact with their ‘host’ society and navigate 

their economic survival in the U.S. is in part a function of their position in society as 

immigrants. Thus, the position of undocumented Latinos is better seen through this lens 

of U.S. immigration policy. It is with this backdrop that we return to the question at hand. 

Given this context of state exclusion from formal work and the safety net, how do 

undocumented Latino immigrants get by? The next chapter will outline the study design 

and methods for the analysis of this question. 
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Chapter 3. 

Mixed Methods Study Design 

The central question of this study is how do undocumented Latinos, in a context 

of state exclusion from formal work and social safety programs, make ends meet? The 

study thus raises a broad question about the economic participation of a 

socioeconomically excluded group. To address its breadth, this study focused on two 

aims: (1) to assess the economic wellbeing of undocumented Latinos in the United States 

along multiple indicators and (2) to explore how undocumented Latinos understand and 

navigate “survival strategies” or practices to make ends meet. Cutting across both aims is 

the question of how social connections and networks are associated with or impact 

undocumented Latinos’ economic wellbeing and survival strategies. 

As these aims call for both a representative understanding and a detailed analysis 

of micro-level processes, a mixed method study design was chosen to address these aims 

(Small, 2011). To address the population-level elements of question one, I use a 

nationally representative dataset, the Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP). 

To address question two and add nuance to the broad portrait of economic wellbeing 

painted by addressing question one, I use qualitative data, from in-depth interviews I 

conducted with undocumented Latinos in Austin informed by ethnographic observation, 

and a case study of an undocumented Latina domestic worker who formed a workers’ 

cooperative. I discuss the data collection stages and then the methods and analysis used to 

address each question in detail below. 

STUDY DESIGN AND DATA COLLECTION PROCESS 

Data collection and analysis followed a complementary semi-concurrent design, 

meaning that data were collected at different time points during the study process and 
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analysis was conducted both concurrent with and subsequent to the different data 

collection points (Small, 2011). I conducted in-depth interviews at three points in time, 

during the summers of 2013 and 2014 as part of the Parenting study and 2015 for this 

dissertation. The narrative case study, completed as a separate project, began in 2013 and 

informed the data collection and analysis that occurred subsequently. Analysis of the 

SIPP data to address Aim 1 began in 2014, just after collection of the 2014 interviews. 

The focus of the analysis of the SIPP both influenced and was influenced by the final 

period of qualitative data collection in 2015. The specific details of data collection and 

analysis are discussed in the following sections in connection to the research aims they 

address. A brief summary of the data sources used in this study is provided in the table 

below. 

Table 1: Data Sources. 

Data Source & Year Collection Method Aim Addressed 
Parenting Study Year 1, 2013 In-depth interviews, n=20 Aim 2 
Parenting Study Year 2, 2014 In-depth interviews, n=15 Aim 2 
Case Study, 2014-2015 Narrative case study, n=1 Aim 2 
SIPP, 1996-2013 cross-section  National sample Aim 1 
Economics Study, 2015 In-depth interviews, n=14 

Participant observation 
Aim 2 

 

AIM 1: ASSESS THE ECONOMIC WELLBEING OF UNDOCUMENTED LATINOS 

The first study aim addresses the broad question of how undocumented Latinos 

survive in a context of exclusion by assessing the economic wellbeing of undocumented 

Latinos in the United States along multiple indicators. The impact of social connections 

on economic wellbeing is explored via the inclusion of measures of social support. To 
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address this population-level question I use data from the Survey of Income and Program 

Participation (SIPP). 

 

Data Source: Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP) 

The SIPP is a panel study conducted by the U.S. Census Bureau that tracks 

household employment and public program experiences. It is considered one of the best 

sources of household economic data, and has been proposed to replace the March income 

supplement to the Current Population Survey (CPS) as the “basis of official income and 

poverty statistics” (Short, 2005). Each SIPP panel draws a nationally representative 

sample of U.S. households and each household member is interviewed every four months 

for three years. The survey tracks households’ employment and public program 

experiences, as well as additional demographic and wellbeing data (US Census Bureau, 

n.d.). Fourteen waves of data have been produced. 

The SIPP is appropriate for this analysis as it contains a large number of Mexican-

origin households and is one of the few nationally representative datasets that permits the 

identification of undocumented individuals. This is done via the creation of an 

undocumented proxy that relies on immigration, citizenship status and welfare program 

participation variables following a process Hall and colleagues (2010) developed. A 

recent study comparing estimation methods for the undocumented population across data 

sources found the Hall method using the SIPP to be consistent with the commonly cited 

residual estimation method Jeffery Passel developed using the American Community 

Survey (ACS) (Bachmeier, Van Hook, & Bean, 2014).  
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Sample Construction 

For this study I pooled data from four panels of the SIPP (1996, 2001, 2004 & 

2008) to obtain a sample that spans the years 1995 to 2013. This ensured a sample of 

undocumented individuals of sufficient size to allow for the examination of the overall 

relationship between economic wellbeing and immigration status, as well as trends over 

time. The data set was constructed at the person-month level and collapsed on the 

reference month to ensure a single observation per individual and minimize seam bias 

concerns found when non-reference month observations are included. I restricted the 

initial dataset to White, Black and Latino U.S.-born individuals and Mexican/Central 

American immigrants of working age, ages 18 to 65 years. 

Logical Allocation Process for Identifying Undocumented Individuals 

I followed the stepped logical allocation process shown in Figure 1 below and 

developed by Hall, Greenman and Farkas (2010) to impute undocumented immigration 

status (though I did not limit the sample to individuals with less than a high school 

education). At each step individuals are selected into one of two categories: documented 

or potentially undocumented. 

Despite the clarity of the allocation process, the grey areas in immigration policy 

make it imprecise, potentially still undercounting the undocumented population present in 

the SIPP. This could happen at one of two points. One, in the first step, as it is not 

uncommon for people to first enter the USA with a legal visa (tourist, student, etc.) and 

overstay the term to become undocumented. Two, in the last step, it is well known that 

undocumented people do attend a university or college, particularly in states with in-state 

tuition permission. Despite this limitation, the consistency found with alternative methods 

support its use for this analysis (Bachmeier et al., 2014). 



 49 

Figure 1: Decision tree to identify undocumented individuals in SIPP.  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Source: Hall, Greenman & Farkas (2010). Legal Status and Wage Disparities for  
    Mexican Immigrants.   

 

Variables 

The following variables from the SIPP are included in the economic wellbeing 

model described in the succeeding section. I use three indicators of household economic 

wellbeing: (1) household poverty, (2) food insecurity and (3) material hardship. Control 

variables include demographic (age, age squared, marital status, household number, 

children less than 18 years, and urban), human capital (education level and recency) and 

work (full or part-time, union member) characteristics. I use three social support variables 

(family, friend and community) to test their moderating effects. 

Economic Wellbeing Indicators 

Economic wellbeing crosses a number of dimensions. There is agreement among 

poverty and inequality scholars that different approaches to measuring poverty each 
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capture a dimension of economic wellbeing or hardship while no one measure provides a 

“complete picture” of individual or family economic circumstances (Short, 2005, p. 21). 

Thus, I take a holistic approach to assess the economic wellbeing of undocumented 

Latinos by using three household-level indicators: poverty, food insecurity and material 

hardship, each described in turn below. 

Household Poverty. Household poverty is measured by an income-to-needs ratio 

that calculates household income as a percentage of the federal poverty threshold. The 

SIPP includes a variable that is the poverty threshold based on household size for each 

individual. 

Food Insecurity. Food insecurity refers to a family’s access to food resources. A 

household that reported experiencing two or more food related hardships (insufficient 

quantity, nutritional content and variety) in the four months prior is considered food 

insecure. The SIPP began asking food security questions with the 1996 panel, 

concurrently with the development of the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) 

standard measure. As such, it uses the earliest version of the USDA short scale for 

measuring food security (“USDA Economic Research Service - Measurement,” n.d.). 

Material Hardship. Material hardship is an indicator of economic wellbeing not 

inherently dependent upon or necessarily tied to income. Rather, the focus is on the 

individual or household’s ability to meet basic needs. I followed Short’s (2005) 

procedure for constructing a material hardship index that is the sum of dichotomous 

responses to 5 questions along the different dimensions of material hardship: (1) 

difficulty paying rent, (2) difficulty paying utilities, (3) did not see a doctor, (4) or a 

dentist when needed, (5) did not have enough food to eat, (6) expressed dissatisfaction 

with condition of housing, and (7) reported at least two housing-related problems. I did 

not include health insurance in the index as Short (2005) did as health insurance is largely 
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unavailable to undocumented immigrants. Each item is equally weighted with a score of 

one indicating the presence of the hardship. The dichotomous material hardship variable 

is constructed from this index; a household is classified as experiencing hardship if they 

report two or more of the items. 

Demographic Characteristics 

Seven demographic characteristics often associated with variation in economic 

wellbeing are included in the model as control variables: age, age squared, marital status 

(dichotomous married versus not married), number of people in the household, number of 

children under the age of 18, and whether they live in an urban area (versus rural). I also 

include controls for state (or region when state is not possible) and panel. 

Human Capital Characteristics 

Consistent with labor market and wage disparity models, I include characteristics 

considered to be indicators of human capital, particularly for immigrants: education level 

(less than high school or more) and amount of time in the US (less than 5 years or more 

than 10 years (middle range is the reference category). 

Work Conditions 

Consistent with wage disparity models, I include a few factors to describe 

differences in working conditions. Those include full-time work and part-time work 

(reference category is variable hours) and whether or not the individual has union 

membership. When the analysis is restricted to undocumented Latinos only, union 

membership is not included in the model as there are an insufficient number of responses 

for statistical analysis. 



 52 

Social Support 

Social support is measured using three variables constructed from SIPP questions 

about expectations of support, following consensus that measures of expectations of 

social support are preferred to measures of received social support for evaluating an 

individual’s actual level of support as opposed to their level of need (Guo, 2010; Harknett 

& Knab, 2007; Henly, Danziger, & Offer, 2005; Keene & Geronimus, 2011; Mills & 

Zhang, 2014). Participants are asked to respond to the following on a 4-item scale: all of 

the time, most of the time, a little of the time, or none:  

If... had a problem with which you needed help (for example, sickness or 
moving), how much help would you expect to get (1) from family living nearby? 
(2) from friends? (3) from other people in the community besides family and 
friends, such as a social agency or a church? 

The three variables reflect expectations of support from the three different 

sources: family, friends and community (defined as a social agency or church). I 

dichotomized the measure into: expect support (all and most of the time) and don’t expect 

support (a little and none of the time) for each of the three sources separately. To evaluate 

the impact of social support as a moderator on the effects of undocumented status, I also 

included interaction terms for social support and undocumented status. 

 

Analysis  

I used three indicators of household economic wellbeing (poverty, insecurity and 

material hardship) to investigate the economic wellbeing of undocumented 

Mexican/Central American immigrants in the USA as compared to other groups. 

Specifically, I (a) investigated the economic wellbeing of undocumented Latinos as 

compared to other racial/ethnic/status groups and (b) examined how economic wellbeing 

is impacted by expectations of social support.  
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This cross-sectional analysis looked at a point in time relationship among the 

variables for individuals. Model 1 is the basic model I propose for economic wellbeing. I 

used logistic regression with the same model to evaluate how each indicator (poverty, 

insecurity, and material hardship) is predicted by undocumented status, controlling for 

demographic, human capital, work characteristics, as well as state/region and year fixed 

effects.  

For each indicator, I first run the full model in 3 parts: (1) as a baseline model 

with undocumented status and demographic controls, (2) including human capital 

controls, and (3) including work conditions. I then add the social support variables and an 

interaction term for social support and undocumented status to evaluate the moderating 

impact of social support. The regression equation for the full model (including social 

support) is shown below as Model 1.  

Model 1. 

 
γ = Household Poverty      U = Undocumented 
  Food Insecurity       S = Social Support 
  Material Hardship 
 
Controls:  
     D = Demographics:  age, gender, marital status, household number, child < 18, urban 
     H = Human capital: education level, recency   
    W = Work conditions: full-time or part-time hours, union/labor association member 
     F = Fixed effects (state and year) 
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AIM 2: EXPLORE THE PROCESSES AND PRACTICES OF SURVIVAL 

The second study aim focuses on how undocumented Latinos understand and 

navigate “survival strategies,” practices to make ends meet. The question of how social 

connections and social networks influence these practices was explored in interviews and 

through ethnographic observation and was used as a lens to guide the analysis. To 

address this question focused on micro and community level processes, I used qualitative 

data (primarily in-depth interviews informed by ethnographic observation) that I 

collected with/from undocumented Latinos in Austin, Texas. Consistent with the 

structure of qualitative research, the development of the qualitative research design and 

data collection was emergent and iterative (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007). 

 

Data Source: Qualitative Data from In-depth Interviews and Observation 

The primary qualitative data source was the transcripts from in-depth interviews 

(n=49) collected at 3 time points: summer 2013, 2014 and 2015. The in-depth interviews 

conducted in 2013 (n=20) and 2014 (n=15) were collected as part of the Parenting in the 

Context of Deportation Risk (Parenting) study on which I was a co-Investigator with 

Monica Faulkner from The University of Texas at Austin and Jodi Berger Cardoso from 

the University of Houston. While that study was conducted in Austin and Houston I only 

use Austin data. The in-depth interviews conducted during 2015 (n=14) I refer to as the 

Economic study I conducted on my own solely for this dissertation project. This was 

supplemented by field notes taken during interviews with practitioners who work with the 

immigrant community (service or advocacy) and participant observation conducted both 

during my work with the local worker center Workers Defense Project (WDP) in 2015 

and at community events.  
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Though interview data used in this dissertation was collected as part of two 

studies, the earlier Parenting study and the Economic study, the two are fundamentally 

connected in relation to the questions posed in this dissertation. The framework for the 

Parenting study focused on undocumented parents. As a Co-Investigator on the study I 

was involved in the study design and its implementation. From the outset, my 

collaborators and I agreed that I would use the interview data for the project that would 

become this dissertation and family economics questions were included with that aim in 

mind. The data collection process developed in that study intimately informed both the 

development and design of the data collection for the Economic study interviews. The 

recruitment of participants in Austin for both studies was based on my direct connections 

to the undocumented Latino immigrant community. For the current analysis, all 

qualitative data were combined and analyzed as a single dataset. Methods used for 

recruitment, data collection and analysis for each set of interviews are described 

following. 

 

Recruitment 

Participant recruitment of undocumented Latinos for the in-depth interviews 

varied slightly at each data collection point. Important variations will be discussed below. 

All participants in the in-depth interviews were undocumented immigrants 18 years of 

age or older and spoke Spanish or English. For the 2013 and 2014 Parenting study 

interviews participants met the additional criteria of being at least 21 years of age, having 

at least one dependent child under age 18 who lives in the United States and not currently 

in deportation hearings.  
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I recruited participants and located spaces for observation using a purposeful 

sampling strategy relying on information provided by several key informants and my own 

position in the community (Creswell, 2007, p. 71). I then used snowball sampling to find 

additional participants by asking these initial interviewees for references and 

introductions to friends and colleagues who could provide “information rich” data and 

would be interested in participating (Creswell, 2007, p. 127). Snowball sampling is a 

sampling strategy considered appropriate for qualitative research and particularly 

research with “hidden” or hard to reach populations (Vershinina & Rodionova, 2011). 

2015 Economic Interviews 

 I located participants through my pre-existing contacts with local community 

organizations intentionally did not recruit participants from WDP. Additionally, I 

informally interviewed providers at immigrant serving institutions (ranging from ESL 

programs to the immigrant liaison at the Austin Police Department) and asked them for 

contacts. I also connected with many participants through my contact with a local 

immigrant woman actively involved in immigrant rights work in the community who was 

able to direct me to a more economically diverse range of participants.  Though I 

attempted to target individuals engaged in different collective practices (i.e. cooperatives, 

tandas, shared childcare), many of these practices are unknown to others. Instead, I 

reached out through a broader range of organizational contacts and targeted individuals 

who occupied a diverse range of economic and occupational positions. 

2013 and 2014 Parenting Study Interviews 

The majority of participants were recruited with the assistance of WDP who 

received a small stipend of $10 per participant for their assistance at the end of the 

Parenting study. Participants were identified from names and contact information staff 
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provided and at the weekly worker meeting to announce the study and solicit participants 

from among the attendees. Additional participants were recruited from the waiting room 

at the Ventanilla de Salud (a program that provides resources to Latino immigrants with 

cancer) housed at the Mexican Consulate in Austin, through contacts at KIPP schools and 

via snowball referrals from interview participants.  

Case Study. The case study narrates economic aspects of the life of Xiomara,6 an 

undocumented Latina domestic worker whom I met volunteering at the worker center 

around 2010 or 2011, one year prior to her establishing her worker cooperative. I chose 

Xiomara’s story because the themes that emerged from it reflect broad trends of life lived 

as an undocumented immigrant from Mexico in Texas; contain rich information about her 

family’s economic situation, including participation in collective economic activities; and 

problematize traditional narratives of the undocumented experience with regards to 

economic activity and stability.  

 

Data Collection 

Each in-depth interviews lasted approximately three hours, was conducted in the 

participant’s language of choice (all but two were in Spanish) and was audio-recorded. In 

accordance with IRB guidance, no signatures or other identifying information were 

collected and the researcher verbally obtained consent to participate from all. Participants 

each received a $50 HEB grocery gift card. There were slight differences in the in-depth 

interview data collection at each time point, discussed following. See Appendix A for he 

interview protocols used at each time point. 

                                                
6All names have been changed to protect the identities of research participants. 
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Each interview data was transcribed in the language of the interview, Spanish 

(except the two interviews conducted in English). Transcriptions were by professional 

transcriptionists or (in 2013 and 2014) by members of the research team. To verify 

transcript accuracy I listened to the Austin interviews while reading the transcript the first 

time through.  

2015 Economic Interviews  

I conducted all interviews with participants at their convenience in their homes 

around the city of Austin. After the interview I occasionally walked the neighborhood 

with the participant and continued the discussion informally. After each interview I 

documented the experience with extensive field notes (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 2011).   

2015 Observational Data  

I collected data on the economic strategies of undocumented immigrants from a 

variety of other sources. I interviewed immigrant service providers from the majority of 

immigrant serving institutions in the city. These interviews were informal and followed a 

loose structure where I asked about their life, their work with the organization with which 

they were currently affiliated and with the broader immigrant community in Austin, and 

then discussed their thoughts on immigrant economic strategies. These interviews were 

not audio-recorded, but I took extensive notes during the interview and retyped them later 

and included additional observations and comments. I occasionally participated in 

different activities with low-income Latino immigrants, most of whom were 

undocumented, though in some cases it was not clear if they were undocumented. These 

activities included attending financial literacy courses, church services, activist meetings, 

and meetings at the worker center. I also joined active social media pages for 
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undocumented and immigrant communities in Austin. I made field notes on events with a 

focus on economic strategies. 

2013 and 2014 Parenting Study Interviews  

I coordinated the data collection for all 30 interviews conducted in Austin over 

both years. Data collected included a quantitative questionnaire as well as the in-depth 

qualitative interview. The questionnaire data was collected using an IRB-approved web-

based survey collection tool on a Tablet computer. A team of two interviewers conducted 

each interview (one administered the questionnaire and the other the qualitative 

interview). In 2013, I participated in 5 of the 20 interviews. In 2014, I participated in all 

15 interviews. 

Research team members scheduled and primarily conducted interviews at 

participants’ homes. A small number of interviews took place in the UT School of Social 

Work (1 in 2013) or at the Workers Defense Project office (3 in 2013, 2 in 2014). I 

trained the interviewers in administering the questionnaire and interview guide using role 

play methods and participated in at least the first interview with each researcher to 

provided feedback. Additionally, researchers were asked to complete interview summary 

forms at the conclusion of each interview about emergent themes and challenges. I drew 

from these when appropriate. 

During 2013 we had meetings to discuss questions and challenges as they arose 

throughout the data collection process. During 2014, as I conducted all the interviews 

with the same research assistant, we discussed challenges and ideas in the field as they 

arose. I took field notes of my experiences during the Austin interviews during the 

second wave. 
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Case Study 

I conducted interviews with Xiomara approximately bimonthly from July 2013 to 

March 2014. Data was collected as a series of audio-recorded narrative life history 

interviews lasting approximately two to three hours (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009; 

Rosenthal, 2004). During each interview Xiomara spoke freely about whatever came to 

mind regarding events in her life. Occasionally I posed brief questions asking for 

additional details or clarification, but did not use structured questions. In addition to 

interviews often conducted at a coffee shop, I also went to Xiomara’s home and 

accompanied her on a housecleaning job. 

I transcribed the interviews in translation (writing the written English 

interpretation of the spoken Spanish interview as I listened to the Spanish) and then ‘re-

storyed’ her narrative by drawing on the major themes of her life and highlighting their 

personal, social and historical context (Creswell, 2007). I continued to meet with 

Xiomara during the writing and read and confirmed the final narrative with her. Relevant 

excerpts from Xiomara’s narrative are incorporated to introduce the themes presented in 

the analysis. I continued to meet with Xiomara throughout this study.  

 

Data Collection Instruments and Measures 

Data collection instruments were distinct for each set of in-depth interviews. The 

data collection instruments used to collect demographic information and to guide the in-

depth interviews are briefly described below and the questionnaires are provided in 

Appendix B. All quantitative demographic information from the three years of interviews 

was combined into a single Xcel and SPSS dataset. The quantitative data was examined 

in conjunction with the in-depth interviews I corrected any inconsistencies. The cleaning 

and combining process was meticulously recorded in syntax files. 
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2015 Economics Demographic Questionnaire 

Interviewees completed a brief demographic questionnaire that asked for their 

year of birth, family and household composition, household income, education level and 

immigration background. Additionally, I asked them to complete the Resource 

Generating Strategies (RGS) Scale. The RGS is a 23-item scale quantifying informal 

economy participation that has been tested and validated (Pyles, 2007). In collaboration 

with others on the Parenting Study research team I translated it into Spanish. After data 

collection I transferred all the information to an Xcel spreadsheet and then combined it 

with the 2013 and 2014 data from the Parenting study in both Xcel and SPSS files for 

analysis. 

2013 and 2014 Parenting Study Demographic Measures 

The demographic questionnaire was primarily consistent for both periods of data 

collection (i.e. many questions about economic activity asked in 2013 during the 

qualitative interviews were incorporated into the 2014 questionnaire), but a few questions 

were slightly modified to improve data quality. That information was recorded for each 

participant from the 2013 interviews and included in the final dataset. The questionnaire 

contained items about family composition, income, work history, education, and 

immigration history. 

Additionally, the 2013 interview data collection instrument contained five 

validated psychometric assessment instruments: (1) the Hispanic Stress Inventory (HSI), 

(2) the Patient Health Questionnaire-9, (3) the Multidimensional Scale of Perceived 

Social Support (MDPSS), (4) the Material Hardship (MH) scale from the Fragile 

Families and Child Well-being Study and (5) the U.S. Department of Agriculture Food 

Security module (USDAFS). Two additional measures were added for the 2014 

interviews: (6) the Resource Generating Strategies (RGS) Scale (also collected in 2015) 
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and (7) the Harvard Trauma Questionnaire (HTQ). Aside from the RGS scale, the other 

measures were not used in this study except for providing occasional descriptive detail 

about a household’s level of food insecurity and/or material hardship. 

2015 Economics Interview Guide 

I developed a semi-structured interview guide designed to capture information 

about household economic strategies along three domains: domestic, work and social. 

Questions were primarily open-ended and included primary questions with supplemental 

questions provided to serve as probes. My interview questions focused on eliciting 

information about social networks and collective activities or collaborations in the three 

domains. The 2015 Economics Interview Guide is included as Appendix A. 

2013 and 2014 Parenting Study Interview Guides  

In-depth interviews were semi-structured and followed an interview guide that my 

co-Investigators and I developed. Interviewees were asked to provide information about 

four thematic areas: (1) a history of their migration experience; (2) information about 

their life as an undocumented immigrant in the United States; (3) their family’s economic 

experience; and (4) parenting practices and planning in the context of deportation risk 

(Caspi et al., 1996). The interview guide was simplified and streamlined from 2013 to 

2014; however, the thematic categories remained the same and questions were asked in 

the same order as the first phase. The 2014 interviews were designed to obtain more 

detailed information about family economic life including informal economy and 

collective activity participation. The 2013 and 2014 Parenting Study Interview guides are 

included in Appendix A. 
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Researcher Background and Positionality   

I began working with the undocumented immigrant community in Austin in July 

of 2010 when I moved to the city to begin my doctoral studies. I worked primarily with 

the local worker center, Workers Defense Project (WDP). WDP focuses on working with 

low-wage (primarily construction) workers on issues of wage theft and workplace injury, 

and its membership base consists primarily of Latino immigrant workers. I also 

occasionally spent time with organizations that focused on ending immigrant detention 

and travelled to the Mexican border a number of times with the local solidarity 

organization, Austin Tan Cerca de la Frontera [Austin So Close to the Border], to talk to 

maquiladora workers about their experiences working in factories on the border and how 

they made ends meet. Throughout this process I became increasingly interested in the 

economic lives of undocumented people in the community. While I have no formal field 

notes from this period, the current study developed from those conversations.  

 

Sample Characteristics 

A total of 49 in-depth interviews were conducted with undocumented Latinos in 

2013 (n=20), 2014 (n=15) and 2015 (n=14). All report speaking either Spanish or both 

languages at home and only 2 interviews (1 in 2013 and 1 in 2015) were conducted in 

English. Table 2 gives the demographic characteristics of the sample in detail, both 

overall and for each year of interview. Over the three years of study the participants were 

roughly comparable. Participants ranged in age from 21 years of age at the youngest to 50 

years of age at the oldest with an average age of 35.5 years. The majority (69%) of 

participants were female and married or cohabitating (84%). One man (in 2015) was in a 

same sex relationship. The rest either identified their partner as being of the opposite 

gender in the male/female binary or were not in a relationship. The mean household 
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number was 6, though this was pulled up from the 2013 and 2015 means of 5 by a mean 

of 8 in 2014. The average number of children was 2.5 and 88% of households were 

mixed-status families, meaning one or more persons in the family held a legal 

immigration status. 

Overall, 20% of participants reported leaving school before they were 13 years of 

age, 31% reported attending until they were between 13 and 15 years of age, and 49% 

reported attending school until they were 16 years of age or older. These figures were 

roughly comparable for participants’ partners. Among those respondents who were 

married or cohabitating, 17% reported that their partners left school before they were 13 

years of age, 35% attending until they were between 13-15 years, and 41% said their 

partners attended school until they were at least 16 years of age or older.  

Respondents were about evenly distributed above and below $20,000 a year in 

household income, with 57% earning less than $20,000 annually overall. A higher 

proportion of interviewees in the highest income bracket ($40,000-$60,000) was 

interviewed in 2015 and a higher proportion of interviewees in the lowest income bracket 

(less than $10,000) was interviewed in 2013, otherwise incomes were roughly 

comparable across years and roughly two-thirds of interviewees reported household 

incomes lower than $30,000 a year. Homeownership was low among interviewees, 24% 

owned their own homes.  

The majority of interviewees (as well as their partners) were from Mexico, though 

they also came from Ecuador, Guatemala and Spain. Participants from Mexico came  
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Table 2: Demographic Characteristics of Interviewees, Overall and by Year (n=49). 

 Overall 2015 2014 2013 
Participant Characteristics 
Female 69% 79% 60% 70% 
Age (mean) 35.5 years 36 35 35.6 
Age (range) 21-50 21-50 26-50 22-43 
Married/Cohabitating 84% 71% 93% 85% 
Education Level 
<13 years 20% 14% 33% 15% 
13 to 15 years 31% 36% 20% 35% 
16 + years 49% 50% 47% 50% 
Partner’s Education Level 
<13 years 17% 21% 13% 15% 
13 to 15 years 35% 29% 20% 45% 
16 + years 41% 43% 60% 20% 
Household Composition 
HH number (mean) 6.02 5.07 8.43 5.04 
Number Kids (mean) 2.61 2.1 2.5 3.0 
Mixed Status Family 88% 86% 93% 85% 
Intergenerational HH 14% 14% 13% 15% 
Other Adult in HH 10% 21% 7% 5% 
Homeownership Status 
Homeowner 24% 36% 20% 20% 
Annual HH Income 
Less than $10,000 12% 7% 7% 20% 
$10,000-$15,000 22% 21% 33% 15% 
$15,000-$20,000 22% 21% 13% 30% 
$20,000-$25,000 6% 0% 20% 0% 
$25,000-$30,000 14% 7% 7% 25% 
$30,000-$40,000 10% 14% 7% 5% 
$40,000-$60,000 12% 29% 13% 0% 
% Income Below $20,000 57% 50% 53% 65% 
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from a diverse selection of states in Mexico, from as far south as Cancun to cities on the 

U.S. border. Figure 3 shows a map of participants’ locations of origin with a dot in the 

state (or country) of origin for all participants for whom the information was available. 

 

Figure 2. Map of Participants Locations of Origin 

Source: Constructed by Author using GoogleMaps. 

 

About 16% of interviewees came to the U.S. as children, though most have lived 

here for some time, on average about 13 years. Most (73%) had spouses or partners who 

were also undocumented. Only 18% of the interviewees entered the U.S. legally. 

According to the basic eligibility criteria for the Deferred Action for Parents of 

Americans (DAPA) program (parent of a citizen child, lived in the U.S. since 2010, and 

present since November 2014) the majority (73%) of respondents would be eligible were 

it to be implemented. Table 5 provides a detailed picture of the immigration 

characteristics of participants and partners in the sample households. 
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Table 3: Immigration Characteristics of Households, Overall and by Year (n=49). 

 Overall 2013 
(n=20) 

2014 
(n=15) 

2015 
(n=15) 

 Self Partner Self Partner Self Partner Self Partner 
Country of Origin 
Mexico 92% 78% 95% 90% 87% 53% 93% 71% 
Ecuador 2% 2% 0% 0% 0% 0% 7% 7% 
Guatemala 4% 4% 5% 5% 7% 7% 0% 0% 
Honduras 0% 7% 0% 0% 0% 20% 0% 0% 
Spain 0% 0% 0% 0% 7% 0% 0% 0% 
Cuba 0% 2% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 7% 
USA 0% 7% 0% 0% 0% 13% 0% 7% 
 
Undocumented 100% 73% 100% 78% 100% 57% 100% 85% 
Entered Legally 18% - 10% - 20% - 29% - 

 
Years in US (mean) 12.8 - 12.8 - 12.9 - 13.1 - 
Child Entry 16% - 10% - 27% - 14% - 
Detained 2% 9% 5% 0% 0% 18% 0% 10% 
Deported 12% 5% 10% 10% 20% 20% 7% 7% 
DAPA eligible 73% - 80% - 80% - 57% - 
DACA eligible 6% - 5% - 0% - 7% - 

 

Analysis 

Thematic analysis was used to guide the analysis of the qualitative data. As it 

offers an epistemological and theoretical flexibility consistent with the research questions 

and an openness to complex theoretical analysis, thematic analysis is consistent with the 

study’s perspective on the household economy as socially embedded and relationally 

constructed (Boyatzis, 1998; Braun & Clarke, 2006; Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006). 

While the analytical process was also in many ways similar to that used in grounded 

theory (Charmaz, 2006; Glaser & Strauss, 1999), I considered thematic analysis a more 

rigorous option as it is open to, yet does not presume (or force) an explicit, specific 

theoretical discovery.  
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As the interview transcripts offer the best way of ensuring that analysis stays 

close to the voices of participants, the analysis is grounded primarily/first in the in-depth 

interview data and secondarily in the field notes and demographic data. I combined the 

transcripts from each interview year, along with all of the associated demographic 

information and notes on participants into a single dataset in the Dedoose Qualitative 

research software program. Thematic analysis is an iterative and reflexive, rather than a 

linear process (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006). I followed the 

general analytical steps Braun and Clarke (2006) recommend for rigorous, thematic 

analysis. Prior to initial coding, I read through a print copy of the entire dataset twice to 

get a sense of the data. I made notes of ideas and patterns as they emerged in a 

continuous research memo and other thematic memos. I also read through field notes 

from observations and provider interviews as well as folders of informal notes about the 

research between the initial reads and integrated those notes in the same memos.  

Following initial familiarization, I created codes keeping the research question in 

mind and did an initial code of the entire dataset. I used process codes to keep agency and 

action at the forefront of the analysis, and used Spanish language codes (to the greatest 

extent possible) to stay close to the participants meaning (Saldana, 2009). I then exported 

the initial coding structure with excerpts and looked at it flat on a spreadsheet to begin to 

consider themes and the structure of the codes. During this process I decided that a 

different organization of codes and additional codes were necessary. I updated the 

codebook and read back through the data correcting and adding new codes, where 

appropriate. Throughout this second coding I began to consider themes and develop 

ideas, taking a “latent approach” that views the development of themes themselves as 

interpretive work (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 84). I consistently took notes on ideas as 

they developed and created an initial structure of ideas, a kind of cognitive map, for the 
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dominant themes in the analysis in terms of their response to the questions, and then 

began to write.  

During the analysis and writing process I recognized a need to understand 

household characteristics in comparison in order to appropriately analyze the themes, so I 

created several spreadsheets of demographic and qualitative data as a mechanism to help 

me organize and think through the many layers of information. One that was particularly 

useful helped to illuminate the patterns of social connection presented in Chapter 6. 

Throughout this process and after finalizing the coding, I further consulted field notes and 

informal notes as I remembered relevant insights, though I checked information against 

interview data and did not include information that did not also feature strongly, or that 

did not illuminate things that featured strongly, in the interviews. 

Ensuring Rigor & Data Integration 

 I ensured rigor in my qualitative analysis by triangulating data from 

interviews with observational data. Though the analysis focused on interview data, I 

consulted field notes from observation data and provider interviews throughout the later 

stages of the analysis and writing process. Additionally, I used member checking during 

the initial phase of the interview data collection and analysis with people in the 

community, but not the research participants as the IRB prohibited following up with 

interview participants. Data integration began as I began to conduct the third set of 

interviews as the information I gathered gave me different ideas about how to think about 

analyzing the SIPP data. I began to integrate the data more formally once I began the 

initial process of analyzing the qualitative data. The integration process was emergent, 

but I kept detailed notes of what I did during the process. 
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Outline of the Analysis 

The results of the analysis are presented in the following four chapters to attempt 

to respond to the overarching question: How do undocumented Latinos, in a context of 

state exclusion from formal work and social safety programs, make ends meet? The 

chapter immediately following, Chapter 4: Negotiated Economic Security: Economic 

Wellbeing and Social Support, addresses aim one and assesses the economic wellbeing of 

undocumented Latinos in the United States along multiple indicators using data from the 

Survey of Income and Program Participation.  

The subsequent three chapters address aim two and explore how undocumented 

Latinos understand and navigate “survival strategies” or practices to make ends meet 

using qualitative data from in-depth interviews with undocumented Latinos in Austin. 

Chapter 5, La Lucha: Framing the Struggle, discusses the frame through which 

undocumented Latinos understand economic participation. Chapter 6, Las Palancas: The 

Structure and Function of Social Connections, analyzes how undocumented Latinos 

mobilize their social networks to obtain economic resources. Chapter 7, Navegando: 

Organizing the Practices of Survival, details the practices used to salir adelante, get 

ahead. Finally, Chapter 8, Adelante: Conclusions and Implications, provides a conclusion 

discussing the study’s policy and practice implications. 
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Chapter 4:   

Measuring ‘Survival’:  Economic Wellbeing and Social Support  

The ‘survival question’ for undocumented Latino immigrants in this context of 

state exclusion is perhaps best first addressed by a general assessment of their current 

economic wellbeing. This chapter focuses on that broad aim. To do so, as outlined in 

detail in chapter 3, I use data from the nationally representative dataset, the Survey of 

Income and Program Participation (SIPP), and explore the economic outcomes of 

undocumented Mexican/Central American immigrants. For ease of reporting, throughout 

this chapter I use “Latinos” to refer to the Mexican/Central American immigrant group, 

specifying whether they are documented or undocumented. First, I use logistic regression 

to evaluate economic wellbeing in terms of three indicators: household poverty, food 

insecurity and material hardship. Second, I look at the impact of social connections on 

economic wellbeing via the introduction of variables measuring expectations of social 

support from three sources: family, friends and community. 

 

UNDOCUMENTED LATINOS IN CONTEXT 

Prior to assessing economic wellbeing, it is helpful to understand how 

undocumented Latino immigrants are situated in relational context. Table 4 provides a 

descriptive portrait of the working age (18 to 65) population of Latino immigrants as 

compared to their U.S. citizen counterparts, disaggregated by race. On average, 

undocumented Latinos are more often male (72%), and younger (mean age of 33 versus 

38), than all other groups. When including spouses both present and absent from the 

household, undocumented Latinos have slightly lower, rates of marriage than U.S. born 

Whites (58% as compared 63%) and even lower rates than documented Latinos (68%). 
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This gap widens further if absent spouses (5%) are discounted. With regards to education, 

on average undocumented Latinos have had less formal schooling, with a higher 

proportion (63%) reporting less than a high school education than both documented 

Latinos (52%) and U.S.-born Whites (5.14%). While the rate of part-time work is similar 

across groups, undocumented Latinos report a slightly lower rate of full-time 

employment.  

 

Table 4: Comparison by Race/ethnicity & Immigration Status (n=112,662). 

Source: Author’s analysis of SIPP data. 

 

Table 5 provides demographic information focused on Latinos only to permit a 

closer comparison of U.S. born Latinos and documented and undocumented Latino 

immigrants. Consistent with the previous comparison, when focusing on Latinos alone, 

undocumented Latinos are more often male (70%) and younger.  

 

 US Born Latino Immigrant 
 White Black Latino Documente

d 
Undocumented 

Male 52.71% 43.22% 53.38% 61.57% 71.68% 
Age  (mean 40.02) 40.68(.06) 39.29(.12) 35.79(.16) 38.06(.21) 33.25(.35) 
Not Married 36.61% 57.22% 46.99% 32.30% 41.86% 
Married, spouse present 62.85% 41.33% 51.55% 64.94% 52.84% 
Married, spouse absent 0.54% 1.45% 1.46% 2.76% 5.29% 
HH number (mean 3.09) 2.96(.01) 3.09 (.02) 3.65(.04) 4.38(.05) 4.92(.12) 
# Children (mean 0.77) 0.72(.01) 0.79(.01) 0.97(.02) 1.33(.03) 1.17(.06) 
Urban/Metro 76.05% 86.67% 89.06% 88.27% 90.29% 
Human Capital Characteristics  
< High School Edu 5.14% 9.18% 16.93% 51.71% 62.77% 
<=5 yrs US (ref: 5-10) -- -- -- 18.22% 26.25% 
10+ yrs US -- -- -- 68.75% 48.5% 
Work Characteristics  
Full Time (ref: varies) 80.12% 80.70% 79.55% 79.67% 76.85% 
Part Time  14.04% 13.09% 14.68% 14.16% 14.80% 
Union 13.10% 16.91% 14.44% 10.82% 3.22% 
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Table 5: Latinos by Immigrant & Documentation status (n=11,682). 

Source: Author’s analysis of SIPP data. 
 
 

In effort to focus more specifically on differences in economic wellbeing by 

immigration or documentation status as opposed to the many other associated factors, 

detailed analysis of economic wellbeing here is restricted to Latino immigrants. The 

characteristics of the sample (n=5,184) used are given in Table 6. The patterns in age, 

marital status, education and work revealed by the broader demographic comparisons 

remain consistent. Given this understanding of the profile of Latino immigrants in 

relation to other U.S. born racial and ethnic groups, focus will now turn to economic 

wellbeing, specifically. 

 

 

Table 6: Immigrant Latinos by Documentation status (n=5,184). 

 Total Latino   
US Born 
(n=6,498) 

Latino Immigrant 
Documented 

(n=4,058) 
Undocumented 

(n=1,126) 
Male 56.47% 51.63% 60.42% 70.16% 
Age 36.31(.20) 35.79(.44) 38.07(.40) 33.26(.43) 
Not Married 41.16% 47.03% 32.18% 39.61% 
Married, spouse present 56.70% 51.68% 65.11% 55.42% 
Married, spouse absent 2.14% 1.29% 2.71% 4.97% 
HH number 4.02(.14) 3.65(.11) 4.38(.01) 4.92(.21) 
# Children 1.10(.04) 0.96 (.04) 1.33(.02) 1.16(.09) 
Urban/Metro 87.79% 87.75% 87.19% 90.23% 
Human Capital Characteristics 
Less than High School Ed 34.85% 17.94% 53.92% 63.68% 
5 or less yrs US (ref: 5-10) 9.59% -- 17.84% 27.80% 
10+ yrs in US 83.13% -- 68.58% 47.34% 
Work Characteristics 
Full Time Work (ref: 
variable) 

78.52% 78.64% 78.78% 76.91% 

Part Time Work 14.93% 15.20% 14.61% 14.48% 
Union 11.56% 13.68% 10.42% 3.37% 
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Source: Author’s analysis of SIPP data. 

 

ECONOMIC WELLBEING 

As with any multidimensional construct, measurement of household economic 

wellbeing is varied, complex and reliant upon approximate indicators. Perhaps the most 

common, consistently used indicator or measure of household economic wellbeing is real 

income, closely followed by its derivative, the household poverty level (OECD, 2013). 

While useful as it provides a clearly quantifiable assessment of resource intake, critiques 

have been waged that this strict monetary or income-based focus does not capture the full 

picture and many nuances of economic wellbeing, particularly economic hardship (Sen, 

1999). Households may obtain non-monetary resources from other sources making 

survival possible when the income-based picture makes it seem impossible.  

Conversely, and perhaps more dangerously, households may also expend the 

entirety of their monetary resource base on needs like housing and healthcare – leaving 

them at the end of the day with no access to food, despite an income that may appear on 

 Total Latino Immigrant 
Documented 

(n=4,058) 
Undocumented 

(n=1,126) 
Real HH Income (2014 dollars) 5101.90(279.96) 5149.81(298.58) 4936.41(283.89) 
Male 62.54% 60.42% 70.16% 
Age 36.99(.46) 38.07(.40) 33.26(.43) 
Not Married 33.80% 32.18% 39.61% 
Married, spouse present 63.00% 65.11% 55.42% 
Married, spouse absent 3.20% 2.71% 4.97% 
HH number 4.50(.12) 4.38(.01) 4.92(.21) 
# Children 1.30(.03) 1.33(.02) 1.16(.09) 
Urban/Metro 87.85% 87.19% 90.23% 
Human Capital Characteristics  
Less than High School Ed 56.04% 53.92% 63.68% 
5 or less yrs US (ref: 5-10) 20.00% 17.84% 27.80% 
10+ yrs in US 63.97% 68.58% 47.34% 
Work Characteristics 
Full Time Work (ref: variable) 78.52% 78.78% 76.91% 
Part Time Work 14.93% 14.61% 14.48% 
Union 11.56% 10.42% 3.37% 
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the surface sufficient to support the household survival. Many alternative measures have 

been proposed as better able to capture household resource use and economic wellbeing, 

based on indicators measuring aspects of the individual or household economy ranging 

from consumption (as they are less volatile) (Cutler & Katz, 1992; Jorgenson & Slesnick, 

1987), to satisfaction with spending (Dunn, Gilbert, & Wilson, 2011), to access to basic 

resources like material goods (Beverly, 2001; Mayer & Jencks, 1989; Short, 2005), to 

complex indices of multidimensional poverty (Alkire et al., 2015; Alkire & Santos, 

2010). However, consensus has not been established on which indicator is the most 

robust or appropriate. 

In the absence of consensus, one approach is to examine household economic 

wellbeing using several distinct indicators. Kathleen Short (2005) of the U.S. Census 

Bureau provided a framework for conducting this type of analysis from within a single 

dataset, the SIPP, although her intent may have been more in an interest in assessing the 

relationship between indicators of wellbeing than the nuances of wellbeing within one 

specific group. Specifically, she compares economic wellbeing as measured by five 

indicators: the official poverty threshold, experimental poverty threshold, material 

hardship, inability to meet expenses and debt burden (Short, 2005). 

I follow Short’s framework for this analysis, but use slightly different indicators 

to respond more specifically to the inherently restricted economic context that 

undocumented status presents. Like Short, I use household poverty and material hardship 

indicators. However, as undocumented Latinos are denied access to the majority of 

benefits and tax credits accounted for in the experimental poverty measure, and also to 

many financial loan products that would result in the accumulation of a debt burden (not 

to mention also being typically debt averse), I do not use these indicators. Instead I add 

an additional measure of direct economic wellbeing more robust to household access to 
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food resources, food insecurity. How each measure was constructed was described in 

detail in the preceding chapter on methods.  

Table 7 presents a descriptive picture of Latino immigrants’ economic wellbeing 

of in terms of the three indicators: household poverty, material hardship and food 

insecurity. Percentages given refer to the proportion of the total measure of wellbeing. As  

Table 7: Immigrant Latinos by Documentation status (n=5,184). 

 ***p<0.001, **p<0.01, *p<0.05;  Source: Author’s analysis of SIPP data. 

shown, a quarter (25%) of Latino immigrants facing household poverty are 

undocumented. Along the two other measures of economic wellbeing, material hardship 

and food insecurity, a still higher proportion of individuals who reported facing 

  Economic Wellbeing Indicator 
 Total HH  

Poverty 
Material  

Hardship 2 
Food  

Insecurity 
Number 5,184 809 891 881 
Row Percent 100% 15.61% 17.19% 16.99% 
 Column Percent 
 100% 100% 100% 100% 
Undocumented 21.72% 24.72%* 27.50%*** 29.97%*** 
Demographic Characteristics 
Male 62.54% 66.75%** 60.38% 61.98% 
Age 36.99(.46) 36.41(.60) 36.75(.41) 35.94(.43) 
Relationship Status     
   Not married  33.80% 30.16%* 34.68% 35.41% 
   Married, spouse pres. 63.00% 67.00%* 61.72% 61.52% 
   Married, spouse abs. 3.20% 2.84%* 3.70% 3.06% 
HH number 4.50(.12) 4.71(.09) 4.76 (.20) 4.80(.18) 
# Children 1.30(.03) 2.03(.04) 1.44(.07) 1.53(.09) 
Urban/Metro 87.85% 85.41%* 87.43% 85.41%* 
Human Capital Characteristics 
Less than High School Edu 56.04% 70.21%*** 59.03%* 62.88%*** 
Residency in USA     
   5 or less years  20.00% 20.77% 17.40%* 18.84% 
   5-10 years  16.03% 17.55% 15.93% 19.53% 
   10+ years  63.97% 61.68% 66.67% 61.63% 
Work Characteristics 
   Full Time Work 78.38% 63.54%*** 71.04%*** 72.64%*** 
   Part Time Work 14.58% 23.98%*** 19.19%*** 17.71%** 
   Variable Hours Work 7.04% 12.48% 9.77% 9.65% 
Union 8.89% 2.35%*** 5.50%*** 8.89%*** 
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household hardship were undocumented, 28% of Latinos who reported material hardship 

and 30% of those who qualified as food insecure were undocumented. High proportions 

of Latino immigrants (regardless of documentation status) with less than a high school 

level of education also reported economic hardship in terms of all three indicators. 

Restricting the descriptive analysis to undocumented Latino immigrants provides 

a general understanding of the demographic, human capital and occupational 

characteristics associated with economic hardship among this group. Table 8, below, 

provides a demographic portrait of undocumented Latinos according to the three  

Table 8: Economic Wellbeing of Undocumented Latino Immigrants (n=1,126). 

    ***p<0.001, **p<0.01, *p<0.05;   Source: Author’s analysis of SIPP data. 

  Economic Wellbeing Indicator 
 Total HH  

Poverty 
Material  

Hardship 2 
Food  

Insecurity 
Number 1,126 200 245 264 
Row Percent 100% 17.76% 21.76% 23.45% 
 Column Percent 
 100% 100% 100% 100% 
Demographic Characteristics 
Male 70.16% 78.50%** 68.16% 69.70% 
Age 33.25(.43) 41.47(.05) 33.95(.75) 32.55(.45) 
Married, spouse present 55.42% 68.00%*** 54.69% 54.55% 
Married, spouse absent 4.97% 3.50%*** 5.71% 4.17% 
HH number 4.92(.21) 4.61(.09) 3.13 (.02) 5.09(.30) 
# Children 1.17(.09) 1.84(.10) 1.19(.14) 1.33(.17) 
Urban/Metro 90.23% 85.00%* 90.61% 85.00%* 
Human Capital Characteristics 
Less than High School Ed 63.68% 68.00% 42.04%* 62.12% 
Residency in USA     
   5 or less years  27.80% 23.50% 23.27% 24.24% 
   5 – 10 years  24.86% 23.00% 23.26% 28.79% 
   10+ years  47.34% 53.50% 53.47%* 46.97% 
Work Characteristics 
   Full Time Work 76.91% 67.50%*** 64.90%*** 66.67%*** 
   Part Time Work 14.48% 20.00%* 21.22%** 19.70%** 
   Variable Hours 8.61% 12.50% 13.88% 13.63% 
Union 3.37% -- -- -- 
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indicators of economic wellbeing. In general, trends in hardship reflect the general 

demographic trends of the undocumented population with a slightly lower percentage of 

full-time workers, and a slightly higher percentage of part-time workers experiencing 

hardship across all three indicators. 

In order to better understand the distinctions in economic wellbeing for Latino 

immigrants, I also assessed each indicator controlling for demographic and select human 

capital and work-related characteristics commonly associated with economic wellbeing. 

Logistic regression was used with the same model, Model 1 detailed in the previous 

chapter, to assess the likelihood that each measure of economic wellbeing could be 

predicted from undocumented status and/or other characteristics, including controls for 

year and clustering standard errors at the state level.  

The odds of experiencing economic hardship for Latino immigrants as measured 

by each indicator of economic wellbeing are given in Table 9. As shown, undocumented 

status did not have a statistically significant difference on Latino immigrants’ likelihood 

of household poverty. However, undocumented Latinos were 50% more likely to 

experience material hardship or food insecurity than were Latinos with an authorized 

immigration status, after controlling for demographic, human capital and work 

characteristics. Other significant predictors were in line with commonly accepted risk and 

protective factors of economic hardship. Married immigrants and those who work full-

time were significantly less likely to experience hardship, while being a parent to more 

children and living in the South were both associated with a higher likelihood of material 

hardship and food insecurity. 

These nuances in economic wellbeing highlight distinctions in the measures used. 

While undocumented Latino immigrants were comparable to documented Latinos in 

terms of economic wellbeing when assessed with an income based measure, they were  
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Table 9: Odds of Experiencing Economic Hardship for Latino Immigrants 

***p<0.001, **p<0.01, *p<0.05;  Source: Author’s analysis of SIPP data. 
  Adjusted for 49 clusters in state. Controls included for panel year. 

 

distinct when assessed in terms of material or direct measures of resources. It is well 

understood that undocumented Latino immigrants can and do work and generate income, 

even if they do not have the same rate of consistent full-time employment as documented 

and native born individuals. Additionally, Latino immigrants, of both authorized and 

undocumented immigration statuses, predominate the same occupations and industries. 

Though there is evidence from other studies of discrimination by immigration status on 

the part of many employers, workers of similar skill levels in the same industry are often 

  Economic Wellbeing Indicator 
  HH  

Poverty 
Material  

Hardship 2 
Food  

Insecurity 
Undocumented  1.19 1.402** 1.508*** 
Demographic Characteristics 
Female  0.644*** 1.013 1.012 
Age  1.063*** 1.047* 1.087**  
Age squared  0.999** 0.999* 0.999** 
Married  0.756*** 0.810** 0.758 
HH number  0.815* 1.047 1.03 
# Children  1.894*** 1.094* 1.163*** 
Urban/Metro  0.832 0.951 0.906 
Human Capital Characteristics  
Less than High School Ed  1.796*** 1.094 1.263** 
5 or less years in USA (ref: 5-10)  1.180 0.827 0.743 
10+ years in USA  0.825 0.987 0.703 
Work Characteristics  
FullTime Work (ref: variable)  0.315*** 0.670*** 0.633*** 
PartTime Work  0.946 0.697 0.790* 
Union  0.208*** 0.692 0.634*** 
Region (ref: West)     
Midwest  0.997 0.769 0.906 
Northeast  0.981 1.245 1.146 
South  1.305*** 1.378** 1.595*** 
_Constant  0.153*** 0.077*** 0.054*** 
Wald ChiSquare  4097.32*** 346.31*** 1387.65*** 

McFadden’s Pseudo R-sq  0.1393 0.0273 0.0455 
Log Pseudolikelihood  -6630702.9 -8154850.7 -7943602.8 
N  5,184 5,184 5,184 
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paid roughly comparable wages. If follows that hardship (or lack thereof) associated with 

income generation (not total income or its distribution) may be comparable across 

immigrants of different immigrant statuses.  

How wages and income are used to provide for material wellbeing, however, can 

vary greatly and is highly dependent upon contextual factors. Additionally, 

undocumented immigrants do not have access to other types of state-based material 

resources. That material indicators of wellbeing do distinguish undocumented Latino 

immigrants from their documented counterparts in terms of hardship supports this more 

nuanced assessment of economic wellbeing.  

 

SOCIAL SUPPORT AND ECONOMIC WELLBEING 

Keeping with this study’s central focus, the question that follows is, given this 

hardship, how do households make ends meet? As evidenced in the theoretical and 

empirical literature focusing on survival, central to the repertoire of people in poverty are 

the social connections and social networks to which they can turn for economic support. 

What is the relationship between these social connections and overall economic 

wellbeing for undocumented immigrants? Does access to social support attenuate or 

moderate economic hardship?  

The SIPP is particularly useful because in addition to providing detailed 

information on economic outcomes, it also asks questions about the degree to which 

households expect and receive economic support from social sources. The health 

professions (social work, nursing, psychology, public health, etc.) often operationalize 

social connections or social network resources, particularly (though not entirely) when 

connected to health or access to economic resources, using as the general construct of 
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“social support.” Generally understood to be defined as the receipt or expectation of help 

(emotional, physical, economic, etc.) in times of stress, social support is essentially one 

type of relational content associated with social networks (House, Umberson, & Landis, 

1988). 

There is a growing consensus that perceived measures of social support are less 

dependent upon an individual’s existing level of need than are measures of received 

support, even given the biases in perception and personality inherent to any perceiver. 

Measures of perceived social support have shown a stronger and more reliable 

relationship with mental and physical health outcomes across empirical investigations. 

Henly and colleagues (2005) find evidence that perceptions or expectations of social 

support are associated with a reduced likelihood of living in poverty. Particularly relevant 

to the current discussion of the economic wellbeing of undocumented Latinos, Harknett 

and Knab (2007) find relationships suggesting that stronger private safety nets and social 

support are associated with less dependence on welfare, as well as better employment 

outcomes. Mills and Zhang (2014) further support this with their analysis on hardship 

prevalence and entry and exit out of services. Others studies have found a positive 

association between social support and outcomes slightly further removed. Keen and 

Geronimus (2011) examine the relationship between social support and child outcomes, 

also in an analysis using the SIPP data.  

Given this, I explored the impact of perceived social support on the three 

indicators of economic wellbeing using the following SIPP question given in Chapter 3 

that asked respondents if they could expect help when they had a problem, giving 

examples of illness or moving. Respondents answered the same question with regards to 

three sources of support: family, friends and others in the community such as an agency 

or church. I examined the impact of adding respondents’ expectations of any support 
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from each of the three different sources to the model for indicator of economic wellbeing. 

I did so by adding all three social support variables to each of the economic wellbeing 

models constructed above. For each economic wellbeing indicator I used two separate 

models, one with just the social support variables and the other including interaction 

terms to look for the specific presence of a moderating relationship between social 

support on the impact of undocumented status. Table 10 shows the odds of experiencing 

hardship for both models for each indicator of wellbeing, controlling for the same 

demographic, human capital and work characteristics.  

Undocumented Latinos continued to be significantly more likely to experience 

material hardship and food insecurity after adding the social support variables to the 

models; however, the likelihood was reduced about 5% for each indicator – from 40% to 

34% more likely to experience material hardship and from 51% more likely to experience 

food insecurity to 46%. In the case of material hardship, expectations of social support 

from each of the three sources were associated with a significantly lower likelihood of 

material hardship. With regards to food insecurity, expectations of social support from 

friends and family were significantly associated with a lower likelihood of food 

insecurity, yet expectations of social support from the community were not significantly 

associated.  

Inclusion of the interaction terms produced interesting results. None of the 

interaction terms were significant, suggesting that social support did not moderate 

material hardship or food security of undocumented Latinos. However, adding them to 

the models in conjunction with social support did result, in both cases, in models where 

the odds of experiencing material hardship or being food insecure for documented and 

undocumented Latinos were no longer statistically different.  
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Table 10: Social Support & Odds of Economic Hardship for Latino Immigrants 

 Economic Wellbeing Indicator 
HH Poverty Material Hardship Food Insecurity 

Undocumented 1.184 1.683** 1.340* 1.416 1.459*** 1.353 
Demographic Characteristics 
Female 0.644*** 0.645*** 1.024 1.025 1.027 1.029 
Age 1.061*** 1.062*** 1.034 1.033 1.073* 1.073* 
Age squared 0.999** 0.999** 0.9996 0.9996 0.999** 0.999** 
Married 0.762*** 0.761*** 0.860* 0.856* 0.799** 0.795** 
HH number 0.818* 0.819* 1.072** 1.073** 1.052* 1.052* 
# Children 1.883*** 1.883*** 1.075 1.077 1.143*** 1.145*** 
Urban/Metro 0.833 0.836 0.954 0.964 0.916 0.921 
Human Capital Characteristics  
< High School Edu 1.797*** 1.805*** 1.102 1.100 1.273* 1.271* 
<=5 yrs US (ref: 5-10) 1.178 1.182 0.816 0.817 0.728* 0.731* 
10+ yrs US 0.826 0.832 1.003 1.000 0.704* 0.703* 
Work Characteristics 
FT Work (ref: var) 0.316*** 0.317*** 0.724** 0.725** 0.649** 0.650*** 
PT Work 0.948 0.949 1.048 1.045 0.794 0.792 
Union 0.210*** 0.209*** 0.709 0.706 0.658*** 0.656*** 
Region (ref: West) 
Midwest 0.996 0.990 0.760* 0.768 0.115 0.891 
Northeast 0.988 0.986 1.337 1.319 1.248 1.163 
South 1.300*** 1.299*** 1.352** 1.353** 1.582*** 1.583*** 
Social Support 
Family 0.958 1.019 0.556*** 0.640* 0.519*** 0.578*** 
Friend 0.812 0.835 0.587* 0.551** 0.603*** 0.540*** 
Community 0.991 1.020 0.613*** 0.577** 0.918 0.907 
Undoc*Family -- 0.798 -- 0.632 -- 0.724 
Undoc*Friend -- 0.893 -- 1.250 -- 1.442 
Undoc*Comm. -- 0.886 -- 1.222 -- 1.042 
_Constant 0.193** 0.174** 0.282* 0.282* 0.170** 0.175** 
Wald ChiSquare 5131.89*** 5992.76*** 2278.19*** 2612.14*** 1729.74*** 2424.65*** 
McFadden’s PsuR-sq 0.1402 0.1407 0.0644 0.0655 0.0677 0.0685 
Log P-likelihood -6623793.5 -6620115.4 -7843834.1 -7834200.8 -7758423.8 -7752342.3 
N 5,184 5,184 5,184 5,184 5,184 5,184 

   ***p<0.001, **p<0.01, *p<0.05;  Source: Author’s analysis of SIPP data. 
  Adjusted for 49 clusters in state. Controls included for panel year. 

 

In examining undocumented Latinos specifically, Table 11 shows that many of 

the demographic and human capital indicators commonly understood to be associated 

with household poverty were predictive of poverty likelihood in ways consistent with 

conventional understandings. While marital status and number of children follow 

expected patterns (reducing and increasing the likelihood of poverty, respectively), for 
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undocumented Latinos in this sample being female, along with living in an urban area 

and with a higher number of household members appears to be associated with a lower 

likelihood of poverty. Although conventional wisdom that suggests that the more people 

living in a household, the more resources required to maintain the household and the 

greater the likelihood of hardship. This association raises questions about how economies  

 

Table 11: Social Support & Odds of Economic Hardship for Undocumented Latinos 

 Economic Wellbeing Indicator 
HH Poverty Material Hardship Food Insecurity 

Demographic Characteristics 
Female 0.491*** 0.491*** 1.000 1.011 0.892 0.900 
Age 1.047  1.051 1.006 1.005 1.062 1.058 
Age squared 0.9996 0.9996 0.9996 0.9996 0.999 0.999 
Married 0.960*** 0.977 0.916 0.987 0.775 0.808 
HH number 0.749*** 0.754*** 1.035 1.062 1.027 1.052 
# Children 1.944*** 1.928*** 1.047 1.029 1.229*** 1.226* 
Urban/Metro 0.518* 0.520* 1.042 1.162 0.691 0.741 
Human Capital Characteristics  
< High School Edu 1.158 1.170 0.693* 0.711* 0.918 0.935 
<=5 yrs US (ref: 5-10) 0.861 0.861 0.807 0.831 0.656 0.655 
10+ yrs US 1.037 1.055 0.959 1.034 0.548** 0.552** 
Work Characteristics (ref: variable hours) 
FT Work 0.408** 0.414*** 0.456** 0.470* 0.423*** 0.434** 
PT Work 0.939 0.952 0.966 1.011 0.826 0.842 
Region (ref: West) 
Midwest 2.347** 2.304** 0.964 0.843 0.662 0.597* 
Northeast 0.974 0.986 1.536 1.478 1.121 1.064 
South 1.316 1.296 1.351 1.266 1.683** 1.633** 
Social Support 
Family -- 0.935 -- 0.402*** -- 0.400*** 
Friend -- 0.728 -- 0.682 -- 0.756 
Community -- 0.928 -- 0.715 -- 0.946 
_Constant 0.524 0.692 0.375  1.166 0.267 0.719 
Wald ChiSquare 333.90*** 394.29*** 209.00*** 718.79*** 214.45*** 389.04*** 
McFadden’s PsuR-sq 0.1437 0.1465 0.0401 0.0781 0.0620 0.0879 
Log P-likelihood -1607199.4 -1602053.7 -2082381.4 -1999939.7 -2114313.5 -2056009.2 
N 1,126 1,126 1,126 1,126 1,126 1,126 

***p<0.001, **p<0.01, *p<0.05;  Source: Author’s analysis of SIPP data. 
Adjusted for 41 clusters in state. Controls included for panel year. 
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of scale and house sharing or co-housing strategies might mitigate hardship. This point is 

discussed in more detail in subsequent chapters. 

Very few of the sociodemographic characteristics tested were significantly 

associated with undocumented Latinos’ odds of experiencing material hardship and food 

security. Unsurprisingly, full-time work was significantly associated with a lower 

likelihood of experiencing material hardship and food insecurity, and parenting a higher 

number of children was associated with an increased likelihood of food security only. 

None of the other first order relationships commonly associated with economic hardship 

held (i.e. being female did not increase odds of either material hardship or food 

insecurity) among undocumented Latino immigrants. Adding the social support variables 

to the model did improve the overall model fit but only family support reduced the 

likelihood of experiencing material hardship or food insecurity. Undocumented Latinos 

who expect family support when they need help were 60% less likely to report 

experiencing material hardship or food insecurity. 

 

SUMMARY 

Understanding how undocumented Latino immigrants compare to both their 

immigrant counterparts who have an authorized immigration status, as well as to other 

U.S. born groups, helps to locate their situation and this analysis in the broad economic 

context of the United States. Key to this is the multidimensional approach to the 

assessment of economic wellbeing, in this case via one income-based and two direct 

indicators. Though undocumented immigrants are not statistically distinct from 

documented immigrants in terms of household poverty, direct measures of economic 

wellbeing reveal that they are more likely to experience material hardship and food 
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insecurity, controlling for common correlates. Additionally, social support appears to 

have a clearly buffering effect on economic hardship as measured in direct or material 

terms. Though not necessarily a moderator of undocumented status, inclusion of social 

support both improves the fit of the economic-wellbeing model and is associated with a 

reduction in the odds of experiencing economic hardship as revealed by direct indicators.  

This analysis paints a broad picture of undocumented Latinos’ economic 

wellbeing in relation to other groups, and suggests questions about how about they 

manage this economic context on a daily basis. Given that social support emerges as a 

potentially important protective factor against economic hardship when assessed by direct 

measures, how do undocumented Latino immigrants negotiate and mobilize social 

support? How do they engage in long-term strategies? The next three chapters explore 

these questions in further detail via the results of thematic analysis of the qualitative data 

in three parts. In chapter five, I discuss how undocumented Latinos understand and 

contend with their economic survival through its framing as la lucha, the struggle. In 

chapter six, I explore social ties also returning to questions that emerged here regarding 

social support in a discussion of las palancas, social connections understood in terms of 

how they are used by undocumented Latinos to obtain economic resources necessary to 

navigate la lucha. In chapter eight, I discuss the more specific economic strategies and 

practices associated with navigating economic survival.    
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Chapter 5:   

La Lucha: Framing the Struggle 

“La gente hispana, cuando viene a este país…  
Yo he visto a mucha gente que viene a luchar, a pelear, o a trabajar.” 

[“Hispanic people, when they come to this county…  
I have seen many people that come to struggle, to fight to work.”] (310) 

 

Consistent throughout my conversations with undocumented Latino immigrants, 

whether in formal interviews or casual conversations, is in the framing of their household 

economic life as “la lucha” or struggle. The activities required to make ends meet and 

ensure the economic wellbeing of one’s self and one’s family are often described as 

“batallando,” essentially fighting a battle or“luchando,” engaging in a struggle. 

Economic life is luchando para salir adelante, struggling to get ahead. This is illustrated 

in one sense by their choice of words alone – in my formal interviews the majority of the 

participants explicitly use the words batallar or luchar to refer to some aspect of their 

economic life. Including synonyms pelear (fight) and defenderse (to defend oneself) and 

the phrase referencing the desired outcome of the battle – salir adelante, to get ahead, in 

the search and the explicit language of the struggle is found in nearly all.  

More than a semantic observation, this choice in terms suggests a key frame for 

understanding how undocumented immigrants understand and navigate their daily 

economic lives. Everything required to perform the act of surviving or getting ahead, 

taken together, can be understood within the frame of la lucha. A frame is a “lens through 

which we observe and interpret social life,” which reveals that “how people act depends 

upon how they cognitively perceive themselves, the world, or their surroundings” (Small, 

Harding, & Lamont, 2010, p. 9). Frames help to reveal the codes people use to explain 
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their expectations for outcomes of behavior and thus provide deeper insight into their 

relationships with the social world.  

The economic experience of life as an undocumented Latino immigrant in the 

United States could be said to have 6 million variations. Though most are motivated by 

economic and/or family obligations, the extent and meaning of the economic and family 

hardship faced in the country of origin, and then once here in the U.S., depends on the 

confluence of prior experiences and current socioeconomic context. In many ways, the 

experience of undocumented Latino immigrants to the U.S. is unified by the experiences 

of exclusion based on the immigration status they share. La lucha thus also serves to 

bring these experiences together as a shared struggle, appropriate given that the 

motivations that create the experience are in many ways responses to global phenomena. 

Luchando occurs transnationally and immigrant families batalla in multiple locations, 

simultaneously and en seguida. As one woman describes,  

“Sufrimos de diferentes maneras, formas, porque las que están en México a lo 
mejor están batallando mucho porque no tienen un trabajo o a lo mejor a veces 
no tienen ni comida para comer o de muchas maneras puede ser batallando 
sufriendo y las que estamos aquí por qué hay veces que tenemos que trabajar 
mucho y no tenemos chance ni siquiera de darnos tiempos para ir a ningún lado 
porque tampoco tenemos la oportunidad por que porque no nos la dan ó sea 
legalmente no hemos podido tenerla. Pues a veces yo creo que diferente manera 
yo, todos… Batallan. 

[“We suffer in different ways because those who are in Mexico, at best they are 
fighting a lot because they don't have a job or at best sometimes they don’t even 
have food to eat or in many ways they can be fighting, suffering, and those of us 
who are here because there are times when we have to work a lot and we don’t 
even have the opportunity to take any time to go anywhere(relax/take time off) 
because either we don’t have the opportunity because they don't give it to us or 
because legally we haven’t been able to have it. But sometimes I think its in 
different ways that I, everyone…. Fights]” (305). 
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Additionally, for many, the extent and character of the struggle once here comes 

as a surprise. Evident in reflections like, “también es una batalla aquí, no es tan fácil 

[it’s also a struggle here, it’s not that easy]” (100), from a man about struggling with the 

precarious nature of work in the construction industry when he found himself looking for 

a job again after a contract ended, despite his desire to continue to work for the employer. 

Almost a warning to others back home who may covet the position of migrants residing 

in the U.S., his framing of the efforts to get by as a struggle not different from that he 

faced in his home country, highlights both the choice and agency in the use of migration 

as a key household strategy – the lucha itself – AND characterizes the content of their 

experience – the daily batallas – once here.  

Understanding the economic lives of undocumented Latinos through the frame of 

la lucha provides an analytical framework for unpacking variation in meanings of 

“survival” across households and individuals (Small et al., 2010). It foregrounds 

undocumented Latinos’ own experiences by following their own logic for describing 

them. In doing so luchando offers a structure for understanding the economic 

participation of people structurally excluded from the society in which they live that 

functions in three distinct and interconnected ways, (1) to contextualize their economic 

decisions by characterizing them as a battle against the socioeconomic forces of 

neoliberal globalization, (2) as a strategy for coping in a context increasingly hostile to 

their presence by using its semantic association with a positive identity – that of the hard 

worker – to reclaim their experience, and (3) to maintain focus on the goal of a better life. 
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LA LUCHA: THE STRUGGLE IN THE NEOLIBERAL CONTEXT  

First, la lucha functions to locate immigrants’ agency in choosing economic 

strategies in sociopolitical and economic context. By definition to struggle, “make 

forceful or violent efforts to free oneself from restriction or constraint,” and to battle, 

“fight or struggle tenaciously to achieve or resist something,” to luchar, luchando 

requires an external subject or force to fight against (“battle,” 2016, “struggle,” 2016). As 

such, by framing of the economic experience as a struggle, as luchando, undocumented 

Latinos are simultaneously claiming agency over their economic decisions and asserting 

that these decisions are made in a fight against something, in effort to overcome the 

constraints of the context in which that struggle is performed or in effort to achieve a 

better life. That context, the current neoliberal economic regime under which those 

decisions are formed, conditions both the factors that lead to economic migration and 

those faced upon arrival and as a resident in the host country. La lucha renders explicit 

the implicit connection of U.S.-country of origin economic and immigration policy 

dynamics to the economic strategies of undocumented immigrants – both in terms of the 

choice of the economic migration strategy itself and in terms of the daily economic 

strategies employed in the fight to get ahead once in the USA. 

This is illustrated in how the frame is used to contextualize the migration 

experience as itself an economic survival strategy, a personal and household choice, 

albeit one rooted in global economic context. As this man said, “Yo decidí venir a los 

Estados Unidos por buscar un futuro mejor para mí [I decided to come to the United 

States to find a better future for myself]” (125). Among all the immigrants who 

participated in formal interviews, the choice to migrate to the U.S. was motivated, at least 

in part, by economic considerations. While two of the interviewees, those who came 

directly from Guatemala, described violence as the primary motivating factor for their 
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immigration, they also report situations of economic constraints and humble economic 

origins, a fact that each one’s description of their migration journey itself seems to verify. 

For the rest, economic reasons were the primary factor in the decision to migrate (made 

by themselves or their parents), the fact that being in the home country made for difficult 

household economic circumstances, “estando uno en México es difícil la economía. 

Batalla uno mucho [living in Mexico the economy (finances) is difficult. One struggles a 

lot]” (307).  

Two of the migrant households came from South and Central America by way of 

Spain (the Ecuadorian and Spanish-Honduran households), citing limited economic and 

work opportunities, yet a desire to “buscar un futuro mejor para mis hijos y para 

nosotros mismos [look for a better future for our children and ourselves]” (121). 

According to the Ecuadorian man, “en España… vives al margen o te buscas trabajos 

más rápidos como limpieza, que es lo más común, o la construcción, y gastas más de lo 

que ganas [in Spain… you live at the margin or you look for quick jobs like cleaning, that 

is the most common, or construction, and you spend more than you make]” (309), life in 

Spain is life on the margins. The Spanish-Honduran couple echoed this sentiment, 

explaining that they left“porque allá en España hay una situación muy mala 

económicamente. Yo tenía trabajo pero mi marido no. Entonces él se vino para acá y yo 

me vine detrás [because there in Spain the economic situation is very bad. I had a job but 

my husband did not. So he came here and I followed]” (121). While motivated to 

immigrate from Spain by economic struggles (and originally from their home country to 

Spain for similar reasons), their stays in Spain for periods of time sufficiently long 

enough to form families and secure European citizenship, forms a migration experience 

(on planes with tourist visas) qualitatively distinct from the experiences of the migrants 
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who came directly from Mexico and further South. Once here, however, their daily lucha 

becomes essentially the same. 

The migrants I interviewed who came from Mexico described motivations linked 

to their households’ economic circumstances and/or the country at large. Two women 

explicitly add to their personal rationale a desire to leave behind violent relationships. For 

three others who appear to have come from more economically secure backgrounds in 

Mexico as compared to the majority of the migrants interviewed, migration was an 

opportunity to advance or get ahead in a context of significant limitations due to the 

country’s general economic circumstances and insecurity. For one family,“una de sus 

hermanas ya había migrado primero para acá y como ella lo vio que estaba con 

dificultades para trabajar y que no tenía trabajo. En ese tiempo yo trabajaba en una 

oficina pero no era suficiente” [“one of his sisters had already immigrated here and as 

she saw that he was having difficulties with work and that he didn’t have a job. At this 

time I worked in an office but it wasn’t enough”] (123).  

The rest describe being motivated to migrate as a result of the poverty their family 

faced in Mexico. As one man described, “Éramos – eran tres hermanas – éramos cuatro 

y mi mamá. Pero aun así como que era la falta de sustento a veces… En ocasiones hasta 

falta alimentos, el mirar que teniendo siete años, ocho años tienes que estar colaborando 

para los ingresos económicos de la casa para poder solventar – para poder tener – 

llevar algo a la casa para comer” [We were- they were three sisters – we were four and 

my mom. But even still we would not have enough food at times… On occasion to even 

lack food, to look at seven, eight years old you have to be helping support the household 

income to make ends meet – in order to have – to bring home something to the house to 

eat”] (131). Like him, about 20% of interviewees (though possibly more as I didn’t 

explicitly ask) described beginning to work at a young age, some as early as nine years 



 93 

old, to help their families make ends meet. Consistent with framing this experience as 

luchando, interviewees readily link their own economic circumstances at home with that 

of the broader economic situation in Mexico as a whole being “triste” (306, 312), sad. In 

Mexico, “no hay trabajo, y si lo hay el pago es nada. La comida es muy cara, la 

delincuencia es muy alta [there is no work, and if there is, it pays nothing. Food is very 

expensive, delinquency is very high]” (312), “no hay trabajo, y si lo hay el pago es nada 

[there is no work, and if there is, the pay is nothing]” (306) and people “batallan 

mucho… están cada día más pobres, cada día es más difícil [struggle a lot… they are 

every day more poor, every day it’s harder]” (110).  

Pushed to the U.S. by economic and contextual forces, each of the interviewee 

households still claimed agency in their decision to migrate. Framing the migration 

experience as la lucha captures this agency in economic decision-making. It also captures 

the contextual forces against which such decisions are made at all three points: the home 

country via their references of the motivations to leave it or comparisons to life in the 

U.S., on the journey in the economic and physical costs of migration, and once in the 

U.S. in the daily struggle of economic life in a context of deep socioeconomic inequality 

and exclusion. La lucha suggests a consistent implicit awareness of the structural forces 

that contextualize any economic decision.  

Luchando contextualizes the decision to migrate as an economic strategy in the 

geopolitical and socioeconomic context in which it is made. A struggle both against and 

as a result of those forces, migrants both express clarity in the fact that they “tomé esa 

decision,” made the decision, to immigrate and an awareness that in some ways this 

choice was almost predetermined. For some, awareness of the nature of the lucha as both 

a result of and counter to the socioeconomic and political relationship between the two 

countries that has promoted labor migration influences their (and Mexican migrants in 
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general) decision to migrate was explicit. One man who immigrated in 1998, firmly 

grounded the rationale for his decision in the history of labor migration between the U.S. 

and Mexico. From his perspective: 

“De hecho, desde mucho más antes, los mismos empresarios o hacendados, se 
puede decir o compañías, digamos de la agricultura o así, contrataban a—iban y 
contrataban a fuerza laboral o trabajadores en mi país, el cual pues en cierto 
modo con lo que ellos experimentaban en este país, se veía que trabajaban menos 
y en cierto modo se tenían una mejor vida. Entonces, eso fue una de las razones 
que nos hizo hacer, emigrar a este país, al ver que los que venían contratados por 
2, 3 meses, no sé,  medio año, nada más para venir al campo porque eran los 
primeros trabajos que Estados Unidos empezó a ofrecer a personas en mi país.  

[In fact, since long before, the same businessmen or estate holders, or you could 
say companies, agriculture and the like, contracted—would go and contract a 
labor force or workers from my country, which then, in some ways, what they 
experienced in this country, they saw that they worked less and in some ways that 
they had a better life. So that is one of the reasons that that led us to, to immigrate 
to this country. Seeing those who came on contracts for 2, 3 months, I don’t 
know, half a year, nothing more, come back to the fields because they were the 
first jobs that the United States began to offer to people in my country]” (130). 

The history of labor recruiters from the U.S. operating in Mexico and their 

influence on establishing the patterns of migration (undocumented and otherwise) from 

Mexico to the US has indeed been well established (Massey, 2002). These labor 

recruitment efforts to which he refers both began and helped to maintain patterns of 

circular migration whereby migrants would go to the U.S. to work and return home to tell 

of their fortune, intentionally and unintentionally inspiring others to follow their paths.  

This perspective on the context of the migration decision demonstrates a clear 

understanding of the historical processes at play. Perhaps even more revealing of the 

continued influence of these forces are the more subtle signals of these long-running 

networks seen in comments other migrants made about making their migration decision. 

As one man described, “la gente que venía platicaba que estaba mejor y que el dinero 
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valía más, por eso también tomé esa decisión de migrar [the people that came told us 

that it was better and that money was worth more, for that we also made the decision to 

migrate]” (132). Another woman spoke about how her husband’s friends, whom they 

eventually followed, would tell them,“los amigos le dijeron que acá había mucho 

trabajo, que se viniera, vente, vente [friends told him that here there was a lot of work, 

that he should come, come]” (307), that there was a lot of work to be had here in the 

U.S., and they should come. 

Another woman from the U.S.-Mexico border region, after first explaining that 

“Lo decidimos porque en ese tiempo mi esposo se quedó sin trabajo [We decided to come 

because at that time my husband was without work]” points to other, more recent 

changes in the global economy that influenced them to seek opportunity in the U.S. 

Referring to around 2001, she explained her own husband’s unemployment in terms of 

the economic context on the border at that time. As she recalled, “Estaban saliendo todas 

las empresas de México y él trabajaba en una empresa, en una maquiladora y tenía buen 

puesto. Pero fue el tiempo en que empezaron a salirse de las empresas de México y 

mucha gente quedó desempleada [The companies were leaving Mexico and he worked in 

a company, in a maquiladora and had a good position. But it was during the time when 

companies began to leave Mexico and many people became unemployed]” (123). After a 

rapid expansion of Mexican maquiladoras7 in the 1990s, the sector began a sharp decline 

after October 2000 with a 21% reduction in employment and a 30% reduction in 

production by early 2002. Many companies left following even lower labor costs in 

China and the Caribbean (United States General Accounting Office, 2003).  

                                                
7 Maquiladoras are a type of factory on the US-Mexico border structured to take advantage of changes in 
the tax code that allowed the tax-free import raw materials and components for processing/assembly in 
Mexico by (much lower cost) Mexican labor and then the tax-free re-export of the final products to the U.S. 
Most (but not all) maquiladoras are U.S. owned and most components are imported from U.S. companies. 
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On the journey, la lucha frames the struggle inherent in clandestinely migrating 

across state boundaries. This is perhaps most apparent to those who, by virtue of tourist 

visa (like the majority of undocumented immigrants in the U.S.), did not have to face the 

battle of the clandestine crossing on their journey to undocumented status. As one man 

reflected, “entramos con visa, no batallamos mucho como otros inmigrantes pues no 

llegan y se mueren en el camino [we entered on a visa, we didn’t struggle much like other 

immigrants who don’t make it and die on the journey]” (102). Those who decide to cross 

the border clandestinely assume substantial risk, even when their journey was relatively 

easy. One woman who made the decision to ride across in a car had the good fortune of a 

journey that “fue muy fácil [was very easy]” in 2003 as they just accepted her affirmation 

that she was a citizen when asked at the border and allowed her to pass without questions 

(302). Yet as another woman cautioned, even when the crossing turns out to be an easy 

one, the experience of deciding to confront the state in this way is nerve-wracking given 

the uncertainty of being discovered,“Pero tenía miedo, fácil, porque no fue difícil para 

mí, pero tenía miedo porque cómo le dijera pues, la forma en que venían, me fueran de 

encontrar [But I was afraid, it was easy because it wasn’t difficult for me, but I was 

scared because, how do I say it, they would see that I was a foreigner from how I look]” 

(115). 

Yet for many others who cross the U.S.-Mexico border, the struggle of the 

clandestine crossing can impose significant physical and emotional costs. It can require 

spending days and nights in the desert, “batallamos cuatro días y cuatro noches para 

pasar, o sea caminando por el desierto [we struggled four days and four nights to cross, 

walking through the desert]” (119), and long periods without eating, “estuvimos 10 días 

en la frontera y aparte de esos diez días nos encerraron cinco días sin comida, sólo agua, 

en una casa y ya para cruzarnos a Estados Unidos [we were 10 days in the border and 
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apart from those ten days they locked us up in a house for five days without food, only 

water, in order to cross to the United States]” (134). Some, picked up by immigration 

and deported, decide to make multiple attempts, “intenté más de dos veces como tres 

veces para pasar a este lado, y no fue tan fácil ¿verdad? [I tried more than two times like 

three times to cross over to this side, it wasn’t so easy, right?]” (100). Others go missing, 

losing contact with their families for weeks at a time, 

“Sí pasó caminando con un coyote y él sí batalló bastante, él sufrió mucho para 
llegar, ya estábamos desesperados que no sabíamos nada de él como una 
semana, ninguna información teníamos de él. 

[Yes he crossed walking with a coyote and yes he struggled a lot, he suffered a lot 
to get here, we were desperate and we knew nothing of him for like a week, no 
information we had from him]” (118). 

Still others, those impossible to have interviewed about their migration 

experiences, struggle to cross only to never return. This phenomenon has steadily 

increased as migrants are pushed to more dangerous crossings given tightened border 

security (United States Government Accountability Office (GAO), 2006). The lives of 

those who “se quedan,” stay behind, though lost, continue to remind immigrants who 

encounter them on the journey of its costs, as evident in this reflections by a woman who 

encountered an immigrant who had stayed behind, 

“él venía caminando y que vio algo ahí, dice que él se imaginó que era una 
piedra y le dio una patada a esa piedra y era el cadáver de una persona, estaba 
enterrada allá. Y ahí yo me asusté porque dije, tal vez aquí vamos a quedar, en el 
desierto, sin ver a nuestra gente que habíamos dejado. 

[He was walking and saw something over there, he said he imagined it was a 
stone and he kicked it like a stone and it was the body of a person, it was buried 
there. And then I got scared because I said, maybe here we will stay, in the desert, 
without seeing again the people we have left behind]” (116). 
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In addition to the physical and emotional costs, the struggle to overcome the 

economic costs of migration can be substantial, particularly for families who choose to 

immigrate or send one of their members to immigrate as a response to significant 

poverty. While amounts vary, the steadily increasing economic costs of paying a guide or 

coyote to help one cross safely parallel the steadily increasing securitization of the border 

and the resultant increasing danger of the crossing. As one woman who remembered 

paying $700 to cross in 1992 reflected, “Pues si ahorita ya subió más y las fronteras 

ahora están muy peligrosísimas… dicen que ven este carros despedazados cosas 

horribles por las fronteras donde quiera está bien horrible da mucho terror ahorita [yes, 

now it is more expensive and the border is much more dangerous… they say you see 

desperate horrible things along the border where it is horrible and it is very scary now]” 

(305). A woman who crossed in 2006, reported paying triple that price, “en ese momento 

eran 3.000 dólares” (307), $3,000.  

Household agency in decision-making is seen in decisions made by family 

members to loan migrants the money to cover the costs. For example, one woman had an 

Aunt who was already in the U.S. who loaned her the money, “una tía una hermana de 

mi papá me prestó el dinero [An aunt, a sister of my father loaned me the money]” (112). 

Often, the loan is coupled with the expectation that it will be paid back soon upon arrival, 

as in the case of one man who came when he was 15 and just barely old enough to work, 

“yo vine para acá, un primo que ya estaba aquí me prestó el dinero y él pagó y después 

cuando yo comencé a trabajar yo le pagué a él [I came here, a cousin that was already 

here loaned me the money and he paid and after when I began to work I paid him]” 

(131).  

These family loans on the one hand provide support but on the other they can also 

increase the pressure to begin earning money quickly. Whether to decrease family burden 
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or because family loans are not an option, other immigrants decide to risk taking a loan 

instead from a coyote or a future boss that they expected to work off once here. Those 

working conditions could turn out much different than expected, as one woman who 

thought she was coming to work in a restaurant on the recommendation of an extended 

family member recalled, “ella me echó mentira, que aquí se ganaba bien y que el 

restorán donde ella trabajaba le pagaban bien y que el dueño del restorán estaba 

solicitando muchachas para trabajar ahí y pagando bien y que él iba a pagar coyote [she 

lied to me, she said that here you made money in the restaurant where she worked they 

paid well and that the owner of the restaurant was looking for girls to work there and 

paid well and would pay the coyote]” (113). Instead, she arrived to discover that the 

restaurant owner would not cover the cost and that “no era un restaurant, era una 

cantina” (113) it was a bar/stripclub and not the type of restaurant she had expected at 

all. 

Once in the United States, the frame of la lucha highlights the link between daily 

economic struggles and the structural inequality in which that struggle takes place. 

Arriving with expectations of finding opportunity, the extent of la lucha in the U.S. can 

be surprising, as one woman reflected “Mucha gente dice allí estás en el país de las 

oportunidades, que aquí el que no tiene es porque no quiere. No tampoco las 

oportunidades no son tan fáciles [Many people say that this is the country of 

opportunities, that here he who doesn’t have [enough] is because he doesn’t want it. But 

the opportunities are not that easy]” (304). Which has much to do with, as she goes on to 

explain, prohibitions on things like identification “de lo que uno no tiene papeles en 

muchos lados y te prohíbe si tienes una identificación válida en Texas a un número de 

identificación social [for not having papers in many places you are prohibited from 

getting a valid Texas identification [driver’s license] without a valid Social Security 
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Number]” (304). A state rule change passed in 2011 as an amendment to an education 

bill, now requires proof of citizenship, aka a Social Security Number, to obtain a driver’s 

license, even for the many undocumented immigrants who previously held them (Buch, 

2011). 

The lack of a driver’s license is not just inconvenient, it can make accomplishing 

the day to day tasks of la lucha nerve-wracking and inspire what might otherwise seem 

like irrational choices. Asone woman said, “le tengo miedo a los policías. Entonces no 

quiero manejar [I am afraid of the police. So I do not want to drive]” (303). Instead, she 

takes a 2-hour (each way) daily bus journey to work. Driving without a license, for 

undocumented immigrants, can lead to much more than a ticket. The spouses of two 

women interviewed were currently in deportation proceedings, meaning they were at 

home but awaiting an immigration hearing (expected within the year for both) and 

another’s was currently in jail. All three because they had been taken to jail for a traffic 

violation. Once there, information sharing between the jail and immigration officials led 

to their detection.  

Federal programs like Secure Communities (rebranded as the Priority 

Enforcement program in 2014) permit local police departments to hold people expected 

of being in the country unauthorized and to send identity data to Immigration and 

Customs Enforcement. Part of the daily reality for undocumented immigrants is thus 

contending with the possibility of detention and deportation in every decision. In one 

example, the husband in the most economically “successful8” family in the study felt 

obligated to turn down a job that would require out of state travel because of fear of being 

                                                
8 Based on the following 3 indicators: position in the highest income bracket of study participants ($40-
$60,000 annually), full ownership of a large new construction two-story home, and connections that have 
afforded them significant benefits, such as a place for their teenage daughter in one of the city’s most 
prestigious private schools 
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detained or deported. As he explained, “En el trabajo yo he tenido oportunidad de ser el 

chef del restaurante, pero para ser un chef necesitaría viajar a Arizona, cada seis meses 

[At work I had the opportunity to be a chef at the restaurant, but to be a chef I would 

have needed to travel to Arizona every six months]” but, because of his lack of 

documents, “porque viajar a Arizona ya es peligroso, es más dinero, pero él no se sentía 

cómodo porque el que estaba haciendo eso tampoco tenía documentos. Pero siempre 

estaba con ese miedo, que podía ir y no regresar [because traveling to Arizona is already 

dangerous, it's more money, but he did not feel comfortable doing that because he had no 

documents. But there was always that fear, he could go and not return]” (311), he turned 

down the job.  

The economic limitations caused by lack of a Social Security Number are not 

limited to work. Consumption decisions are restricted by a lack of access to loans and 

(good) credit, essentially functioning as a tax on the undocumented as, “lo están diciendo 

claramente que por no tener un seguro social paga más [they are clearly saying that not 

having a social security number means one pays more]” (??), that not having a social 

security number provides companies with a reason they can use to require the 

undocumented to pay more. In one example involving the phone company, “si no quieren 

servicio quiere que le pongan esto como el Dish de Internet... si ellos pregunta si tiene 

seguro social yo no le dice no pues dicen que no hay problema pero tienen que pagar 

tanto y esto es que uno se da cuenta [if one doesn’t want services like an Internet Dish ... 

if they ask if you have a social security number and you say no they say that there is no 

problem but you have to pay so much and this is how one comes to realize]” (¿??). The 

lack of Social Security Number also means that one cannot access lottery earnings over 

$500, buy things on layaway (124, 314) or get discounts available via store discount 

programs (124). Regardless, it is understood that this context must be contended with, 
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“que aunque no tengamos los papeles aquí tenemos que lucharle para darle lo necesario 

a nuestra familia [because we don’t have papers here we have to struggle to give our 

family what they need]” (119) and has to be overcome to support the family. 

 

LUCHANDO PARA SER EL TRABAJADOR HONRADO: COPING WITH THE STRUGGLE 
 
“la gente que trabajamos honradamente y luchamos por salir adelante  
[the people who work honestly and struggle to get ahead]” (114) 
 

Second, understanding undocumented immigrants’ economic participation 

through the frame of la lucha reveals how economic survival strategies are 

simultaneously strategies for adapting to and coping with these challenges of an 

increasingly hostile sociopolitical context. This aspect of la lucha focuses on the struggle 

with identity and references the internalization of the work experience as a mechanism 

(both maladaptive and adaptive) for immigrant incorporation into U.S. society. In other 

words, the frame focuses on how undocumented immigrants, by accepting and even 

embracing of the demands of work in the U.S. context, assert their legitimacy as 

members of American society. Its function with regards to supporting capitalism aside, 

this internalizing of the American work experience by undocumented immigrants 

supports their economic and social incorporation by connecting their economic struggles 

and choices to perhaps the most positive archetype in the American pantheon, the hard 

worker. Identification with this archetype provides both a moral justification and 

framework for understanding, and thus coping with, their experience as economic 

migrants in the U.S. 



 103 

Internalizing Work 

Interviewees’ descriptions of life in the U.S. reveal their acceptance of an 

orientation to American life that rationalizes working constantly (and at times in extreme 

conditions) in order to obtain the resources required for survival. As one woman 

explained succinctly, “porque si hace falta el trabajo, hace falta todo [because if there is 

no work, there is nothing]” (312). Working is understood as fundamentally necessary to 

living in the U.S., “que aquí para vivir uno tiene que trabajar [here in order to live one 

has to work]” (314). Life is described as structured primarily around work – “más que 

nada trabajar seguir trabajando para mantener [more than anything work to keep 

working to maintain]” (101). More than just a recognition of the need to work to get by, 

invoking work in this way reveals its role in defining the undocumented immigrant 

experience and conditioning their incorporation into American society. In the words of a 

woman living in the U.S. since 2001, 

“Así es la vida, pero de primero batallas mucho para adaptarte a ese ritmo de 
vida, tanto sentimentalmente como en tu forma de fuerzas de trabajo y energía. 
Porque, por ejemplo, yo veo a mí esposo de que toda la vida, desde que llegamos 
Estados Unidos ha vivido así: se levanta temprano, se sale y se va trabajar; de 
primero era mucha energía la que tenía porque eran sueños que teníamos, 
“vamos a trabajar y vamos a juntar . 

[Such is life, first you struggle to adapt to this rhythm of life, as much emotionally 
as in the strength for work and energy. Because, for example, I see my husband 
who his entire life, since we arrived in the United States has lived this way: he 
wakes early, he leaves and goes to work; at first with a lot of energy because we 
had dreams, “we are going to work and we are going to save]” (123). 

Initially, the shock of migration and need to survive require a concerted focus on 

work. Yet the nature of the struggle to adapt to and aguantar, withstand, the rhythms of 

U.S. work culture results in changing the immigrants themselves. As she went on to 

explain, this rhythm just continued until their household life became what it is now – 

structured around making necessary large purchases, like cars, then paying them off only 
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to do the same thing again, “pero igual, pagando y pagando; acabamos de pagar uno y lo 

cambiamos y seguía con otro y seguíamos pagando. Ese fue el ritmo que nos fue 

comiendo y se nos fueron pasando los años” [“the same, paying and paying, we stop 

paying one thing and then we change and we go with another and we keep paying. This 

was the rhythm that went eating us and that made the years pass by”] (123). In other 

words, consumed by the rhythms of American work life.  

Further evidence of the internalization of work is seen in immigrants’ descriptions 

of how moving to the U.S. has changed their lives. As an older man who had been here 

for 16 years reflected,“ha cambiado mucho mi vida, porque aquí trata uno de seguir el 

ritmo con las mismas personas de por aquí, otra cultura, cómo vivir aquí, trabajar” 

[“my life has changed a lot, because here one tries to follow the rhythms of the people 

from here, another culture, to live here, to work] (125). The prioritization of work and 

conforming with the norms of American capitalist society becomes self regulating 

through the centrality of its importance to their livelihood and identity. This is seen 

further in the adoption of the “hard worker identity” (discussed following) as a coping 

strategy for dealing with the contradictions of capitalism and surviving its demands, 

essentially taking pride in an identity that prioritizes a focus on only work and family, 

“nada más de la casa al trabajo, del trabajo a la casa y pasar tiempo con mi familia 

[nothing more than from the house to work, from work to the house and to spend time 

with my family]” (129). 

 

Coping - Embodying the Hard Worker 

Internalization of the hard worker identity by undocumented immigrants reflected 

in the earlier observation that “without work there is nothing” is made even more possible 
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due to positive adaptive elements of the identity as it has to with the consumptive nature 

of American9 capitalism and the American work routine. Performing the “hard worker” 

identity connects undocumented immigrants to perhaps the most positive and central 

archetype of American society. The celebration of the Protestant work ethic is deeply 

entrenched in both the American imaginary and its social welfare system. A public 

discourse that clearly delineates the deserving and un-deserving poor in terms of work 

and productivity (made obvious in the name chosen for the Act that reformed the social 

entitlement system – the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reform Act), 

renders explicit the importance of identifying as a hard worker to social inclusion in 

American society.  

Awareness of this, however (un)conscious, is reflected in undocumented 

immigrants’ association with the broader working class, “la gente que trabajamos 

honradamente y luchamos por salir adelante [the people that work honestly and struggle 

to get ahead]” (114) and in positive appraisals of those whom they identify as hard 

workers. This is clearly illustrated in one woman’s praise of her spouse structured in 

terms of his work ethic,“él es un hombre muy bueno, le gusta mucho trabajar y luchar y 

casi nunca nos ha faltado. Los lujos no los hemos tenido pero nunca nos ha faltado un 

lugar dónde vivir y la comida para los niños [he is a good man, he likes to work and 

struggle and has almost never failed us. Luxuries we haven’t had but he has never failed 

to give us a place to live and food for the children]” (123). Others assert the 

responsibility for being an honest worker yet simultaneously recognize that it doesn't 

actually afford them opportunities to get ahead, “a veces como la gente que trabajamos 

                                                
9 I use “American” in this section to refer to the United States even though it is an incorrect term as 
American is the term used colloquially in reference to the work identity, ethic and its hoped for outcome, 
the American dream. 
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honradamente y luchamos por salir adelante y no tenemos esa oportunidad ¿Verdad? 

[sometimes we are the people that honestly and struggle to get ahead and they don’t give 

us this opportunity, right?]” (114).  

Connection to the hard worker archetype is also often made via a racialized 

variation – the hard working Hispanic/Latinx or hardworking immigrant. As one man 

commented when I asked about the daily routine of his household, “como hispanos, 

vamos a trabajar y regresamos, nunca salimos a estar viendo alrededor. Todo es trabajo, 

trabajo, trabajo… [as Hispanics, we go to work and go home, we never go out to look at 

what else is going on]” (310). As with the broader archetype, that of the hardworking 

Latinx has both adaptive and maladaptive elements. It functions as both archetype and 

stereotype- and can thus be mobilized to either promote or limit their incorporation into 

mainstream U.S. society. It also functions to help them cope with a context of 

institutional racism in which they face increasing racial and immigration status prejudice 

in the sectors where they work as well as where they participate in other economic 

activities like making purchases or saving.  

Labeling theory is particularly useful for understanding the relationship between 

undocumented Latinos and the (Latino/immigrant) hard worker identity. As Goffman 

(2009) clarifies, “labeling theory suggests that those accorded a deviant status come to 

engage in deviance because of being labeled as such” (347). While not a deviant status, 

the Latinx hard worker identity is a similarly ascribed identity that does at times function 

as a stereotype and can be understood to function in the same way. Labeled as hard 

workers, Latinx become hard workers and rely on this identity as a way of coping with 

prejudice. This is explicit in one woman’s explanation of her identification with the 

Latino community as hard-working, “la comunidad latina. La gente trabajadora. Que 

hay gente buena y hay gente mala igual pero yo pienso que somos mucha gente 
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trabajadora [the Latino community. The working people. There are good people and 

there are bad people but I think we are mostly working people]” (303).  

Whether or not individuals specifically understand that they are manipulating the 

construct of the hard worker identity in this way, they are explicit about the fact that they 

do expect this identity to serve as a buffer or response to racial prejudice. This is seen in 

the way one woman describes her participation in the community as setting an example 

as a good worker who didn't come to steal,“Pues dando un buen ejemplo de que si 

venimos a este país es para salir adelante, y que podamos nosotros como latinos 

quitarles la idea de que no venimos a robarles, sino venimos a trabajar y a salir 

adelante, por nuestras familias. Participo para dar ese ejemplo [Giving a good example 

that we come here to this country is to get ahead, to help them get over the idea that we 

come as Latinos to steal from them, that actually we come to work and to get ahead, for 

our families]” (307). While undocumented Latinos identify as hard workers as a 

mechanism for incorporating into American society, the distinctions in how being a hard 

worker functions as a counter to racial prejudice are suggestive evidence that 

undocumented Latino immigration follows a racialized incorporation path (Chaudhary, 

2015). 

Similar to the counter to racial prejudice, the frame of luchando reveals how the 

internalization of the hard worker identity also functions as a coping response for dealing 

with the persistent insecurity presented by the broader immigrant-carceral detention 

system. By believing in the power of their own good behavior, the uncertainties of the 

ever-expanding detention and deportation system are brought under control. As one 

woman who had been living in the US for 19 years explained this strategy, “tratamos de, 

de ser buenos ciudadanos para no tener problemas y que nos tengan que deportar, este, 

pues tratamos, si trabajamos, les enviamos nuestras taxes, no nos metemos en problemas, 
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eso, tratamos de vivir la vida bien [we try to, to be good citizens and not have problems 

and so they don’t have to deport us, that, ok if we try, if we work, if we pay our taxes, we 

don’t get into problems this, we try to life a good life]” (133).  

According to another woman, because she came only with the intention of 

working hard and has not done anyone harm, the state won’t reject her, “yo no soy esas 

personas que ellos están diciendo, pues lo único que yo he hecho en los Estados Unidos 

es trabajar y yo no he ofendido a nadie, yo no he hecho nada a nadie, yo no hecho nada 

más que trabajar, yo no hecho nada. Éste y batallar uno porque una batalla mucho… [I 

am not the person that they are saying, the only thing I have done in the United States is 

work and I haven’t offended anyone, I haven’t hurt anyone, I haven’t done anything other 

than work, I have done nothing. This and struggle because one struggles a lot]” (306). 

This sense, or need, for control is revealed in the dogged certainty with which they claim 

to have that control, as in the case of a man from Guatemala, “Pero tengo la certeza, me 

siento confiado y digo que mientras yo no me meta en problemas en este país, pienso que 

no me van a deportar [I am certain, I feel confident and I say that as long as I don’t get 

into problems in this country I think they won’t deport me]” (134).  

 

LUCHANDO PARA SALIR ADELANTE – FOCUSING THE STRUGGLE ON THE FUTURE 

Third and finally, by framing the economic struggle as luchando, immigrants 

tether their economic participation to the hope or expectation of a positive outcome. 

Inherent in the concept is that struggle can reach an end or final outcome. At least one 

possible outcome is to emerge victorious or overcome the obstacle at hand. One man, 

describing what “life without papers” means, captures this future orientation and the 

point of engaging in la lucha saying, “nosotros los inmigrantes siempre buscamos a ver 
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adelante a tener un futuro [we immigrants always look ahead to see the future]” (102) 

before going on to explain why people risk their lives to immigrate.  

Luchando is thus the struggle to help one’s children and family not only get by 

but “salir adelante,” get ahead. As one woman frames it, “pues es mi familia tengo que 

sacarla adelante y tengo que luchar por el bienestar de ellos [I have to help my family 

get ahead and I have to struggle for their wellbeing]” (115). This future orientation also 

naturally relies on and serves to further reinforce identification with the hard worker 

archetype, both because migration is chosen as a strategy in the lucha to salir adelante 

and because to salir adelante as a migrant in the U.S. requires hard work. A woman who 

has been in the U.S. for about ten years gives a poignant example of this in her statement, 

“Me importan más mis hijos, a lo mejor me quedo con mis hijos, y aunque yo voy a 

batallar para volver a agarrar un trabajo más, esa va a ser mi lucha, mía [what is most 

important are my children, what is best is that I stay with my children and although I’m 

going to struggle I’m going to get even another job, this will be my struggle, mine]” 

(306). 

This future orientation of the luchando frame toward the goal of improving the 

household’s economic situation is seen even more explicitly when it is described in 

strategic terms of metas, goals, to accomplish getting ahead. This is demonstrated in the 

analysis of the woman from the most United Family household in the group. As she 

describes their decision to migrate, “Yo vine acá por la superación. Aquí vinimos a 

trabajar. La meta de nosotros era estar cinco años. Trabajar muy duro, e irnos a poner 

un negocio en México. Pero ya estando aquí cambiamos de opinión [I came to overcome. 

We came here to work. Our goal was to be here five years. Work very hard, and go back 

to build a business in Mexico. But now that we have been here we have changed our 

mind]” (311). This is perhaps particularly illustrative as the initial temporary intentions 
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of migration reveal that migration itself is being used as an economic strategy. Similarly, 

“a nosotros lo que pensábamos era venir, estar un tiempo, formar un cierto, un cierto 

capital o en cierto modo ahorros, para regresar al país de uno y poner como un tipo de 

negocio [what we thought was come, stay for awhile, build a little capital or in some way 

savings, in order to go back home and start a kind of business]” (130) 

 

SUMMARY 

Undocumented Latinos frame their economic life as la lucha, the struggle. Doing 

so highlights how the economic decisions they make are structured by the socioeconomic 

and political context. By associating with a positive identity, the hard worker, to reclaim 

their experience, strategies for economic survival become simultaneously strategies for 

adapting to and coping with these challenges in an increasingly hostile sociopolitical 

context. Doing so, continuing to participate in la lucha, keeps focus on the outcome, the 

goal of a better life. La lucha both highlights the agency of undocumented Latinos in 

economic decision-making and places that agency in structural context. Keeping la lucha 

in mind, the next chapter discusses how undocumented Latinos understand and mobilize 

las palancas, social connections, to contend with its challenges. 
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Chapter 6:   

Las Palancas: the Structure and Functions of Social Connections 

“Yo siento que nos apoyamos mucho sobre mi trabajo y las palancas. 
[I feel that my job and connections help us out a lot.]” (311) 

 
“He visto que eso de personas que sufren mucho porque no tienen porque no conocen a 

nadie… ésta es la diferencia entre las otras personas y yo… 
he batallado pero no tanto como otras. 

[I have seen people who suffer a lot because they don’t know anyone… 
this is the difference between other people and me… 

I’ve struggled but not as much as some.]” (305) 
 

How undocumented Latino immigrants navigate la lucha is partly structured by 

las palancas – levers or points of influence or support. Palanca is rarely used in common 

discourse to refer to people or social ties that are not explicitly connected to power, but it 

is precisely because of this connection that I use the term here to refer to ties. Doing so 

calls attention to the fact that ties are considered in this analysis explicitly in terms of 

their connection to resources, and thus power. Though palanca does not refer to a 

horizontal tie, the lives of undocumented immigrants are so reliant upon ties that even 

what may seem like the smallest of ties constitutes some element of power. 

One of the simplest yet most effective human technological innovations, la 

palanca, the lever, functions to allow one to lift something beyond one’s weight, to give 

one the power to shift unwieldy obstacles with less effort and move things far greater in 

size than could be ever moved on one’s own. The constraints that undocumented status 

places on the participation of Latino immigrants in U.S. economic and social life can 

indeed prove heavy weights. Lack of an authorized immigration status functions to deny 

access to the tools necessary to navigate the American state (identification, driver’s 

licenses, etc.) and to the official right to work in the formal sector, restricting work to 
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options often, though not necessarily or exclusively, precarious and undercompensated. 

Such seemingly unmovable forces can function to suffocate opportunities in daily 

economic life. Las palancas, then, become essential to navigating them to get ahead.  

La palanca, lever, in English and Spanish describes both the physical tool for 

exerting physical force that uses a “punto de apoyo [point of support]” to increase one’s 

“potencia [power]” against the force of  “resistencia [resistance]” and the metaphorical 

tool for exerting political force or influence. In Spanish the term additionally refers to the 

actual person who embodies that political influence, the point of contact in terms of the 

social network. In Latin America, la palanca, while referring to any contact in general, 

often connotes a “friend in high places.” I use la palanca in this analysis with this breadth 

of meaning in mind, to signify a social connection or contact understood in terms of their 

power and influence. In other words, highlighting the connections provided by any 

interpersonal contact to economic resources or to new points of connection who can also 

lead to resources. This perspective is admittedly reductive and explicitly functional as 

social connections are certainly not exclusively sought formed or maintained strictly for 

access to resources. Focusing on this aspect of social connections illuminates distinctions 

in how social ties are used that reveals a structure also useful for understanding them in 

non-functional terms.  

For undocumented immigrants, las palancas structure access to the resources and 

stability necessary to getting ahead in the context of extreme exclusion. This is apparent 

when one compares households in terms of las palancas. According to the male partner 

of the family I refer to as the “United Family” as it is perhaps the most well connected 

and well-resourced household in the study (they have a household income between 

$40,000-$60,000 annually, own two homes and their children attend very expensive 

private schools),“la gente que no tiene muchos conocidos o mucha familia, pues a veces 
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ni encuentran trabajo. Y cuando uno tiene muchos conocidos y una familia muy grande… 

Por ejemplo, yo me quedo sin trabajo y digo allá en la comunidad, ‘no tengo trabajo,’ 

todos oyen, cualquiera dice, ‘ven acá, necesitas’ [people who don’t know many people or 

have a lot of family, sometimes they can’t even find work. And when one has a lot of 

people they know and a very big family… For example, if I am without work and I say out 

in the community, ‘I don’t have work,’ everyone hears, anyone will say, ‘come here, do 

you need something’]” (311). Referring specifically to points of connection to other 

known individuals (at any levels of relationship) that produce (or are expected to 

produce) a resource or additional connection, las palancas are the ties or nodes that 

define the social networks of undocumented Latinos and thus what constitutes and shapes 

their social capital. In addition to connections to resources, las palancas also structure 

mechanisms by which undocumented immigrants integrate (or assimilate) into life in the 

U.S. (Alba & Nee, 2003). 

Over years of participation in the undocumented Latino community I observed the 

importance of social connections. Thus, well before formal analysis of the qualitative 

interviews, I had a deep interest in exploring the structure and function of these 

connections. As such, I created a coding tool to help illuminate the structure las palancas 

construct. I coded for every single mention of a possible palanca, which I define broadly 

as someone who connects, or who can be expected to connect, the household to a 

resource of any kind (money, job, food, emotional support, etc.) or to another person 

(who can potentially be another resource connection). I used a weight to indicate the 

strength of the relationship (1=immediate family to 8=person from the same hometown). 

I separated immediate from extended family to explore the nuances in the resources to 

which each type of family member affords access. Bosses were also considered palancas 

at the level of coworker or neighbor (4) when referenced in connection to resources or 
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people outside of the work context in which they are currently associated, to favors given, 

or to connections to additional work, etc. Excluded are references to people when they do 

not also refer to a social or resource connection. 

 

THE STRUCTURE OF SOCIAL CONNECTIONS 

Summarizing an encounter where he had by happenstance run into a friend (who 

would later connect him to work) on a train in a city far from where they met, and then, 

upon turning to introduce him to another friend, he discovered they already knew each 

other as well, a young man I interviewed said, “Y así. Y siempre, siempre me ha pasado 

lo mismo. La gente se conoce [And so it is. And always, always, the same thing happens 

to me. The people know each other]” (309). Perhaps even more telling, and untold in the 

transcription, is that he related this story in response to the fact that the interview had 

been interrupted by his roommate’s return to their apartment. His roommate just so 

happened to be someone I had met previously during my work in the community. The 

circumstance was entirely coincidental. I had connected to this household through the 

wife and not any of the places I had known their roommate. Yet the way we structure our 

lives establishes patterns that often lead to seemingly coincidental connections that can 

make even New York City feel small. Perhaps heightened among people living outside of 

their country of origin and searching for social connections, this can lead to a feeling that 

everyone is somehow connected. Indeed empirical tests of what is known as the “Small 

World Problem,” or how many intermediaries there are between any two people in the 

world are from each other demonstrate that “in some sense, we are all bound together in a 

tightly knit social fabric”10 (Milgram, 1967, p. 67). 
                                                
10 Milgram (1967) discovered that the number of intermediaries between people varied from 2 to 10 with a 
median of 5, a number that he described as, in actuality, “an enormous psychological distance” (p. 65). 
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To more completely understand how undocumented Latinos organize their 

economic lives, I investigated patterns in how las palancas are used to obtain resources 

by exploring palanca-resource associations. I looked at each occasion when a palanca 

was used in terms of the connection between the level of relationship (family, friend, 

neighbor, Facebook, etc.) and the type of resource-generating activity or resource 

obtained or provided. I grouped resources and resource generating activities along the 

following categories: migration, finding work, finding housing, sharing housing, 

receiving loans, receiving anything else (goods, favors, etc.), giving loans, giving 

anything else (favors, goods, etc.), tandas, selling and collaborating to buy a home. I then 

categorized each mention of a palanca by relationship level and resource and counted the 

number of households who mobilized each type of palanca-resource association. I 

counted each household only once per each palanca-resource association, despite the fact 

that many households mention more than one palanca-resource association of the same 

type. This is in effort to model the differences between how palancas and resources are 

connected by examining the proportional distribution of the palanca-resource 

associations rather than produce (erroneous) estimates of the frequencies of their usage. 

As the frequency of counts does not represent a number that has a real meaning 

outside this exercise due to factors like changes to interview questions, temporal context 

and the general mood of the participant at the time of the interview, I do not report 

numeric percentages. Instead, I discuss the salient patterns between the palanca-resource 

associations in the context of how they relate to current understanding of social networks 

both broadly and among Latino immigrants. I will first focus on the structural core of 

social connections, the family, then discuss the “strengths of ties of different strengths” – 

in other words, the trends in the palanca-resource associations – and then conclude by 
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discussing briefly the impact of stability on ties by focusing on the patterns in 

homeownership and residency among the use of ties. 

 

Central Core of Social Connection: Family 

While generally understood to be at the core of social and supportive 

relationships, immediate family palancas are central also to undocumented immigrants 

ability to negotiate daily socioeconomic life. This palanca are the immediate family 

members just one step removed from the nuclear (partner/child(ren)) household: parents, 

siblings and their partners, or adult children of either partner (if the household includes 

married or cohabitating partners). While it includes step and adopted members who were 

part of the family of origin, it does not include the extended family of aunts, uncles, 

cousins and beyond (discussed subsequently).  

The family’s centrality to economic life is seen in the fact that every household 

interviewed mentioned at least one instance in which they leverage a family member, or 

expect that they could leverage a family member, to connect with a resource or to another 

person connected to a resource. Reliance on family is seen by many as something you 

don’t even have to think about, as this man says, you just have to let them know, “si 

tienes algo que necesito pues nomás me haces saber con la propia familia, en cierto 

modo. Entonces son cosas que nos han ido ayudando [if you have something that I need 

you only have to let your own family know, to a certain extent. These are things that have 

helped us along]” (130). 

The importance of family palancas is even more evident when considering 

differences in how the family is regarded in relation to the household’s relative economic 

success. Households who have relatively more economic resources, those who report 
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incomes between $40,000 -$60,000 annually, often attribute, at least in part, their ability 

to climb the economic ladder to family palancas. In the opinion of one such household, 

the ability to get ahead is contingent upon having and being able to rely upon family, “la 

forma de salir de abajo es tener familia y apoyarte en cierta forma de eso [the way to 

move up is to have family and rely on their support]” (311). At the other end of the 

spectrum, households who have relatively fewer economic resources (less than $15,000 

annual household income, though in some cases more to account for family size) often 

describe economic support from the family in terms of something they can currently 

count on and/or what prevents them from suffering more. One woman from this 

economic bracket described feeling so supported by family that she was not only certain 

she could ask for help, she also expected, should family members see her struggling, they 

would offer support,  “me ve que estoy batallando y me dice que ‘bueno yo te puedo 

ayudar en algo, pues tú dime en qué te puedo ayudar’ o ‘querrás que te pueda ayudar’ 

[they see that I am struggling and they say ‘okay I can help you with something, tell me 

how I can help you’ or ‘do you want me to help you’]” (305). She concludes with the 

assessment that how much one struggles is contingent upon one’s family support, “para 

eso yo creo que no se batalla mucho porque uno tiene familiares [because of this I think 

that one doesn’t struggle much because one has family]” (305). 

 Further evidence for positioning family palancas at the core of undocumented 

economic life is also seen in the bi- or multi-directional nature of their use. In addition to 

cash loans, (discussed separately later) respondents discuss providing resources to family 

members in addition to, and sometimes in exchange for, resources received. This is 

perhaps most evident in cases where economic support is provided with no (stated) 

expectation of return for that support. In one such case, a woman from a very low-income 

household recalled that she and her husband gave her brother-in-law their entire savings 



 118 

so that he could get a lawyer to fight for custody rights to his children. As she recalled, 

“cuando su hermano estaba pasando por eso de que lo separaron de sus niñas, pues le 

tocó conseguir un abogado, y habíamos hecho un ahorrito de 800 dólares, y se los dio a 

su hermano. Él lo usó para conseguir un abogado…mi esposo dijo que no se los 

devolviera. Dijo que se los daba para que lo ayudara a él [When his brother was going 

through the period where he was separated from his daughters, he had to get a lawyer 

and we had a savings of $800 and we gave it to his brother. He used it to get a lawyer… 

my husband told him not to pay it back. He said we gave it to him to help him]” (307). 

Family palancas central role in economic participation, however, cannot simply 

(or falsely) be understood as inherently supportive and always positive. As with any 

human relationship, the ties that bind families together are complex. The centrality of the 

family to economic life indicates, rather, the presence of an interdependency that signals 

its potential to serve instead as a site of economic exploitation and abuse. A few 

households recalled situations where their reliance on the family for economic support 

resulted in exploitation in place of support. For example, one woman told of how she had 

planned her retirement around buying a home in Mexico to which she could return to and 

live out her old age, “para mi vejez yo quería tener mi casa, entonces yo pensaba tener 

mi buena casa en México, comprar mi terreno, afincarlo, hacer mi casa” [for my 

retirement I wanted to have my house, so I thought I would have my good house in 

Mexico, buy my land, build my house].” She had regularly sent money to her sister to 

make the purchases necessary for this to happen only to find out later that her sister 

simply spent all the money leaving her nothing. In her words, “No tengo nada, porque 

todo el dinero que mandaba para la casa no me hicieron nada, se gastaron todo el 

dinero… Me dejó en la calle, no me dejó nada, nada, nada, ni un cinco [I don’t have 

anything, because all the money that I sent for the house they didn’t build anything, they 
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spent all the money… They left me in the street, the left me nothing, nothing, nothing, not 

even a fiver]” (306). Her life in the U.S., is completely interwoven with and 

economically dependent upon that of her adult children. In another case, one woman 

recalled how she came here to visit her sister on what she thought was a vacation while 

she was studying at school. As she told it, 

“Sólo venía por dos semanas, pero mi hermana me engañó, me dijo que – yo 
llegué aquí con mentiras, yo estaba de vacaciones en la universidad… y ella en 
esa época estaba recién divorciada. Tenía un bebé de cuatro meses y un niño 
como de seis años y ella no tenía quién se los cuidara. Ella no tenía – ella tenía 
que trabajar, entonces tenía muchas deudas y para ella fue un ahorro tenerme 
aquí, que yo cuido sus hijos, cuido su casa y soy como su sirvienta, su niñera, su 
ama de casa, como su otro yo, su otro de ella, pero cuando llegué aquí me di 
cuenta que eran puros engaños y yo dije, ‘¡Bueno! ¿Qué pasó con mi hermana? 
Esta no es la hermana que yo conocí.’  

[I only came for two weeks, but my sister tricked me, she told me that – I arrived 
here with lies, I was on vacation from the university… and she at that time was 
recently divorced. She had a four month old baby and a six year old son and she 
didn’t have anyone to take care of them. She didn’t have – she had to work, and 
so she had a lot of debts and for her it was a savings to have me here, that I could 
take care of her children, take care of her house and I am her servant, her 
babysitter, her house mother, like her duplicate, her duplicate of her, but when I 
arrived here I realized that it was pure tricks and I said, ‘Great! What happened 
with my sister? This is not the sister that I knew’]” (124). 

Despite the lies, she stayed to help and then eventually, unintentionally, decided to stay.  

 

Migration as a Family Affair 

The connection of the family to the experience of migration is fundamental. The 

family is both defined by and defines the immigration experience, so much so that 

migration for family reunification is a well-established cornerstone of U.S. immigration 

policy. It naturally follows, then that las palancas associated with migration are most 

often associated with the family. For one household, a loan received from their parents 
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allowed them to immigrate so they gave away their cardboard home to do so,“teníamos 

una casita chiquita de cartón y mi esposo dijo, las cositas que tenemos se las dimos a 

alguien más, pues dijimos ya no vamos a volver y mi esposo decidió, mi mamá le prestó 

el dinero para venirnos para acá [we had a small cardboard house and my husband said, 

the things we have we will give to someone else, we said we are not going to come back 

and my husband decided, my mom lent him money so we could come here]” (109). 

Indeed, family members in the home country often support the economic costs of 

migration with gifts or loans of money to cover travel and coyote costs.  

Additionally, they often provide the security and connections necessary to make 

the journey itself. As one woman explained, the fact that her older brother was 

immigrating made both the journey and convincing her mother that she should make it, 

possible. As she recalled, “Se iba a venir un hermano mayor que tengo, y le dijo a mi 

mamá que si – bueno, más bien mi mamá le dijo que si me traía con él, y ya él dijo que sí, 

y este fue como en una semana que se decidió todo eso, y nos vinimos [one of my older 

brothers was going to come and I told my mom that if – well my mom said that if he 

brought me with him and he said yes, and this was like a week before everything was 

decided, and then we came]” (128). 

 

THE STRENGTHS OF TIES OF DIFFERENT STRENGTHS – PALANCAS BY FUNCTION 
 
“Sé que si necesito hay gente que me ayuda y me respalda  
[I know that I need people that help me and that have my back]” (309) 
 

Since las palancas are defined by their explicit connection to a resource, they 

allow for analysis of social connections in (almost) explicitly functional terms. 

Examining the patterns in the palanca-resource associations provides insight both into 
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how resources are obtained from social connections and the relative strength of those 

relationships. The variation in the usage at each level of social connection follows a logic 

consistent with increasing social distance– as relational distance increases the relative 

frequency that the palanca is reportedly used decreases. This supports the validity of an 

analysis of palanca-resource associations. The frequency with which each level of 

relationship was used to make a resource connection extends, in descending order, from 

friends to neighbors, to extended family, to friends of friends and family, random 

hometown connections and people even further removed.  

In addition to providing the motivations and mechanisms for immigration which, 

as discussed previously, resides almost exclusively in the domain of family, las palancas 

appear to serve two main functions: to locate and obtain resources (like work or housing) 

and to expand resources through economies of scale using strategies like sharing 

(particularly co-housing) and collaboration. Identifying which palancas are mobilized to 

perform each activity sheds insight into both the nature and strength of the connection, 

the needs and importance of the activity, and most likely, the socio-cultural preferences 

of undocumented Latinos.  

Economic activities associated with locating resources, like finding work and 

housing, as well as collaborations for selling goods and services, appear more often 

associated with friends, neighbors and secondary acquaintances, while strategies that rely 

on economies of scale are almost exclusively associated with social connections at the 

level of family and neighbors. Neighbors, meaning people considered to be at some 

socio-emotional distance but quite likely present in daily life (including coworkers, 

bosses, actual neighbors and acquaintances) emerge as highly associated with activities in 

each category. Extended family also blurs the categorical boundaries, frequently 

associated with economies of scale strategies like childcare and co-housing and also with 
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finding work. I discuss each category of economic activity in terms of its palancas in 

turn. 

 

Resource Location – Finding Work and Housing 

“A veces hay personas buenas que cuando uno llega a este país le dan la mano y te 
ayudan, porque uno llega sin saber nada. Y esas personas pueden ayudar a buscarlo, o 
ellas saben dónde se necesita, y nada más le dicen a uno. Yo creo que si las personas que 
llegan no tienen una mano amiga, sí es muy difícil.  

[Sometimes there are good people who when one arrives to this country they give you a 
hand and they help you, because one arrives without knowing anything. And these people 
can help you look for work, or they know where they are hiring, and they just tell you. I 
think that if people who arrive don’t have a helping hand, yes it’s very difficult.]” (312) 
 

Central to las palancas is their role in networking and making connections to key 

resources. For undocumented immigrants, two of these resources for which social 

connections are particularly crucial are access to work and housing. As the preceding 

comment illustrated, the moment of arrival as an (undocumented) immigrant to the 

country is daunting and best facilitated by a “mano amiga” or helping hand. Absent that, 

particularly when coupled with an immigration status that renders one ineligible for the 

identification necessary to access formal work and credit necessary to access many 

housing options, resources can prove challenging to obtain and can result in work choices 

of lower quality, as one woman reflected, “porque, no tiene seguro social, tiene que 

trabajar con personas que le ofrecen trabajo y le pagan al día [because, one doesn’t 

have a social security number, one has to work for people that give you work and pay you 

by the day]” (120). Or in the case of another couple who has essentially worked for less 

than minimum wage for more than a decade with the same employer, people take the jobs 

they get without understanding that they are being exploited. Illustrative of both the 
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barriers undocumented people face in finding work, the importance of palancas to 

overcome them, particularly upon arrival, is this woman’s analysis of her situation, 

“al principio fue difícil, porque cuando uno llega a Estados Unidos, primero no 
sabe hablar inglés. Es el primer reto. Segundo, cuando uno llega aquí no se tiene 
un carro que uno pueda llevar a un trabajo o a donde necesite ir. La persona que 
está ayudando, en este caso nuestro amigo, se encarga de llevarnos y 
conseguirnos un trabajo, de ayudarnos en todo lo que puede. Es difícil al 
principio.  

[in the beginning it was difficult, because when one arrives to the United States, 
first one doesn’t know how to speak English. That’s the first challenge. Second, 
when one arrives here they don’t have a car that can take them to work or 
wherever they need to go. The person that is helping, in this case our friend, is in 
charge of giving us rides and getting us jobs, helping us in everything that he can. 
It is difficult in the beginning.]” (312) 

Friends and neighbors followed closely by extended family (uncles/aunts, 

cousins, etc.), the palancas most frequently associated with locating and accessing 

resources like housing and employment, are slightly further from the respondent in terms 

of social distance. Connections friends make to work can come at critical moments, as 

when one suddenly finds oneself without work. The use of friend connections to 

overcome this is seen in the case when one woman’s husband unwittingly found himself 

without work and needed another job quick,  

“Lo que pasa es que se acabó el trabajo en la otra compañía, y le dijeron que 
iban a hablarle cuando tuvieran trabajo, y nunca lo hicieron. No podía estar sin 
trabajar, entonces un amigo le dijo ‘están solicitando en esta compañía, si 
quieres trabajar.’ Y él se metió. Luego le hablaron como a las dos semanas, pero 
él no podía estar así, esperando, así que consiguió otro trabajo. 

[What happens is that there was no longer work with the other company, and they 
told him they would call him when they had work, and they never did. He 
couldn’t be without work, so a friend said, ‘they are hiring at this company, if you 
want to work.’ And he started there. Later the company called him like two weeks 
out, but he couldn’t be like, waiting, that’s how he found the other job]” (314).  
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A casual discussion with an Aunt led one woman to the nanny job that allowed 

her to leave restaurant work behind and stabilized her into a career. As she recalled, “una 

tía de ella trabajaba para como niñera como nanny y ella me dijo de una familia que 

estaba buscando una y yo ya estaba cansada de restaurantes porque en la mañana uno y 

en la tarde del otro y uno era más pesado. Entonces yo dije bueno, voy a tratar de 

trabajar como nanny [an Aunt she worked as a babysitter as a nanny and she told me of 

a family that was looking for one and I was tired of restaurant work because it was one in 

the morning and another in the afternoon and one was harder. So I said great, I’m going 

to try to work as a nanny]” (302). Though such connections may provide or lead them to 

important resources, at times they may be more exploitive than helpful. As one man 

recalled, he was not paid fairly by his uncle,“Yo trabajaba con un tío y no, no me gustaba 

por más pero también no me pagaba o sea, lo suficiente. Aunque haya sido familia, las 

horas que yo metía, ya no me las pagaban. [I worked with an uncle and I didn’t like it 

because he also didn’t pay me, rather didn’t pay me enough. Although he was family, the 

[extra] hours that I worked, he didn’t pay me for them]” (107). 

That social connections associated with a greater conceptual distance from the 

respondent are more often associated with finding work is consistent with network theory 

and also from the perspective of immigrant incorporation theory (Alba & Nee, 2003; 

Portes & Zhou, 1993). As family members are typically immigrants themselves, it makes 

sense that family would be less useful as sources of connection to social networks and 

resources rooted in the U.S. experience. Further supporting this aspect of the structure of 

social connections is the observation that, although they were mentioned infrequently, 

people even further removed than friends of friends or family were referenced in 

association with finding work. As an illustration of how relationships at these greater 

distances function, one man references getting a job via the cousin of a cousin,“No, un 
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primo conocía a su primo, y ahí fue donde pudimos contactarnos en ese trabajo [No, a 

cousin knew his cousin, and that is how we were put in contact with this job]” (128).  

As with work, the difficulties faced in locating and obtaining access are both 

universal challenges and particular to the undocumented experience. Obtaining housing is 

primarily navigated via the use of extended family and friend ties. One woman describes 

how she found their home via a cousin, “Anduvo buscando pues si este después una 

prima que rentaba con el mismo señor ella me dijo que el señor tenía un apartamento, yo 

hablé con el señor y ya me rentó el lugar [I was looking and found this one after a cousin 

that rented from the same man told me that he had an apartment, so I spoke with the man 

and he rented it to me]” (305). Occasionally, access to housing necessitates stressful 

living conditions. Sometimes that was cramped quarters, as in the case of one couple 

shortly after the arrived,“en un cuarto y el amigo en la sala [in a bedroom with a friend 

in the living room]” (312). For others, it meant unsafe and insecure premises, as in the 

case of one family whose apartment was robbed in the middle of the afternoon leaving 

them to start again from zero,“Ella salió a comprar un rato, y en lo que regresó la puerta 

estaba abierta y se habían llevado todo…Todo prácticamente, comenzamos de cero otra 

vez [She left for a moment to go shopping and when she came back the door was open 

and they had taken everything…Everything, we were practically starting from zero 

again]” (309). In many cases, housing is chosen from what is accessible given both the 

lack of a Social Security Number (often required for background checks) and, 

particularly upon arrival, lack of capital. Friend connections are relied upon when a 

situation in which the housing desired requires one to “andar buscando un presta-

nombres [go looking for a name-lender]” (124) or go looking for a particular resource, 

the presta-nombre, who lend their identity for use on a lease and city utility accounts. 
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Resource Sharing and Economies of Scale 

The economic activities that act to expand resources via sharing and relying on 

economies of scale are most often associated with the closest ties to the respondent, the 

immediate family,. The most common of these strategies – perhaps the most important 

resource expansion practice found – is co-housing. Co-housing essentially refers to 

sharing a dwelling with other adults that are not part of the nuclear family unit – this 

ranges from roommate situations with other non-relative adults to intergenerational 

family living arrangements with parents or adult children. A much higher proportion of 

the palancas associated with co-housing referred to family and extended family 

members, though some, albeit a smaller proportion, to friends. 

Most often, co-housing was discussed as more of an accepted, routine point of 

fact, as in this case, “Primero vivió un tiempo con una prima que era de mi esposo 

cuando me casé y como dos meses después rentamos…[First we lived for a time with a 

cousin of my husband and after two months then we began to rent]” (305). This woman’s 

tone may have been reflective of how frequently this strategy is used. In fact, about a 

third of the families interviewed were living in some kind of co-housing arrangement at 

the time of interview and over two-thirds of the households in the study explicitly 

reported co-housing at some point in time. Perhaps the most common pattern closely 

followed this woman’s experience,“Llegué a casa de mi amiga, me recibió. Empecé ya a 

trabajar [I arrived at the house of my friend, she received me. I began immediately to 

work]” (307). Households often reported co-housing immediately upon migration.  

Some moved on to their own place shortly after, as with this household, “Primero 

vivió un tiempo con una prima que era de mi esposo cuando me case y como dos meses 

después rentamos [First we lived for a time with a cousin of my husband when I got 

married and then after two months we rented on our own]” (305). While others continued 
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into the first years of residence as this young man whose parents brought him to the U.S. 

when he was one recalled, “I remember growing up, all of our family friends, we all lived 

in, very, very early on when I immigrated here I remember we all lived together in one 

house at once” (301). It was no less common for families with children to cohouse with 

others. Sibling situations were not uncommon and often involved children from both 

families, as in this household, “En total somos seis. Mi hermana y su marido y sus dos 

niñas; y son cuatro. y somos mi hija y yo [In total we are six, my sister and her husband 

and their two daughters: they are four, and we are my daughter and I]” (302).  

Co-housing arrangements were experienced with varying degrees of success. 

Several families who were currently cohousing had been doing so for more than a 

decade, a few owning their home or mobile home jointly. In these cases, it often meant 

that other resources, like food and childcare in particular, were also shared. More people 

in the household, however, could mean greater stress. As one woman, who also expressed 

considerable discontent with living near Latinos or African Americans in general, 

reflected on her early experience with cohousing,  “Era esposa de mi primo, su esposa, 

mi primo y cuatro hijos de ellos, mi esposo y yo e esas niñas. ¡Éramos 10 personas! 

Vivíamos en un tráiler grande. Eso sí estaba muy grande, pero como que era incómodo 

vivir y el como llegar a vivir con otra familia [It was the wife of my cousin, his wife, my 

cousin and their four children, my husband and I and these girls. We were 10 people! We 

lived in a big trailer. Yes it was big, but it was uncomfortable to live and like to arrive 

and live with another family]” (304). Another woman talked about how she was 

considering ending the long relationship she had had cohousing with her mother and 

mother-in-law because her twenty-something niece who had recently arrived from 

Mexico shares in none of the tasks driving her crazy. As she reflected, co-housing is like 

working at a job, the key to it is being able to work in a team, “es igual que en un 
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trabajo: si no sabes trabajar en equipo, entonces chocas, y chocas, y chocas [it’s the 

same as a job: if you don’t know how to work as a team then you fight and fight and 

fight]” (313). 

Childcare 

Immediate family relationships were also the palancas most frequently called 

upon for childcare and loans of money, with neighbor palancas second in frequency of 

association, overtaking extended family connections. Bosses were commonly mentioned 

in association with loans. Family, when available, were the palanca most associated with 

emergency childcare in situations where one has work demands. As one woman 

described, when she needs someone to watch her children so she can go to work, she asks 

her sister or husband’s family,“pues yo busco, por decir, a las familias de mi esposo o mi 

hermana que está ahorita en su casa. Yo a ella le pido, ¿Verdad? Que si me cuida a los 

niños y me voy a trabajar [I look for, let’s say, my husband’s family or my sister who is 

now in her own house. I ask her, right? If she can take care of the children while I 

work]” (126).  

Another woman’s nanny job often resulted in her employers taking extended 

vacations that required her presence overnight with her charges. Her ability to depend on 

her sister and aunts allow her to keep her job, “Me ha pasado que por mi trabajo yo 

tengo que quedarme unos semanas fuera de la casa porque mis jefes se fueron de 

vacaciones al África entonces yo me quede con los niños esas dos semanas y ahí llovía y 

mi hermana aquí se hacía cargo de mi hija y si ya trabajaba mi cuñado o mis tías [It has 

happened that for my job I have to stay some weeks outside of the house because my 

bosses went on vacation to Africa and so I stayed with their children for those two weeks 

and it rained and my sister here took care of my daughter and when she went to work my 
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brother-in-law or my Aunts cared for her]” (302). In other situations where family aren’t 

available because they do not live in the city (or country) or are simply unavailable, 

neighbors were also crucial resources for childcare help. As one woman explained, “A 

veces no contamos con el dinero para pagar una guardería, y siempre recurrimos más a 

la vecina, al amigo, a la amiga. Pero siempre tenemos eso… la de enfrente. Mi vecina de 

enfrente, cuento con ella [Sometimes we don’t have enough money to pay for daycare 

and we can always count on the neighbor, a friend, a friend. But we always have the 

neighbor in front. My neighbor in front, I count on her]” (307). 

Cash Loans 

Finally, the ability to access cash resources in emergency situations via loans 

from social connections can, in some respects, be considered an act of sharing or using 

economies of scale to expand access to liquid capital. The ability to “pedir prestado,” ask 

for a loan, to access extra money is a vital resource for families. The importance of this 

resource was apparent in one woman’s reaction when I asked her what happened when 

they ran out of money at the end of the month and she just looked at me baffled and said, 

“pues conseguimos dinero [we get money],” then continued to explain that she did this 

by asking family for loans – “nos presta la familia [the family loans us money]” (127). 

Loans of cash money are most associated with the palanca of family, as one woman puts 

it succinctly – “entre nosotros la familia nos prestamos y nos pagamos [within our 

family we loan and repay each other]” (311) – followed by bosses via advances on 

paychecks, and with less frequency, from friends. Sometimes, making rent requires loans 

from multiple sources. One woman described a situation where she and her husband had 

to ask for a loan, “Pues fue hace poco, como unos cuatro meses, en que no 

completábamos para la renta, pero nosotros nada más pedimos prestado, a un amigo, a 
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mi hermano. Ellos nos prestan, pagamos, y le voy pagando a mi hermano poco a poco [It 

was just a little while ago, like four months, when we didn’t have enough for rent, but we 

just asked for a loan from a friend, from my brother. They gave us loans, we paid, and I 

continue to repay my brother little by little]” (314). 

The proportionally greater reliance on family ties for cash loans could also be 

related to the fact that, in many cases, there are expectations of reciprocity associated 

with a willingness to both give and receive cash loans. As the woman who reported that 

she could count on her brother when she couldn’t make rent explained, “Con mi 

hermano, me habló, que no tenía, que le prestara. Nunca le digo que no, siempre le digo 

que sí, y si no tengo yo consigo, pero nunca le digo que no, le digo está bien, te lo pongo 

más tarde, y así [with my brother, he tells me he doesn’t have enough, asks for a loan. I 

never tell him no, I always tell him yes, and if I don’t have it, I get it, but I never tell him 

no, I say it’s okay, I’ll send it to you later, and that’s that]” (314). While she did not 

explicitly state it, that she can (and has) counted on her brother in the past for similar 

support may impact her willingness to loan him money, even when she may not have it, 

should he request it. 

 

PALANCAS AND ASSET BUILDING  - COLLABORATIVE HOME BUYING 

Perhaps not surprising given the level of commitment is that asset building 

through collaborative home buying is exclusively a family economic activity. What may 

be more unique, however, is that the activity of home buying as a family was not 

necessarily rare. Several families interviewed reported collaborating on the purchase a 

home – either a mobile home or house – with other members of the immediate family. 

Some make this purchase as a collective asset and occupy the home together. One woman 
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describes the situation where she decided to purchase a mobile home with her sisters as 

both motivated by financial opportunity and life circumstances (being single and 

childless) that afforded them the liquid assets necessary to make the purchase. In her 

words, “cuando compramos la casa mi hermana y yo, las personas que bien que eran 

dos personas mayores… y ellos sólo quisieron $2,000 o $3,000, no recuerdo bien, por la 

casa y nosotros teníamos el dinero porque en aquel tiempo éramos las tres estábamos 

solteras…No tenía familia. Entonces, fue más fácil juntar ese dinero [when my sisters 

and I bought the house, the sellers were two older people… and they only wanted $2,000 

or $3,000, I don’t remember well, for the house and we had the money because at that 

time the three of us were single… We didn’t have families. And so, it was easier to get the 

money together]” (302).  

Others purchase a home for their family alone, but then participle in efforts to 

help other family members to purchase their homes via loans of money, etc. In the case of 

the United Family, they saved money to purchase a home by sharing a home with many 

members of their family. The first home they purchased they also shared until they 

decided that it would make more financial sense to sell it and purchase a smaller home, 

requiring that their families move out on their own. While an initial shock, they describe 

how it provided the motivation for their family to begin working towards purchasing their 

own homes following the example they had set, and using resources they could help them 

obtain, as the first homeowners in the family. Reflecting on the experience over all she 

relates, 

“Fue bueno porque todos buscaron su casa, y ahora todos tienen su casa, porque 
los presionamos y éramos una motivación para ellos, porque si nosotros 
podíamos y no estaba pasando nada, ellos también lo podían hacer y no iba a 
pasar nada, pero tenían como miedo, como no tienes documentos crees que no 
puedes comprar una casa. Pero ellos vieron que yo pude, “¡ah, yo también 
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puedo!,” dijeron. Y así lo empezaron a hacer todos. Y todos tienen su casa 
gracias a eso.  

[It was good because everyone looked for their house, and now everyone owns a 
house, because we pressured them and we were a motivation for them, because if 
we could do it and nothing happened, they could do it and nothing was going to 
happen, but they were afraid, since when you don’t have documents you think 
that you can’t buy a house. But they saw that I could, ‘ah, I can too!,’ they said. 
And so they began to look. And now everyone owns their home thanks to this]” 
(311).  

To do this, they took turns lending the money to each member until each had bought a 

house in turn. She described this by highlighting the experience of her brother who 

bought a house first for his daughter, “Él compró su casa, y luego compró una segunda 

casa, y para acabalar consiguió con todos mis hermanos. Por ejemplo con nosotros 

consiguió 3.000 dólares. Y luego me los pagó, así entre todos nos prestamos y nos 

apoyamos entre todos… [He bought her a house, and later he bought a second house, 

and in order to have enough he got loans from all of my siblings. For example from us he 

got $3,000 dollars. And later he paid me, and so between all of us we loan and support 

each other]” (311). The United Family’s success in helping extended family acquire 

homes may have inspired their interest in flipping homes as a way to support themselves 

in the future. 

 

EMPLOYERS IN THE STRUCTURE OF SOCIAL CONNECTIONS 

Employers occupy a central place in the lives of undocumented immigrants, 

particularly when the relationship is stable and long-term. As such, not only are they the 

source of current income, but they also often function as an additional connection to 

resources, primarily loans, the provision of various goods, and access to opportunities. 

Employers are also connected to finding work and, occasionally, in finding housing. As 

with family and other palancas, reliance on employers may produce positive or 
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exploitative results. Aside from the household mentioned earlier who worked for less 

than minimum wage for over a decade and whose employer occasionally solicits favors 

like a day’s worth of moving help for which he pays $20, “a veces,” sometimes (307), 

most of the resource connections to employers were, at least on the surface, not 

exploitative. 

One of the most common resources employers were connected to was cash loans, 

not surprising given the nature of the relationship as one that has the power to ensure 

repayment via the withholding of wages from paychecks until the loan has been repaid. 

Sometimes the loan is requested in relation to unanticipated expenses, as in the case of 

this man who asked his boss for a loan to fix his car (which he of course also needed for 

work), “le dije al jefe que tengo ahora que se me dañó el carro y necesitaba tanto dinero. 

Me dijo Ok, y me lo descuenta cada semana del cheque para saldarlo. [I told the boss 

that I have now that I had an accident in the car and I needed money. He said Ok, and he 

took money out of my check each week to pay it off]” (309). In fact, in each instance that 

someone mentioned receiving a cash loan from an employer it was connected to the 

withholding of wages as the means for repayment. It happens this way (whether or not it 

is agreed upon), and there is a sense that it is assumed, as “o ya sea en la compañía, la 

patrona le presta y luego ya se lo está descontando de su cheque [or in the company, the 

boss lends you the money and then it is deducted from your paycheck]” (117). The 

complexity due to the imbalance of power of turning to a boss for resources outside of 

those to which the worker is already entitled, namely wages, is evident in the subtle 

requirements that must be met to receive them. As seen in this one woman’s description 

of asking her boss for an advance on her pay, resources may be given, but to receive them 

one must comply with the boss’s demands, even if it is just explaining why money is 

needed: 
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“este año mi hija tenía de la escuela un viaje para Washington D.C. y yo tenía 
que hacer el último pago pero no tenía dinero todavía, entonces hablé con mi jefa 
para preguntarle si yo podía tener mi cheque antes del día y ella me dijo que si y 
ella solamente pregunto ‘¿para que?’ yo le expliqué que era para terminar de 
hacer el pago y ella dijo que si que no había problema y ella pudo dar el cheque 
para mi 

[This year my daughter had a school trip to Washington D.C. and I had to make 
the last payment but I had no money yet, so I talked to my boss to ask if I could 
have my check before payday and she said yes and she only asked, ‘why?’ I 
explained that it was to finish making payment and she said no problem and she 
could give me the check]” (302). 

The complicated nature of loans from employers and the unavoidable power 

imbalance is also reflected in the other resource expanding activities such as the receipt 

of material goods in addition to wages. This is particularly true for domestic workers who 

work in private homes. As their job affords them intimate access and connection to the 

resources and goods in people’s lives, their employers often give them goods and items. 

As one woman explains, “Muebles, a veces las señoras para quienes trabajo en las casas 

me dicen, tengo un cajón, lo quieres, o algo así. [Furniture, sometimes the ladies in 

whose houses we work tell me, I have a dresser if you want it, something like that]” 

(308). Such resources can be helpful both in direct resource acquisition, “mi patrona 

también que tengo ella me ha ayudado mucho a regalarme cosas, todo lo que ellos no 

quieren entonces me lo regalan o sea, creo que son buenas personas [the (female) 

employer that I have she also helped me a lot by giving me things, everything they do not 

want they give me so, I think they are good people]” (114). Occasionally these resources 

are turned around and sold or they are given to others, as seen in the following situation, 

“A veces de los trabajos que ellos tienen les dan ropa y eso lo venden. Y yo no, yo la 

regalo [riéndose]. A mí no me gusta, no me gusta, no se. Y en las casas me dan ropa, 

muchas cosas y yo este, pues tengo amigas o las mismas compañeras de la escuela y les 

digo ‘que tengo esto’ y les digo lo quieren y ellas me dicen que sí, pero nunca lo vendo 
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[Sometimes at their jobs they give them clothes and they sell them. And no, I give them 

away [laughing]. I do not like it, I don’t know. And in the houses they give me clothes, 

many things and this, because I have friends or also my classmates and tell them ‘I have 

this thing’ and I ask if they want it and they’ll tell me yes, but I never sell] (105). 

 

STRENGTHENING THE TIES OF SOCIAL CONNECTION – RECIPROCITY & EXCHANGE 

Finally, certain activities that involve palancas serve to strengthen social 

connections themselves. These include participating in things like community 

collaborations to support sick or injured individuals, or cover funeral costs when there is 

a death in the family of a community member, as well as the recognition that favors, 

monetary loans to friends and participation in tandas. One such example of a community 

collection occurred for a friend from the same town in Mexico. When his son died, others 

organized together to put together money to help him, “A un amigo del mismo rancho 

que nosotros, se le murió su hijo aquí, y lo ayudamos para que cubriera los gastos para 

ayudarle. Igual entre amigos y familiares para ayudarle [A friend from the same ranch 

as us, his son died here, and we helped to cover the costs to help him out. The same 

between friends and families to help him]” (308). 

 Additionally, small favors help to increase access to resources and develop 

social connection. These take the form of rides, “solo a veces así como de la hermana de 

él que a veces nos ayuda así en algún que necesito ir algún lugar pues ya ella me lleva en 

su carro [only sometimes like his sister sometimes she helps us like when I need to go 

somewhere she will take me in her car]” (106). Homemade gifts (that would otherwise 

be sold as a side job), “No, a mis amigas cuando sus niños cumplen años no se los vendo, 

se los regalo [No, for my friends when their children have birthdays I don’t sell them, I 
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give them to them]” (314), and help in planning and supporting birthday parties for 

children, “cuando hice la fiesta de mi bebé, bueno, mi bebé tiene 3 años, entonces pues 

como mis hermanos ellos me ayudaron a cocinar; bueno, mi hermana me ayudó a 

cocinar, mis hermanos me ayudaron a atender mis invitados, o sea, a llevarles comida 

como meseros [when I had the party for my baby, well, my baby was 3 so my siblings 

helped me cook, well my sister helped me cook, my brothers helped me attend to my 

guests, to bring them food like waiters]” (127). 

Even small random favors and acts of trust can lead to important resources. One 

man talked about getting a ride to his first destination after the border post-crossing. He 

was travelling alone and was not headed to reunite with family. He ended up with a place 

to stay from a person he met on the journey across the border. He hitched a ride and 

ended up staying at his home in a town not far from the city. As he describes,“pidiendo 

ride, así que nos dieran ride y nos llegaron allí y el pueblito ese lo vimos primero y allí 

nos bajamos… la persona que iba con nosotros conocía a alguien allí  y allí fue como 

llegamos a esa casa y allí trabajamos [asking for a ride, so they gave us a ride and we 

got there and the first town we saw there we got off… the person that was with us knew 

someone there and so we arrived at that house and there we worked]” (101).  

One especially trusting man from Guatemala goes as far as to take in strangers in 

need from the street in efforts to pay forward similar favors received in the past. He 

described the situation of the man currently staying in his apartment, “yo saqué el 

apartamento y al señor lo sacaron de donde él estaba viviendo y él no tenía dinero, 

entonces yo le dije, ‘señor véngase, yo no lo conozco a usted pero yo no voy a dejar que 

usted se quede durmiendo en la calle porque no tenga a donde ir a vivir. Véngase aunque 

sea en la sala, quédese y cuando usted tenga dinero, págueme’ [I got the apartment and 

the man they were evicting him from where he was living and he didn’t have any money, 
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so I said, ‘sir, come here, I don’t know you but I’m not going to let you sleep in the street 

because you don’t have anywhere to go to live. Come and stay in the living room, stay 

and when you have money, pay me’]" (134). 

Finally, tandas are widely recognized as a formalized structure that is reliant on 

social connection to develop and expand access to economic resources. Recognized by 

the community for their utility in supporting efforts to save money and as “unas de las 

cosas que nos ha ayudado a salir adelante y a salir con los gastos o cosas así” (130). 

Tandas must rely on close ties if they are to be successful. 

 

SUMMARY 

Las palancas structure access to the resources and stability necessary to getting 

ahead in the context of extreme exclusion. As they are defined by their explicit 

connection to a resource, las palancas allow for analysis of social connections in (almost) 

explicitly functional terms. Examining the patterns in the palanca-resource associations 

provides insight both into how resources are obtained from social connections and the 

relative strength of those relationships. Central to this structure is the family, key to both 

connections to resources in migration and also to the most common and potentially most 

useful resource sharing strategies, co-housing, the provision of cash loans and childcare. 

Friends and neighbors are also important and key to locating immediately necessary 

resources like work and housing. Employers are a unique palanca central to the provision 

of substantial resources, but contextualized by a particular power dynamic. Though not 

all palancas have reciprocal functions, to a certain degree, ideas of reciprocity are woven 

throughout and activities, including tandas, provide support that functions along rationale 
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of economies of scale. Palancas play a pivotal role fundamental to navigating la lucha 

and are connected to the specific practices of survival discussed in the following chapter. 
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Chapter 7:   

Navegando: The Practice of Organizing Survival 

“Tenemos que navegar. 
Tenemos que sufrir de repente y pues, no está siempre uno solvente de todo.” 

[We have to navigate. 
We may have to suffer and well, it isn’t always possible to pay all debts.]” (120) 

 

Conjuring images of a ship battling through stormy waters, the concept of 

navegando, navigating, lends rich imagery to the practice of managing the household 

economy. Referring to the processes of managing and organizing household resources, 

the practice of navegación is useful to understanding the distinctions among economic 

strategies that undocumented Latinos use in la lucha and how they are mobilized in 

connection to las palancas. Part of navegando is developing the skills required for the 

practice in different contexts. According to one man, it that took them at least a few years 

to develop these skills, “O sea, los primeros años no fue tan fácil, pero los primeros años 

empezamos a navegar [I mean, those first years it was not so easy, but the in the early 

years we began to navigate]” (130). In some respects, the strategies undocumented 

Latino immigrant households use to navegar are not different from the strategies of any 

U.S. household. In others, they are fundamentally distinct – exclusion from access to both 

formal work and the majority of the state supported safety net programs restricts 

undocumented Latinos from options that they might otherwise choose.  

Their patterns of navegación closely resemble those of other people who are, for 

any number of possible reasons (poverty, race, religion, sexuality, etc.), similarly 

excluded from full participation in mainstream society and thus relegated to strategies 

that position them on its ‘margins.’ While the idea that people living at the margins must 

navigate a diverse array of strategies to survive and get ahead is not new to our 
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understanding of the practices of the poor and marginalized (Edin & Lein, 1997a; 

González de la Rocha, 1994; Henly et al., 2005; Stack, 1974). Unique to the practices of 

undocumented Latinos is, perhaps, the depth to which network connections must be 

relied upon and are thus woven throughout these strategies. Connections are heavily 

relied upon for finding formal work and for participating in more informal economic 

activities. While I do not intend to paint a picture representative of the totality of 

economic strategies of undocumented immigrants, I do aim to detail how these strategies 

are understood and mobilized by exploring the combinations and patterns in their 

meaning and usage. For the purposes of this analysis, well-resourced households refer to 

families that make between $30,000 and $60,000 annually, middle-resourced households 

refer to families that make between $15,000 and $30,000 annually and low-resourced 

households make less than $15,000 annually. Some households in each category are 

homeowners and when relevant that distinction is highlighted. 

In this analysis I will deconstruct the practice of navegando to explore how 

undocumented Latinos participate in la lucha by focusing on four principal spheres/fields 

of practice. I first discuss the practices of administration – how they talk about and 

strategize the organization of their economic lives. Then I turn to income generating 

practices. These include trabajando – informal participation in the formal labor market 

and the conditions of that work and chambeando –the use of less formal strategies for 

generating income (selling food and other goods, garage sales, Mary Kay, etc.). Finally, 

the section concludes with a look pa’lante, towards the future, focusing on saving and the 

‘fantasy of papers’ as a mechanism for coping with a context of structural limitation. In 

each section, as appropriate, I discuss how las palancas structure and inform the practice. 
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ADMINISTRANDO 
 
“Hay veces que uno tiene que saber como administrar su dinero para poder este 
completar, peligro que uno siempre vive con esa pendiente con esa preocupación”. 
[There are times when one has to know how to manage their money in order to make 
ends meet, it’s a danger that one that one is always worried about]” (305). 
 

Central to la lucha is the idea that the capacity to salir adelante rests heavily upon 

one’s ability to administrar (manage) household resources. Often used in reference to the 

formal administration and management of bureaucratic systems or companies, the 

connotation or subtext of the term brings together ideas of governance, organization and 

distribution that capture well the confluence of tasks and skills required in household 

economic management. A stable household economy is understood to hinge, in many 

respects, on how well individuals or their (often female) partner sabe administrar, knows 

how to manage, their resources is clearly seen in the agency families claim over their own 

successes, even to a point of boasting about how they make ends meet on what are often 

very limited resources.  

Administration thus reflects the idea that it is about how individuals distribute 

their money, at least to some degree, that determines where they end up. One man 

explains by highlighting examples of what he considers poor administration, 

“Y como tú distribuyas tu dinero, es como pienso, también como te va a ir 
porque, igual, como te digo, muchos ganan buen dinero, pero sacan y sacan 
muchas cosas, el cual luego no tienen ni para pagarlas y al último terminan 
perdiendo su dinero.  

[And how you distribute your money, it's like I think, also determines how things 
are going to go for you because, like I tell you, many earn good money, but buy 
and buy many things and don’t have enough to pay for them and at the end of the 
day end up losing their money]” (130).  

The conceptualization of the household economy in terms of management and 

administration is perhaps most apparent in assertions, like this one, “ella cayó en 
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bancarrota porque ella no sabía administrar [she fell into bankruptcy because she does 

not know how to manage [her money]]” (311), that explain the economic failures of 

others as due to their lack of knowledge about how to manage their household economy.  

Consistent across all undocumented Latino households in this study is the use of 

more than one strategy (working, informal selling, exchange and favors, etc.), whether 

undertaken simultaneously or at different time periods, to make ends meet. Tying these 

strategies together is the organization of the resources they bring together to adequately 

support the household economy. A strategy itself, administrar is used to describe how the 

household economy is managed and resources allocated to meet expenses. In some cases, 

this practice falls more squarely on the shoulders of one member, as in this family where 

the wife is charged with the task, “En el cuidado de los pagos, ella tiene cuenta corriente 

porque es más administrada que yo… Hay que pagar la luz, hay que pagar el agua, las 

cuentas del edificio. Ella es la que va moviendo el dinero para poder pagar eso [In 

regards to taking care of payments, she has a checking account because she is a better 

manager than I... you have to pay the electricity, the water, the rent. She is the one that 

moves the money around to pay everything]” (309).  

Immigrants are disciplined into administrative practices appropriate for 

supporting a household in the U.S. That this is a process of conditioning is revealed in 

comparisons made to economic life back home in Mexico where, according to several 

migrants, even when times are tough, the pressure to pay the rent or lose one’s home was 

not as extreme, “allá es bien difícil la personas que muy apenas sacan para comer, una 

ventaja es que allá no tienes que pagar renta y los biles son más bajos, pero, pero, si, 

pues es diferente [there it is very difficult for people who can barely afford to eat, one 

advantage is that there you don’t have to pay rent and the bills are lower, but, but, yes, it 

is different]” (133). The comparison alone can lead to the feeling that in the U.S. one just 
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works to make rent as one man said, “porque eso de estar aquí por Estados Unidos no 

más sacando renta, no te queda nada, no te queda nada y no más el puro trabajo 

[because to be here in the United States you are only working for rent, you have nothing 

left, nothing left, just pure work]” (102). Adjustment of expectations to the actual reality 

of options available is likely better characterized as a structured learning process by 

which, as one woman describes, one “learns to live illegal,” 

“Es que aquí aprendes a vivir ilegal, no te puedes dar el lujo de no pagar la 
renta; no te puedes dar el lujo de no pagar la luz, porque si a mí me cortan la luz, 
es un lío, la luz ni siquiera… si me cortan la luz, la luz está a nombre de alguien 
más, no puedo ‘quemar’ a esta persona que me hizo el favor de sacar mi luz, yo 
tengo que pagar siempre mi luz a tiempo, no pudo darme el lujo y aprendes a 
vivir y siempre he tenido mi repuesto de emergencia.  

[It is learn to live here illegally, you can not afford to not pay rent; you can not 
afford not to pay the light, because if I cut my light, it's a mess, light even ... if I 
cut the light, the light is on behalf of someone else, I can not 'burn' this person 
who did me the favor to take my light, I have to pay my light always on time, 
could not afford and learn to live and have always had my hot spare]” (124).  

This, along with pressures to make ends meet, can impose higher costs of non compliance 

as friend and family networks are often relied upon for completion of basic tasks. 

Together with the consumptive rhythms of American work life, the rhythms of 

structuring life by payment and paycheck cycles disciplines economic participation, 

particularly those at the lower end of the resource spectrum, in the U.S. As one man 

describes, its like a “clock is ticking away the time,” 

“Bueno aquí la vida como te comenté andas como el reloj sobre el tiempo y la 
vida. Yo a como vivía en México pues es un, un poco más agradable porque si 
sabes, si ganas bien o aunque ganes poquito sabes que tu pareja o tu esposo o 
viceversa sabe administrar el dinero, con poquito dinero eres feliz con tu familia. 

[Well here life, as I told you, its like a clock is ticking away the time and life. 
Like I lived in Mexico it is, a little nicer because you know, if you earn well or 
even if you earn only a little but you know your partner or your husband or vice 
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versa knows how to manage the money, with little money you can be happy with 
your family]” (102). 

If one (or one’s wife) sabe administrar you can be happy with little money. For many, 

life structured around payments means periods of stress in between preparing for and 

living with the uncertainty of whether those payments will be met. As this woman, whose 

household was towards the middle of the resource spectrum, commented “Es lo más 

difícil, así a principios de mes…lo que es el día 3 o 4 es cuando se paga la renta y 

tenemos que irnos preparando casi en todo el mes para juntar lo de la renta y tener listo 

el dinero [It is the most difficult, the beginning of the month… day 3 or 4 is when the rent 

is due and we have to be preparing almost the whole month to get the rent together and 

have the money ready]” (117).  

Administration of the household economy can best be understood in reference to 

two primary practices, both of which serve as strategies to help households obtain and 

gain practical material benefits and cope with economic stress. The first practice is 

prioritization, the ability to distribute existing monetary resources appropriately, 

particularly in times of financial stress. This is boldly apparent in the hyper-awareness of 

the importance of paying the rent, even among middle resourced households. According 

to one woman’s declaration of its primacy in their hierarchy of payments, “siempre lo 

más importante, siempre procuramos pagar la renta. Siempre, siempre la renta y si la 

renta es una cosa, la renta [always the most important, always we try to pay rent. 

Always, always the rent and if the rent is one thing, the rent]” (127). The second practice 

is budgeting, the ability to stretch resources enough to sufficiently provide for the family 

using careful consumption habits paired with use of economic incentives and discounts. 

As one woman describes her cuponera daughter with pride in terms of her skill in using 

store coupons to locate deals that save the whole family money, “necesita, se lo paga a 
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ella, y con eso agarra unos cupones y va y compra más. Entonces son muy buenas para 

administrar lo poquito que ganamos, porque es de ahí que van ahorrar [you need 

something, you pay her, and she will go and find coupons and go and buy more. So they 

are very good at managing the little we earn, because that is how one can save]” (305). 

 

Primero, a la renta  - the Practice of Prioritization 
 
“Que falte otra cosa, menos la renta” (120). 
[You can skip any other thing, except the rent]” 
 

Crucial to household administration for undocumented Latinos, and a 

fundamental survival strategy in itself, is the practice of prioritization. To some extent an 

everyday affair, though particularly important in times of resource scarcity, prioritization 

describes the practice of making choices to defray certain costs for the moment in order 

to meet other needs in effort to keep the household economy afloat. In essence, it is the 

practice of determining the most crucial bill(s) to pay, in the midst of many, to avoid 

substantial hardship. As this woman from one of the lowest income households (less than 

$5,000 annually) explains, the choice of one bill over another can mean a decision to 

have electricity, “Porque a veces uno tiene sus pagos pendientes y pues para que a uno 

no le corten los servicios, porque si uno no tiene el dinero y no paga los servicios se los 

van a quitar a uno y es lo que uno, tratar de salir adelante como uno puede [Because 

sometimes one gets behind on payments and so that they don’t cut off services, because if 

you do not have the money and do not pay they will cut off services, and so one tries to 

get ahead the best they can]” (115). As her responses to questions on a measure of food 

security showed her household to be food insecure, it is clear that her choice to pay the 

light bill is indeed not the only choice she had to make. Sometimes the practice entails 
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paying several bills in installments, as in the case of this similarly low-resourced 

household, 

“hago un arreglo por ejemplo si ya me llegó una factura de $200 y yo les puedo 
decir pues sabe que sabes que no puedo pagar los $200 que me llevo de 
electricidad…entonces ellos me dicen manda tanto y ya del otro podemos ir 
descontando poco a poco.  

[I make an arrangement for example if I already got a bill for $200 and I can tell 
him [because he] knows that I can not afford the $200 cost of the electricity ... so 
then they just tell me to send some amount and the other can be deducted 
gradually]” (119).  

Prioritization is perhaps most visible in the consistently expressed awareness of 

the importance of making rent, particularly among those in the lower income brackets. 

“La renta y es lo más como indispensable que tiene uno que pagar [Rent is the most 

essential thing one has to pay]” (127). This is potentially even more daunting given the 

escalating costs of rent due to real estate prospecting and gentrification in Austin 

neighborhoods that were once Latino dominated, and where many of the participants 

lived. Finding apartments or houses that will rent to families without a Social Security 

Number can be challenging in the first place, some reported that, “no podíamos rentar 

porque no teníamos un seguro [we could not rent there because we didn’t have a social 

security number]” (124), evictions and losing homes could prove even more complicated 

for undocumented households as finding housing for them can be even more difficult.  

While this study can say nothing about whether this awareness is heightened 

among undocumented Latinos as compared to other Austinites, many of those 

interviewed express the importance of vigilance in paying the rent in full, “la renta 

siempre tiene que pagarla completa [rent always has to be paid in full]” (303). For 

some, months are consumed by preoccupation with its payment, specifically reducing 

costs the last weeks of the month in order to make rent. As one woman describes, “más 
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que nada lo que es la última semana del mes, siempre tratamos de no gastar. Lo que es 

las dos últimas semanas, para ahorrar lo de la renta [more than anything the last week 

of the month, we always try not to spend. The last two weeks, to save for the rent] (307). 

Another man- from a slightly better off middle-income household describes his strategy 

of using one paycheck to pay all the bills and everything they need for a half month of 

food, and then the next to pay the rent and perhaps have a little left over, “lo que yo hago 

es que de un cheque pago los biles y compro para toda una quincena la comida y el resto 

ahí se queda. Y cuando viene el de la renta pues entonces se paga la renta pero pues de 

ahí va sobrando poquito también [what I do is I write a check to pay the bills and I buy 

food for a fortnight save the rest. And when the rent is due I pay the rent but with that 

there can be a little extra also]” (132). Whether it is the rent or a different bill, for many 

the choice to prioritize one over the other is forced—even if all the bills are paid 

including the rent, the money left just isn’t enough to get by,“sí pasa seguido pero 

tenemos para pagar nuestras cuentas y pagar la renta, pero no tenemos dinero suficiente 

[yes it happens often that we have enough to pay our bills and pay rent, but we don’t 

have enough money]” (302). In other words, having enough to pay the bills at the end of 

the day can mean there is not enough for food or any other need. 

Further disciplining households to the importance of timely bill payment are the 

additional fees for late payments that mean that, in addition to coming up with the 

payment they were already struggling to pay, add even more to those costs, “cuando la 

renta no la puedo pagar me dan hasta ocho días para pagarla y entonces en lo que yo 

junto dinero para pagarlo ehh me cobran recargos también, entonces, hay que pagar lo 

de la renta y un recargo más por eso, por esperarnos [when I can’t afford the rent they 

give me eight days to pay it and then I get together the money to pay it and the 

surcharges charged me too, so you have to pay the rent and charges even above that, for 
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waiting]” (119). Particularly taxing for households when the issue driving nonpayment in 

the first place is insufficient funds, late fees further cause households to assign one bill 

importance over other necessary items including food. Late payments may be 

appropriately understood as a tax on the poor and are further evidence of how treatment 

of poverty in the U.S. has shifted from policies to incentivize work to policies that punish 

and discipline the poor (Piven & Cloward, 1993; Soss, Fording, & Schram, 2011; 

Wacquant, 2009).  

For others, prioritization is used more to respond to the precarious conditions of 

informal sector low-wage work. Like anyone employed precariously, some months one 

may earn more than enough to cover costs. Other months, one may earn less that what the 

household needs to make ends meet. Prioritization can thus mean, as one man explained, 

taking advantage of extra income in good months to pay bills that have accumulated in 

the bad ones, “sí, como yo en este mes, hay bastantes horas en el trabajo, entonces dejó 

acumular los biles, de uno o dos meses atrás para pagarlos en el de este mes, porque sé 

que voy a agarrar un cheque más grande [yes, as this month I work a lot of hours, so I let 

the bills accumulate, from one or two months ago, in order to pay them in this month, 

because I know I'm going to get a bigger paycheck]” (132).  

This is common and typically seasonal and semi-regular occurrence in industries 

like construction. As one woman explained, “de hecho, cuando nos ha pasado eso es más 

que nada diciembre y enero que hay muchos días festivos y él no trabaja lo suficiente [in 

fact, when it has happened to us more than anything is in December and January when 

there are many holidays and he did not have enough work]” (116). At its most extreme, 

the variability of work can have significant consequences. In her household, one woman 

described how the variability of her ex-husband’s work as a delivery subcontractor left 

her with costs impossible to shoulder on a minimum wage janitorial job resulting in late 
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mortgage payments and eventually the loss of their home,“entonces eso sube y baja y 

prácticamente yo tenía que solventar todos los gastos… Se van acumulando las deudas. 

Nos retrasamos en el pago de la casa [it [his wages] went up and down and I had to 

cover virtually all the costs... debts accumulated. We got behind in paying the house 

[mortgage]]” (303). 

While the choice between rent and electricity or between rent and food, makes the 

practice of prioritization glaringly apparent, middle and high (in terms of this study) 

resourced families who report earnings above $20,000 annually also practice 

administration. According to one man in the $20-25,000 income bracket,  

“ay situaciones que uno no alcanza, su salario no le alcanza para comprar 
suficiente comida o que los niños quieren algo más y uno dice, voy y te compro 
esto y si tú lo quieres, vas a tener que dejar de pagar este bill y luego se va a ir 
acumulando más y entonces en ese aspecto sí afecta y eso le pasa a todas las 
personas que estamos viviendo en la oscuridad se puede decir 

[situations when one doesn’t have enough, your salary is not enough to buy 
enough food or the children want something else and you say, I go and I buy you 
this if you want it, but you have to not pay this bill and later it begins to 
accumulate more and then, in that aspect, yes it does affect all of the people who 
are living in the darkness you could say]” (132), 

Sometimes one’s salary is not enough for food or for everything one needs for the 

children, so it becomes a choice of satisfying immediate needs instead of paying a bill, 

which can lead to further accumulation of debt. Another woman from a slightly better off 

household describes it as deciding to forgo one need to pay other necessary 

costs,“tratamos de salir, ó sea tratamos de ayudarnos. Uh, nos cortan la luz, poquito que 

juntamos… nos privamos de algún este de alguna necesidad para la pagar lo importante, 

lo principal para levantar o sostener el hogar [we try to get ahead, we try to help each 

other. The light was cut, but we put our money together... we deprive ourselves some in 

order to pay what is important, the main things to keep afloat or sustain the home]” 
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(107). Reflecting a slightly different experience, a young undocumented student in the 

highest resource bracket (entirely because of continued parental support and full tuition 

scholarships) describes the need to prioritize, “I had no money to pay for um my rent. Or 

no, I had to choose between either my car and food or my rent. And so I was in a very 

tricky situation” (301). 

 

Con poquito puedes – the Practice of Budgeting  
 
“Sí, con poquito uno puede comer 
[Yes, with little one can eat]” (110). 

This statement, made by one of the lowest resourced households (renters earning 

less than $10,000 annually), highlights two key functions of the second key practice of 

administration – budgeting. Referring to the ability to get by, this assertion that, “with 

little, one can,” highlights both the utility of the practice of budgeting in supporting 

households survival on relatively few monetary resources and pride in being able to do 

so. Budgeting refers to manipulating resources so that they have broader reach 

(essentially to save money by economizing), “o sea, hemos tratado de economizar y de 

salvar dinero [that is, we have tried to economize and save money]” (130). Budgeting 

also refers to anticipating and responding to a lack of resources by further cutting costs, 

“Sí, ya cuando vemos que falta una semana, y todavía no hemos completado 

todo…Recortamos gastos [Yes, and when we see rent is due in a week and we do not 

have everything ... We cut expenses]” (309).  

In some cases, budgeting is forced as households must carefully manage what 

they have in situations of a real lack of resources, “Hay muchas cosas que por mi sueldo 

yo no puedo hacer [There are many things that on my salary I cannot do]” (306). In 

other cases budgeting is in interest to intentionally save to meet financial goals, 
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“Teníamos la meta de no malgastar el dinero en nada… Tratábamos mucho de ahorrar, 

nuestra meta era ahorrar [We had the goal not to waste money on anything ... We tried a 

lot to save, our goal was to save]” (311). In both, one can see a kind of pride in frugality.  

Households report attempting to carefully manage their spending and 

consumption practices via choosing stores based on real and perceived price differences, 

consensus being on the local “al HEB que pienso que es más económico [the HEB I think 

it is cheaper]” (302); “una vez al mes voy a Sam’s, por mayoreo cobro más barato y 

pues es un supermercado como frutas y verduras como más voy a una tienda que se 

llama el Pollito, dicen que es de unos chinos que no es de mexicanos pero parece 

mexicano es para la comunidad hispana [once a month I will go to Sam’s, for wholesale 

it is cheaper and from the supermarket like fruits and vegetables I go more to a shop 

called the Pollito, 11 they say it is owned by some Chinese people and that it is not 

Mexican but it seems Mexican and it is for the Hispanic community]” (304); and, “Voy a 

Pollito o a HEB, depende de cuándo veo algo más caro, voy a otro sitio más barato [I'll 

go to Pollito or HEB, depends on when I see something more expensive, I go to the other 

cheaper one]” (309). Also, in times of extreme scarcity, knowing about and utilizing 

community resources like food banks and churches can provide crucial support, “Lo 

vivimos cuando nada más trabajaba yo, nos tocó ir a buscar ayuda en las iglesias para 

que nos pagaran la renta, o que nos pagaran el recibo de la luz [We lived that experience 

when only I worked, we had to go to seek help from the churches to pay the rent, or pay 

the electricity bill]” (313). 

While consistently used across undocumented Latino households, the terms in 

which budgeting is used or understood changes based on available resources/pressure, 

                                                
11 Name changed. 
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following patterns seen in prioritization. For lower resourced households, budgeting 

choices refer to the ability to meet basic needs and costs, “en ese aspecto pues siempre 

ciertas cosas que no que a veces uno tiene que hacer o dejar de no hacer porque sabe 

que no va tener dinero [in that regard there are always certain things that one has to do 

or not do because he knows he will not have money]” (305). Put another way, one 

woman said, “Lo que tenemos es ‘al día’, ‘al día’, ‘al día’; no compro lo que me gustaría 

comprar, yo compro mi ropa en tiendas de segunda o a veces voy a los Garaje y 

encuentro buenas opciones y cosas así [What we have is 'the day', 'the day', 'the day'; I 

don’t buy what I would like to buy, I buy my clothes at thrift stores or sometimes go to the 

garage sales and find good choices and things like that]” (124). Budgeting can even 

mean limiting food, “Pues limitarme con algunas cosas, como comida [I limit some 

things, like food]” (104).  

Among slightly higher resourced households, those earning between $20,000-

$30,000, mentions of budgeting begin to reflect perceptions that, “ganamos,” we earn. 

They make money, yet limiting or restricting consumption is still required, “sí ganamos, 

pero tenemos que limitarnos en otras cosas [yes we earn [enough or well], but we have 

to restrict certain things]” (114). Limitations refer to items less basic than food, “Pues 

nosotros casi, pues no viajamos por lo mismo que no tenemos lo suficiente de dinero y mi 

esposo yo y mi hija no salimos a ningún lado [Well, we almost, we do not travel because 

we do not have enough money and my husband and my daughter and I we don’t go out 

anywhere]” (302). Also, households mention budgeting in terms of stretching income via 

the use of strategies like taking food to work, or perhaps more appropriately, the 

perspective that it is a choice “o me levanto temprano para hacerle desayuno para que se 

lleve al trabajo. Así nos ahorramos que todos los días esté comprando en la calle. Él se 

lleva comida de la casa [or I get up early to make breakfast for him to take to work. In 
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this way we save every day not buying on the street. He takes food from the house]” 

(314).  

Among the most resourced households ($30,000-$60,000 annually), comments on 

budgeting practice reflected less of a fear that ends won’t necessarily meet, but instead a 

guarded awareness of the importance of carefully calculating expenses, “No gastamos 

más de lo que no tenemos que gastar, o sea, nosotros lo que hacemos es comprar lo 

básico, gastar lo básico y lo que sobra del cheque se va para el banco, para el día que no 

tengamos nosotros trabajo, tenemos de donde agarrar [We do not spend more than what 

we have to spend, that is, what we do is to buy the basics, spend on the basics and what is 

left of the check goes to the bank, so that when we do not have our work, we have money 

saved]” (134). Sometimes this requires a significant degree of detail, “I always make a 

budget by hand. Um, split that up and look at all the dates in which I have to pay certain 

bills and figure out by what date I might receive the money from my current job and what 

I can apply and what I can hold off on a bit” (301).  

At times, this comes along with references to prior sacrifices made to arrive at the 

current position of improved stability,“Tenemos como tres años que empezamos a salir 

una vez al año. Por muchos años no salimos a ningún lado [About three years we started 

to go out [on vacation] once a year. For many years we do not go anywhere]” (311). In 

other words, intentional decisions are made to restrict consumption in order to direct 

resources toward future goals, like a home, “Nunca pasamos hambre, pero igual, 

comíamos a veces no lo que queríamos, pero ese era el plan estructural que hicimos 

cuando agarramos la casa, o sea, que algunas veces no íbamos a comer lo que 

quisiéramos, sino lo que se pudiera en el momento [We never went hungry, but still, 

sometimes we did not eat what we wanted, but that was the structural plan that we made 
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when we bought the house, that is, sometimes we would not eat what we want, but what 

we could at the time]” (130).  

These higher resourced households often referenced a real awareness of the past 

(and ever present) precariousness of their situation. They stressed the need to save 

because you never know if you were going to have enough for next month, “No puede 

uno gastar de más. Si sobra un poquito tiene uno que guardarlo, porque el mes que entra 

no sabemos si se va a completar o no No puede uno gastar de más. Si sobra un poquito 

tiene uno que guardarlo, porque el mes que entra no sabemos si se va a completar o no 

[One can not overspend. If there is extra one has to save it, because the month that comes 

you never know if there will be enough or not]” (308). She needs to maintain savings and 

to have resources available in case of an emergency was also empahsized, “debes tener 

guardado para cualquier emergencia. Porque no sabes tú si te vas a accidentar, que 

tienes que pagar hospital. Cualquier cosa, no sabemos lo que pueda pasar, entonces es 

importante mantenerlo” [you should have something saved for emergencies. Because you 

never know if you'll be in an accident, if you have to pay the hospital. Anything, we don’t 

know what could happen, so it’s important to keep savings] (313). Even among families 

who generally feel secure enough in their newfound financial security to own homes and 

express sentiments of not being afraid, there is a constant awareness that at any moment a 

household member could be deported, or suffer an accident that results in expenses that 

they cannot pay for because of their exclusion from most health insurance options. These 

situations could send them back to a situation of real precarity that they left and 

highlights the persistent awareness of the lack of an authorized immigration status in their 

lives. 
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TRABAJAR Y TRABAJAR – INFORMAL WORK IN THE FORMAL LABOR MARKET 
 
“Trabajo hay mucho yo siempre he dicho. Trabajo hay mucho” 
[There is a lot of work I always say. There is a lot of work]” (303). 
 

Central to la lucha is informal participation in the formal labor market. The theme 

of trabajando – working – encompasses immigrants’ experiences with everything they 

themselves define as work. This includes arrangements where they are hired by a boss 

who determines their hours, schedule and pay; independent subcontracting in 

construction (or similar industries); and domestic work of any kind (e.g. childcare work 

as a nanny or cleaning work for a formal company or self-solicited in private homes), 

even if they themselves also hire other workers. It does not include informal selling of 

goods or services (used items, Mary Kay, etc.) or childcare performed in their own home. 

These activities are discussed in the next section. 

The figures below describe the distribution of work and employment for the 

households in this study. As shown in Figure 3, consistent with trends in gendered  

Figure 3: Gendered Distribution of Employment in Participant Households (n=49).12 

                                                
12 45 of 49 households were partnerships. Of the partnerships, 1 was homosexual male and 44 either 
identified as heterosexual or mentioned at least one prior heterosexual relationship. 
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household relationships among Latino immigrant households, men carry a higher 

proportion of the household’s (in)formal employment burden. According to the U.S. 

Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), a higher proportion of Latino men (58%) than Latina 

women (Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), 2014) and a higher proportion of foreign born 

men (58%) as compared to foreign born women were in the U.S. labor force in 2014 

(Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), 2016). 

Figure 4 shows the distribution in occupation/industry by gender among study 

households. The occupational distribution of study participants is also consistent with 

general U.S. labor market trends. 

Figure 4: Occupation of Participants & Their Partners by Gender (n=49 households). 

 

As seen in the charts above, women’s employment is divided in thirds: one-third 

not working, one-third working in cleaning, and one-third working in a combination of 

restaurant (9%), childcare (6%), and factory, dry cleaning or gas station work (2% each).  

Over half (53%) of the men in the study work in the construction industry, 

reflective of undocumented Latino employment in Austin. Another 11% work in 

restaurants, followed by 4% each in cleaning and mechanic work, 2% in landscaping, 
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nonprofit, factory, event rentals and factory work, 9% in occupations that were not 

specified and 9% are not working. Table 12 shows the breakdown of employment status 

and occupation of employment by year of interview. 

Table 12: Work & Employment Characteristics by Year of Interview. 

 Overall 2013 2014 2015 
 Self Partner Self Partner Self Partner Self Partner 
Employment Status 
Working Full Time 37% 53% 20% 53% 47% 64% 50% 70% 
Working Part time 12% 10% 10% 11% 13% 0% 14% 30% 
Working occasionally 18% 12% 25% 16% 20% 21% 7% 0% 
Not Working  33% 12% 45% 21% 20% 14% 29% 0% 
Occupation 
Cleaning 29% 8% 25% 5% 33% 13% 29% 7% 
Construction/Maintenance 22% 31% 25% 35% 40% 27% 0% 29% 
Dry cleaning 2% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 7% 0% 
Event Rentals 2% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 7% 0% 
Factory 0% 4% 0% 0% 0% 13% 0% 0% 
Gas Station 0% 2% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 7% 
Childcare 6% 0% 5% 0% 0% 0% 14% 0% 
Manager 0% 2% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 7% 
Mechanic/auto-related 0% 4% 0% 0% 0% 13% 0% 0% 
Non-profit 0% 2% 0% 0% 0% 7% 0% 0% 
Restaurant 10% 8% 0% 5% 7% 7% 29% 14% 
Landscaping 0% 0% 0% 5% 0% 0% 0% 0% 
Other not specified 4% 10% 10% 20% 0% 0% 0% 7% 
Not working 6% 14% 5% 25% 0% 13% 14% 14% 
NA 18% 10% 30% 0% 20% 7% 0% 29% 
Source: Interviews from the Parenting and Economics Studies. 
Percentages may not add to 100% due to rounding. 

 

All households in the study had at least one member who participated in the 

formal sector on an at least an occasional basis. The most frequent household work 

distribution (counting only primary partnerships and not additional adults) was one full-

time worker only, though among households in the highest income bracket this was 

surpassed by households where either the participant or their partner work full-time and 
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another works at least occasionally. Not surprisingly, as access to more work means more 

income, both participant and partner in households in the highest income bracket tended 

to both work more consistently though this chart says nothing about family size and 

childcare responsibilities, nor about earnings from informal work. Figure 5 below gives a 

sense of the distribution of workers by household, by work schedule and by household 

income level. 

Figure 5: Distribution of Number of Workers per Household by Income Level. 

 
      *1 of the FT worker households is actually 2 PT workers 

 

Trapped in Precarity: El mayor trabajo… 
 
“Sin trabajar no creo que haya dinero. Siempre que trabajar, mientras se pueda.” 
[Without work there is no money. Always have to work, while you can.]” (303) 
 

By definition, undocumented immigrants are denied access to formal work in the 

U.S. thus rendering informal all formal work performed, even if done in the formal sector 

under the structure of an employment relationship. In a context of limited access, it is 

unsurprising that the work experience engenders a sense of limitation, or being trapped or 

constrained. The sense of constraint expressed, however, extends beyond access to work 
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authorization itself and formal employment to an understanding of one’s rights in the 

employment relationship. 

This is perhaps best highlighted in one woman’s reflections on her current 

position as, “el mejor trabajo que he tenido en toda mi vida [the best job I’ve ever had in 

all my life]” (303). The current job to which she is referring is as a janitor with a 

professional cleaning service. Her assignment is always the same, cleaning one of the 

large office buildings now home to a number of the new technology companies that have 

located in the city. She leaves early every morning to arrive after a 2 hour bus ride by 

7am, works for 8 to 9 hours cleaning the bathrooms of the building, and returns the next 

day to do the same. After fourteen years working with the same company in the same 

building, she makes $14.25 an hour. This is double her initial wage of  $7.50 an hour. Her 

current rate could be said to reflect all the years of her work – she received a raise of 

$0.50 each year of her service (though the second year she received a $2 raise under 

different management). She laughed when she told me that in the last year,“me 

aumentaron $0.25 nada más porque ya piensa que gano mucho [they gave me only a 25 

cent raise because they think now I earn a lot]” (303). Several times in the interview she 

mentioned how lucky she felt to have this job. 

What makes this case so illustrative of the situation of precarious work is not that 

this case is an exception or something at which to take offense. It is the fact that, both in 

comparison to her own work history and with those of the majority of people in the study, 

her declaration of being happy with her job makes sense. A steady income for fourteen 

years that has actually included raises (though they have only resulted in a raise of about 

$4 in 14 years, taking inflation into account) nevermind the fact that it still doesn’t match 

the city’s living wage, and at a job that is, in some respects, less physically exhausting, 

puts her in a better position than many others in the study. In her particular case, she 
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began to work as a pre-teen in Mexico before coming to the U.S. When she arrived here 

she first worked two seasons in agriculture and included a few intense years of farmwork 

supplemented by restaurant work, picking beets by day and working for the restaurant 

where she slept making tortillas and lunches for farmworkers during the evenings and 

early mornings. She moved to Texas and worked for several years in a variety of unstable 

jobs, often in cleaning and at low wages.. 

Stability at work, regardless of low-wages or poor working conditions, appears to 

be an important variation in the lives and work histories of undocumented Latinos in the 

study. While full work histories are not available for the whole sample from among those 

for whom a work history is available it is apparent that stable work histories appear to be 

associated with relatively better economic situations, even if the work was relatively 

underpaid. As one example, an undocumented college student in the highest resource 

group because of both scholarships and his parents income, his mother and stepdad have 

held the same job in fast food for about twenty years, his entire life, neither making more 

than $10 an hour.  

While work instability is generally understood to be associated with poor 

household economic outcomes, the challenges of work instability are compounded for 

undocumented households because of the added barrier that work authorization presents 

to locating and keeping work. Even when work is located the threat of being let go again 

is higher, as seen in this woman’s case where she lost her job when there was a policy 

change in the company and they began to fire people and ask for work authorization 

documents, “No, lo que pasa es que empezaron a desocupar a la gente y empezaron a 

pedir papeles [No, what happened is they began to fire people and they began to ask for 

papers]” (126). 
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Palancas at Work – Finding Work and Making Connections  

For undocumented Latinos, connection to work in the formal sector is 

complicated. Having people to help you find work is fundamentally necessary. As the 

previous analysis of las palancas highlighted, social connections of friends and neighbors 

are crucial to finding work. 

 

CHAMBEANDO 
 
“Sé que cuando necesitamos dinero es cuando me pongo a hacer las cosas”  
[I know that when we need money is when I start to do things [informal sales]” (314). 

The constraints the state places on trabajando, working, in the formal sector for 

undocumented people further compels them to engage in income generating activities 

that are even more informal. Both in tandem with and instead of formal sector jobs, 

undocumented immigrants engage in a variety of other income generating activities to 

procure additional capital and obtain needed resources. Most commonly, these strategies 

include informal selling products (like food, Mary Kay or other catalog items and 

handicrafts), labor (repairing cars or household items) and reselling items in garage sales, 

los garajes. People engage in informal work activities both as occasional and regular 

practices on their own and in collaboration with family, friends and neighbors. Whether 

or not engaged in as a collaboration with someone else, informal economy work, 

chambeando, is heavily reliant on las palancas.  

While some information on informal economy participation was collected in the 

first year of data collection and is woven through this analysis as appropriate, this 

analysis is most heavily reliant upon the final two years, and particularly on the final year 

(2015), during which interviews elicited detailed information about household economic 

strategies. Though 2014 provided slightly less detailed information, both 2014 and 2015 
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did include structured questions about household economic practices and the Resource 

Generating Strategies Scale (Pyles, 2007), which allowed for a very general 

understanding of household engagement in informal strategies. However, even if a 

household interviewed in 2013 did not mention a particular activity that did not mean that 

they did not engage in it. Thus, to ensure consistency, themes were only considered 

relevant if they were supported by 2015 data, though emergent themes for all years were 

initially investigated. Frequencies included are not intended as representative claims 

about undocumented Latino practices, but rather to provide contextual and relational 

information and a general idea of patterns on how undocumented Latinos utilize informal 

economy activities. 

Figure 6: Informal Sales Activity by Income Level. 

Figure 6 shows the distribution of participation in informal work activities by 

informal employment sector for interviewees in 2014 and 2015. Responses to the 

Resource Generating Strategies scale showed everyone who responded participated, if 

even to a small degree, in the informal economy. Those in the low- and high-income 

categories who own homes reported medium to high informal economy participation, 

evenly split, while those in the middle income category who own homes reported either 

high (one) or low participation (one, the only homeowner with low participation). Renters 
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didn’t show as clear a pattern across categories. With regards to specific activities, the 

most common (according to this scale alone) were sales activities (no one engaged in 

sales of sex, drugs or stolen items). In the following section I discuss the most common 

informal economy activities among all participants – casual labor, informal sales 

including garage sales and direct sales work (Mary Kay). 

 

Casual Labor – Day Labor and Beyond 
 
“Buscar un trabajo por internet, donde te paguen ese día y hacerlo 
[Look for a job online, where they you pay that day and do that] ” (111). 
 

Casual labor – encompassing ad hoc construction work, maintenance, landscaping 

or any other work labor done for another individual (not a company), on a short term or 

temporary basis, “Sí, pueden ser entre de 3 días a, de 2 a 5 días [Yes, they can be from 3 

days, from 2 to 5 days]” (133), – is part of the informal work repertoire of undocumented 

Latinos. As one man described, in addition to his primary job, he works casual labor jobs 

to cover additional household costs, “yo también trabajo y a veces tengo unos trabajos 

fuera de mi trabajo. Es que trabajo para una compañía y a veces hago trabajos afuera de 

la compañía para alcanzar solventar alguna cosa que queremos [I also work and 

sometimes I have some jobs outside my job. It is that I work for a company and 

sometimes I do jobs outside the company in order to be able to pay for something we 

want]” (131).  

In addition to supplementing income, casual labor is also used to substitute for 

it/replace it during sudden bouts of unemployment or underemployment. In other words, 

weekend or extra work may be required just to make ends meet,“aunque sea el fin de 

semana para que pues para completar de pagar los gastos que tiene uno [even if it’s the 
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weekend in order to have enough to pay one’s costs]” (106). Particularly at the end of the 

month “si estamos como que, a fin de mes es que nos, nos, nos preocupamos un poquito 

por cómo lo vamos a hacer, pero a veces mi esposo sí, encuentra algún otro trabajo por 

ahí y uno ya le ayuda un poco con eso, entonces” [if we are like, at the end of the month 

we, we, we worry a little about how we're going to make do, but sometimes my husband 

yes, found some other work and that helps one already a little with that, then]” (118). 

Construction workers often use this strategy to deal with seasonal precarity of the work. 

As one man shared, “No, o sea, porque a veces en la construcción es muy, a veces puede 

haber trabajo y a veces no [No, I mean, because sometimes in construction it’s very, 

sometimes you can find work and sometimes not]” (133). 

Across income categories and household work structure, casual labor, generally 

acquired through las palancas is also performed as day labor solicited on street corners or 

from worker centers. As one woman from the middle income category explained, 

occasionally friends will call her husband for a job, “Pues a veces que algún amigo le 

llama a el que necesita que le haga un trabajo pues va a trabajar aunque sea el fin de 

semana [Because sometimes a friend calls him who needs him to do a job and so he will 

work even the weekend]” (106). Indeed, most often, casual labor appears to be located 

either directly or via their recommendations – most often through friends or 

acquaintances like neighbors and coworkers. As another woman from a household 

reporting less than $15,000 in annual income explained, her husband’s work patterns 

often depended upon his friends’ recommendations of him,“Sí, amistades que ha 

conocido y luego ya se pasan de que es un buen trabajador, que hace buenos trabajos y 

pues ya lo recomiendan [Yes, friends that know him and then they pass the word that he 

is a good worker, who does good work and then they recommend him]” (133).  



 165 

Workers also return the favor, either directly or to others, by inviting friends on 

extra jobs they acquire,“Cuando él hace esos trabajos, él invita a un amigo para que le 

ayude y le pagan a él también [When he does those jobs, he invites a friend to help him 

and they pay him too]” (314). Las palancas of work, even homeowners in construction, 

can also provide a way to intentionally build causal labor into what could become steady 

side work, as this man describes his process to build what is still sporadic work, but is 

moving towards a consistent client base, 

“Pues empecé haciendo trabajos así con gente en casas, pues ellos decían a más 
gente que podía hacer cosas y le fueron y de repente, ‘¿Puedes venir a cortar mi 
yarda?’ Y voy para allá.  Y después que si me puedes hacer una cerca.  Sí.  
¿Puedes hacerme una maqueta? Sí, yo te lo hago.  Y cuando no sé hacer algo a 
veces conozco gente que lo sabe hacer y, “Hay esto, ¿lo puedes hacer? Sí, vamos. 
Y vamos y lo hacemos. Así.” 

[Well I started doing work like this for people in their homes, and then they told 
other people I could do things and it went like this like, ‘Can you come to cut my 
yard?’ And I go there. And after that if I can do a fence. Yes. ‘Can you make me a 
model?’ Yes, I will do it for you. And when I don’t know something sometimes I 
know people who know how to do it and, ‘There's this job, can you do it? Yes, 
come on. And we go and do it. Like that]” (131). 

 

Informal Sales of Goods 
 
“El año pasado nos pusimos a vender que elotes preparados, tamales y no faltaba que 
hiciéramos para sacar para comer o para pagar la renta, pagar los gastos porque él no 
alcanzaba 
[Last year we started to sell prepared corn, tamales and we did not have enough to take to 
eat or to pay the rent, to pay expenses because he did not make enough]” (116) 
 

Aside from casual labor, the most popular informal economic strategy for 

generating income was sales of goods. By in large, informal selling was not considered a 

replacement for working and, except for the case of one woman, is undertaken on more 
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of an ad hoc and supplemental or emergency basis rather than as an attempt to generate a 

steady income. Informal sales is also not necessarily associated with nonwork; however, 

this strategy is most common among households with one full time worker and more 

common among all households with at least one full time worker than among households 

in which both partners (or the single individual) work less than full time. While items 

sold can be grouped into food and material goods, the function and process of those sales 

appears the same, so they are discussed together. 

The informal selling of goods is connected to both producing extra income to 

supplement the basic income and to provide replacement income to cover insufficient and 

loss of work. Though informal sales were utilized across families at all resource levels, 

the higher resourced families tended to frame the use of the strategy to producing extra 

income. For example, one woman talks about how she sells tamales to people she works 

with during Christmas time to make extra income, “en la Navidad la gente de mi trabajo 

me ordena tamales es decir durante la Navidad yo vendo tamales. Me hago extra como 

solamente en la Navidad como $700 extra, haciendo tamales [at Christmas time people 

at my work order tamales, that is to say during Christmas I sell tamales. I make extra like 

only at Christmas like $700 extra, making tamales]” (303). Others talked about having 

sold goods in order to obtain funds needed for costs just slightly further afield from basic 

needs, like school uniforms, “Nada más era así como cuando necesitamos cubrir un 

dinero, que me hacían falta $100.00 de repente o tenía un gasto que quería ser.  Por 

ejemplo, cuando tenía que comprarle los uniformes del juego al niño lo hacía, ‘voy a 

hacer tamales, a ver si con eso’ [It was only like when we needed to cover a cost, like 

when I am suddenly short $100.00 or perhaps had another expense I wanted to cover. 

For example, when I had to buy game uniforms for my son I said, ‘I'm going to make 

tamales, to see if that covers this’]” (123).  
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Several of the well resourced households refer to having used the strategy to make 

ends meet in the past; however, one family that continues to sell recycling talked about 

how not only was it key to budgeting, but in the past did so because they didn’t have 

money. 

“Lo he hecho como para, porque me haga falta tanto el dinero, básicamente por 
ejemplo cuando compramos soda en lata, pues guardamos los aluminios, o sea no 
los tiramos al recicle, al bote, si no los guardamos y pues ya al guardarlos, ya 
son treinta, veinte dólares que nos dan pues ya nos sirve hasta para comprar 
algo, comida en ese día, para comer alguna cosa o así, pero básicamente así ha 
sido”  

[I've done it too, because I was out of money, basically for example when we buy 
soda in cans, we keep the cans, that is to say we don’t recycle it, or trash it, no we 
keep it and then we to save it, and that’s thirty, twenty dollars that it gives us that 
we can use to buy something, whether food that day, to eat something or 
something like that, basically that’s how it’s been]” (130). 

A man from another well-resourced households talked about how two years ago, when he 

couldn’t find enough work, he started selling blankets during the winter time, “estuve 

vendiendo cobijas pero paramos porque como es suficiente el trabajo entonces no tiene 

suficiente tiempo para dedicar hacer otra cosa… no había suficiente trabajo, sí íbamos [I 

was selling blankets but we stopped because work is sufficient so then there is not have 

enough time to devote to something else ... there was not enough work, yes we would 

[sell]]” (131). While he is working and doesn't find the time now, given the opportunity, 

he would sell blankets again, though now just for extra income, “como hay la chance, 

como ahorita que empieza el frío mejor yo voy a agarrar un montón de cobijas y la 

reparto pero nada más es un dinero extra. No es tan seguido [when I have a chance, like 

now when the cold begins I'll grab a bunch of blankets and sell them for no reason other 

than a little extra money. Not that often]” (131).  
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Currently well-resourced families talk about how using this strategy in addition to 

other strategies in the past has helped them to save. The United Family talked about how 

it was a part of their overall economic strategy about ten years ago when their members 

were very focused on earning and saving, 

 “Hace como diez años, creo. Cuando le digo que estábamos en la meta de 
ahorrar y ahorrar para lograr nuestra casa. También en ese entonces vendía 
ropa, que era como fajas. Ropa apretada por dentro, que era bien cara, y tú los 
vendes y te queda la mitad. Yo hice eso también, en la fábrica les vendía a las 
muchachas. Ya después de eso, eso fue cuando estábamos en esa meta de sólo 
ganar y ahorrar, y ahorrar  

[About ten years ago, I think. When I say we had the goal to save and save in 
order to buy our house. Also we sold clothes, like belts, at the time. Tight clothes 
inside, it was rather expensive, you sell them and you earned half. I did that too, at 
the factory I sold them to the girls. And aside from that, this was during the time 
when the goal was only to earn and save, and save]” (311). 

For lower-resourced households in particular, however, informal sales are perhaps 

even more connected to an emergency response when a household realizes they won’t 

have enough to cover necessities. As one man described, when difficult times arrive, his 

family figures out something to sell, “sí si llegan momentos difíciles, pero a veces uno 

luchando si sale uno adelante... hacer algo en la casa y salir a vender, ya sea comida, o 

como se llama… [yes if hard times come, but sometimes if one struggles one gets ahead 

... make something at home and go out to sell it, whether food, or what’s it called…]” 

(119).  

Another woman describes selling food to make ends meet at the end of the month 

when all the bills are due, “Pues he vendido la comida para poder alcanzar, porque casi 

siempre a fin de mes es que ya no, se junta la renta, se juntan cosas [well I have sold 

food to make ends meet, because it almost always happens that at the end of the month 

there is not enough, to get the rent together, things together]” (118), or when they do not 
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see enough income in the week, “que es una semana va a estar muy corta o que no 

vamos a completar, este yo y mi mamá hacemos tamales y los vendemos a amistades o a 

veces a los maestros de las escuelas, de la escuela de mis hijos, este les llevamos a 

probar y les gustaron mucho y ya tengo muchos años este haciendo y ellos me compran, 

si y este casi más en tiempo de frío [when it is a week that will be very short or we won’t 

have enough, my mom and I make tamales and sell them to friends or sometimes to 

teachers at the schools, at my children’s school, we brought them so they could try them 

and they liked them a lot and now I have been doing this for many years and they buy 

them from me, and even more so in cold weather]” (133). The strategy is also used 

during times when other work is insufficient. 

Similar to casual labor, informal sales are highly reliant on las palancas. One 

woman who makes quinceñera dresses and does alterations talks about how she primarily 

does this work for friends who make requests, “porque casi siempre son las personas que 

me conocen. Pues, tienen eventos en sus casas como unos quince años, o una boda. 

Luego me dicen arréglame este vestido o este pantalón o el traje o así, yo se lo voy 

haciendola” [because they are almost always people who know me. Well, they have 

events in their homes, like a quinceñera, or a wedding. Later they ask me to fix this dress 

or these pants or suit and so, I start doing it] (120). Food is sold to neighbors, “Aquí con 

los vecinos, con los mismos vecinos [Here with neighbors, with the neighbors] (123; also 

116 and 126, specifically, among others), or to connections like other coworkers or the 

teachers at their child’s school, particularly around the holidays where they can sell a lot 

at one time “como en Thanksgiving o Navidad, a veces hemos vendido como $1000…. 

Porque conocemos a mucha gente que fuera y otros las maestras y pues así pues 

bastantito [like at Thanksgiving or Christmas, sometimes we have sold like $1,000... 

Because we know a lot of people around and other teachers and so a lot] (133). Some 
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question the effort and investment required in food sales though, as one woman 

commented when I asked her how much she earned selling tamales, “pues poquito, 

porque tengo que – por la inversión que uno hace también, la masa las hojas, todo eso 

[well very little, because I have to – for the investment that one makes also, the flour, the 

leaves, all that]” (126). 

Informal sales work was performed more often in ways consistent with self-

employment or small business then just ad hoc selling. In the case of one woman, though, 

it was not sufficiently structured around any particular business model or goals to be 

classified as such. That is somewhat evident in her description of her work, piecing 

together haphazardly everything she sells as we were surveying her collection of 

hairbows, “Moños es lo que más hago, pero a veces me piden un centro de mesa, 

adornos, hago. Casi no hago eso, me enfoco más en los moños…Ahorita simplemente 

hago manualidades para eventos, a veces me piden hacer algo. Vendo productos de 

belleza también [Hairbows are what more I do, but sometimes someone orders a table 

centerpiece, ornaments, I make. I almost never do thes, I focus mostly on the hairbows... 

Right now I simply do crafts for events, sometimes they ask me to make something. I sell 

beauty products also]” (314). Yet she produced her own products and was more focused 

and strategic in how she sold, “iba a esa tienda y vi que tenían moños, y les dije que yo 

hacía moños y que si querían verlos, y que se los dejaba más baratos…Y como los 

quieren en cada temporada, moños de primavera, moños de verano, y así me compran” 

[I would go to this store and I saw that they had hairbows, and I told them that I made 

hairbows and asked if they wanted to see them, and that I would sell them mine at a 

cheaper price... And as they want new ones with each season, spring hairbows, summer 

hairbows, and like that they buy them from me]” (314), landing her essentially an 
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informal contract where she sells hairbows on a seasonal basis. She also relies heavily on 

the internet to both learn and sell her crafts.  

 

Los Garajes 
 
“Nos juntamos cuatro o cinco vecinas y nos ponemos allí afuera ganando dinero” 
[We get together four or five neighbors and put ourselves outside making money]” (313). 
 

Perhaps the most collaborative way in which informal selling occurs are los 

garajes. In contemporary culture, garage sales are as much a symbol of Americana as the 

home itself. These sales evolved in the U.S. from early 18th century sales of surplus items 

on ship docks, to sales on the lawns of suburban family homes, to coordinated city and 

statewide events and that can now be tracked and promoted using a number of internet 

platforms. Though people can and do engage in garage sales on their own, for the 

households I interviewed, los garajes are typically, at the least, a household-level affair. 

While generally not a principal income source, they were seen as a useful mechanism to 

help stretch resources to make ends meet or obtain a little extra, “no tanto pero ya era 

cualquier cosa era algo que podía comprar de comida ya podía más hacer más cosas [it 

was not so much anything was something I could buy more food and could do more]” 

(305). 

Households across income levels used garage sales. While not a consistent 

income stream, garages were perceived to be helpful to both buyers and sellers. They 

allowed sellers to recover money spent on items they no longer needed or wanted or earn 

money on items obtained from others, “los mismos artículos que nosotros ya no 

queremos en casa” [the same items that we no longer want at home] (302), and buyers to 

acquires items they could use at lower cost “porque tienes cosas que no ocupas, y 
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piensas que les pueden ser de utilidad a otras personas [because you have things that 

you do not need, and think they can be useful to others]” (313). This aspect was 

particularly appreciated,“Como los niños van creciendo, van dejando muchos juguetes o 

ropa que ya no van a usar, y se puede hacer una venta de garaje con eso. Y de allí se 

saca un poquito de dinero, y con el mismo dinero se vuelve a comprar otra cosa para los 

niños” [As the children grow up, they outgrow many toys or clothes that they are no 

longer going to use, and you can make a garage sale with that. And from that you can 

make a little money, and with that same money you buy something else for the children]” 

(312). As one grandmother mentioned, they had held two sales somewhat motivated by 

her granddaughters’ clothing,“Desde que estamos aquí, si acaso dos veces el garaje, 

porque luego se les junta ropita de las niñas” [Since we've been here, we have twice held 

a garage sale, from which they got tighter the girls clothes]” (306).  

Garage sales were also used as a venue for reselling other items. In the case of the 

least resourced household I spoke with about garage sales, though the household owned 

their mobile home, he and his partner purchased at Goodwill or from other garage sales at 

their sales, which they held with some frequency, “y vendíamos ropa, muebles y todo 

eso… también, comprar cosas para vender… como en el Goodwill también…O también 

en los mismos garage sales buscando cosas y todo eso, zapatos, muebles [and we sell 

clothes, furniture and all that... also we buy things to sell... like in Goodwill also... or in 

the same garage sales looking for things and all that, shoes, furniture]” (129). 

A couple households (302, 312, 313, 314) discussed collaborating with neighbors 

to have a sale “A veces ella me habla y me dice ‘tengo muchas cosas, vamos a hacer un 

garaje’. Entonces empiezo a ver qué encuentro [Sometimes she calls me and says 'I have 

many things, let’s have a garage sale.' Then I begin to see what I can find]” (314) and 

“lo hacemos el garaje, que son dos veces por año” [we do the garage sale, that are once 
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or twice a year]” (313), two or three times a year. As one woman described, these 

collective sales provided social as well as economic benefits, “ahí nos juntamos con mis 

vecinas, para no estar solitas allí, nos juntamos varias, para estar platicando, estamos 

ahí viendo qué podemos vender [there we got together with my neighbors, in order to not 

to be alone there, several of us got together, in order to be talking, we are there seeing 

what we can sell]” (313). It also provided additional visibility as friends might live in 

more populated neighborhoods, as one woman said, “a veces nos juntamos las tres… 

siempre lo hacemos allá donde vive la amiga de mi amiga. Ella vive en una colonia de 

casas [sometimes we get together the three of us... we always hold it where the friend of 

my friend lives. She lives in a neighborhood of houses]” (314). Collaborating with her 

neighbors they would sell used items as well as food and other things that they had made 

to earn just a little bit more, “a veces me hago baked flan, entonces lo hago y lo vendo 

por rebanadas, eso se vende un poquito más [sometimes I bake flan, so I make it and sell 

it by slices, that way I sell a little more]” (313). 

 

Direct Sales Work – Mary Kay 

Women from five households in the study spoke about earning money from work 

in Direct Sales – working to sell Mary Kay (3), Avon (1) or, vaguely, “catalogs” (1). 

Direct Sales work refers to selling products directly to consumers rather than through a 

retail store or other intermediary, and is thus most often referred to in terms of the 

product or company/organization name (Mary Kay, Avon, Herbalife, etc.). I adopt this is 

a convention here by using “Mary Kay” to refer to all direct sales work. As work 

primarily performed by workers in their own homes and communities, the relationship 

between workers and the parent Direct Sales Organization (DSO) – Mary Kay – is 
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distinct from a formal employment relationship. Akin to strictly informal sales, workers 

are not legal employees and thus not entitled to benefits and do not earn a salary or wage. 

Yet it is also distinct from informal sales, as the products sold are directly sourced from a 

single entity, Mary Kay. The organizational logic relies heavily relies on the workers for 

its survival and growth.  

Given its networking logic, the multi-level-marketing (MLM) business model that 

Mary Kay and other DSOs follow dictates an expectation that workers recruit other 

workers into the salesforce and provides them a commission on the sales of those recruits 

to incentivize recruiting. However, the common emphasis on the network and 

family/women-friendly structure is often juxtaposed with that of competition–driven 

corporate bureaucracies. The women I spoke with who sold Mary Kay came from 

households at each range of household income (high, med, low) with one full-time 

worker. The household with previous Mary Kay experience was from a two full-time 

worker household. Over half were from home-owning households, particularly curious 

given the relatively few homeowners interviewed. 

Mary Kay work, however, serves a different function than other informal sales. 

Rather than an emergency response to resource scarcity or point-in-time opportunity to 

just make a little extra, it appears to be more of a consistent work practice. Aside from 

one woman who is highly active in informal sales that she “puts herself to sell Mary Kay” 

in addition to food items when the number of hours her husband is able to work at his 

construction job is reduced, “Porque él me dice, ‘la semana pasada trabajé tantas horas, 

y esta también. Y la que sigue no trabajaré más porque va a estar lloviendo…’ y así. 

Entonces es que yo digo que no vamos a completar, y me pongo a vender Mary Kay. 

Hago manzanas con chamoy [because he will tell me, ‘last week I worked this many 

hours, and this one too. And then the following I will not work more because it is going to 
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be raining...’ and like that. So then I say that we will not have enough, and I start to sell 

Mary Kay. I make apples with chamoy]” (314), the performance of Mary Kay work for 

others is not connected to producing added income just to make ends meet, or to 

obtaining resources in an emergency, 

“Sí, vendo AVON, pero eso pues, no es gran cosa, pero pues es algo… Pero eso 
es algo que yo hago y es un poco que por lo mismo de que mis hijos ya todos se 
van a la escuela, entonces en vez de trabajar decidí vender y he estado vendiendo 
poco a poco. 

[Yes, I sell AVON, it is not a big thing, but it is something... But it is something 
that I do and is a little something that because my children now all go to school, 
instead of work I decided to sell and I've been selling little by little]” (122). 

Instead, the interest in Mary Kay offers the idea/possibility of providing access to a real 

sustained income. As one woman said, “Además como puede uno salir adelante con ese 

trabajo” [furthermore, one can get ahead with this work]” (127), it is seen as a way to 

get ahead.  

According to one woman, were she to do Mary Kay work constantly, with the 

rhythm of a formal job, she could earn about $1,000 a week, “Si uno trabajara ocho 

horas diarias en puro Mary Kay… Si uno trabaja de lunes a viernes, ocho horas, como si 

fuera un trabajo normal, serían más de 1.000 dólares” [If you work eight hours a day in 

pure Mary Kay ... if you work Monday through Friday, eight hours, as if it were a normal 

job, you could make more than $1,000]” (314). Though they only earned 40-50% 

commission on their sales, “no me dan el 50 por ciento, sino que me dan el 40 por ciento 

de lo que yo venda” [They do not give me 50 percent, but give me 40 percent of what I 

sell]” (122), the ability to do well, was understood to be directly related to how often one 

could work, “si uno le echa ganas por su negocio va a sacar uno dinero, si no, pues no 

[if you put the effort into your business you will make money, if not, then not]” (127), but, 

with the necessary steps and follow-up, some women saw it as a viable way to earn 
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decent income. As the woman who was most excited about her Mary Kay work 

expressed, it was a way to gain status and money, 

“como es Mary Kay y la compañía Mary Kay te puede hacer directora y puedes 
subir más y siempre como uno – los sueños – como dicen, ¿a qué vienes a este 
país?  ¡Pues a triunfar! ¿Verdad?  Entonces sí, con la idea de ganar más y subir 
más.”  

[how Mary Kay is and the Mary Kay company you can become director and can 
go even higher and always as one - dreams - as they say, why did you come to 
this country? Well to succeed! Right? So yes, with the idea of earning more and 
go higher]” (127). 

The women all began Mary Kay work by route of palancas, via neighbors, 

“Porque mi amiga que vive abajo, ella vendía, entonces me ofreció [Because my friend 

who lives downstairs, she sold, she offered it to me]” (314), acquaintances associated 

with their children, “estuve llevando a mi hijo pequeño a terapia del habla, ahí conocí a 

una muchacha que vendía y por medio de ella, ella me inscribió y ya inicié [I was taking 

my younger son to speech therapy, there I met a girl who was selling and through her, 

she signed me up and I started]” (122), and connections at work, “porque fue una señora 

a vender al restaurante donde trabajaba [because it was a lady who sold to the 

restaurant where he worked]” (127). This type of work is not necessarily unfamiliar. One 

woman recalled her feelings upon being invited to work with Mary Kay via a work 

connection. Her excitement stemmed from her experience selling with her mother in 

Mexico, “Le ayudé a vender y entonces yo le dije que yo vendía en México… porque yo 

en México le ayudaba a mi mamá a vender. Le hacíamos a todo en México” [I helped her 

sell and then I told her that I sold in Mexico... because in Mexico I was helping my mom 

to sell. We did everything in Mexico] (127). Indeed, Mary Kay and other DSOs have 

developed a global presence, with Mary Kay first expanding into Latin American markets 

as early as 1980 in Argentina and into Mexico in 1989 (K. Flynn, 2010).  
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The centrality of las palancas to Mary Kay work is also apparent in the sales 

transactions themselves. Sales are made primarily via direct connections – “a amistades o 

familiares [to friends or family] (122), to friends and acquaintances, like colleagues and 

neighbors, though some occasionally rely on more distant connections to function or 

establish new connections with strangers. As one woman describes, she offers the 

products to people she knows because they either already know the product and request 

something, or by offering facials to those who don’t, “bueno, con mis conocidas les 

ofrezco. Muchas personas lo conocen, conocen el producto, entonces con mis conocidas 

les ofrezco que tengo…  o cuando no usan el producto les hago el facial y cuando ya lo 

usan pues nada más me dicen: “Quiero una crema o así [to my acquaintances I offer. 

Many people know the company, know the product, and so to the people I know I offer 

what I have ... or when they don’t use the product I give them a facial and then when they 

use it they say, ‘I want a cream or so’]” (127). Another describes how she uses her 

extended network, specifically her support group for parents of special needs children. As 

she sees it, she offers skin care classes to women in the groups as a kind of exchange, or 

something to help out the organizers, “Ah, pues yo voy a las clases que dan, y a veces soy 

también parte de la clase, como doy clases de moños y de cuidado de la piel con los 

productos de Mary Kay, así trato de ayudarlas, a las organizadoras, a dar unas clases 

[Ah, because I go to the classes they give, and sometimes I am also part of the class, I 

teach hairbows and skin care with Mary Kay products, and try to help them, to the 

organizers, by giving some classes]” (314).  

More occasionally, sales are made to people located at much further distance in 

the network structure, if connected at all. One woman describes this as possible because 

you can offer products to anyone you meet, just by giving them a card, “cuando te 

encuentras a una persona le puedes dar una tarjeta [when you meet someone you can 
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give them a card]” (127). In the one case she recalled, she described selling a cream to a 

woman that she just met at the local supermarket, “me encontré a una señora y le di una 

tarjeta y ella me dijo que sí, me la agarró y me dijo que gracias y ya después me llamó 

por teléfono y me dijo que quería una crema. También trabajamos de esa manera, con 

personas así [I met a woman and gave her a card and she said yes, she took the card and 

said thanks and then later phoned me and told me she wanted a cream. We also work that 

way with people like that]” (127).  

Soliciting strangers doesn’t appear to be the preferred sales route, however, as 

seen in one woman’s comment indicating that she was going to provide an example of 

going out door knocking, “Pues por ejemplo, yo salgo a tocar [Well for example, I go to 

doorknocking]” and then directly following that to say “con mis conocidas les ofrezco” 

[to my acquaintances I offer]” (127), that she actually sells to people she knows. Another 

more explicitly states that though she could “dar una vuelta [take a walk]” now that her 

daughter is in school, “pero me da pena. No me gusta [but it is embarrassing. I don’t like 

it]” (314). So she focuses on her friends and their networks. Instead of organizing events 

or things to reach the extended networks, she uses technology – specifically Facebook – 

as a mechanism for connecting, as she explains,   

“Así que yo lo hago más con las amigas que ya tengo, les digo que si quieren el 
facial. A veces me lo compran, y como les gustan las cremas, cada vez que se les 
terminan me vuelven a comprar. Y esas amigas tienen más amigas, entonces me 
comunican con ellas. Yo lo hago por computadora, por Facebook. Todos los días 
pongo fotos de los productos, todos los días pongo ofertas” 

[And so I do it more with the friends that I have, I tell them that if they want I’ll 
give them the facial. Sometimes they buy from me, and as they like the creams, 
each time they run out they end up buying from me again. And those friends have 
more friends, and so I talk to them. I do it by computer, Facebook. Every day put 
pictures of the products, every day I put deals]” (314). 
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While it relies heavily on social connections, Mary Kay work is essentially an 

individual project. Women work by themselves to earn money for themselves. The 

incentive to recruit others, however, adds an element (however small) of collective work. 

At the very least, workers help others get what they need to begin, “ella me proporcionó 

lo que necesitaba y fue todo [she gave me what I needed and that was it]” (122). One 

woman explained, “cada quien trabaja sola, pero como yo era nueva, ella me ayudaba. 

Si yo tenía una pregunta, ella me ayudaba. Y ahora yo metí a mi amiga a vender también 

[everyone works alone, but as I was new, she helped me. If I had a question, she helped 

me. And now I got my friend to sell well]” (314). The incentive structure that gives 

commissions based on the sales of one’s recruits essentially ensures (as it is intended to) 

this practice, that workers will include and support others to do the work. While from one 

perspective banal as in the sense that it could motivate relationship-building or 

maintenance solely out of the interest of capital, from another perspective perhaps just 

recognizes and rewards what is already a functional understanding of relationships. Given 

the already clear importance and reliance upon las palancas among undocumented 

Latinos, it perhaps has particular relevance as an economic strategy. 

The importance of las palancas not only to obtaining and performing the work, 

but also to the how and why they choose to engage in this particular type of work, is 

reflected in one woman’s comment on the benefits of working with Mary Kay; 

“La Mary Kay es una compañía de las mujeres y luego se siente uno bien con el 
grupo de las compañeras que a veces muchas personas están encerradas que no – 
como muchas hispanas, nosotros mismos que no salen o algo así, que no tienen 
trabajo, que no consiguen trabajo, entonces ahí todas las personas que quieran 
trabajar pueden trabajar; les guste trabajar, pueden trabajar aquí” (127).  

[Mary Kay is a company of women and so later one feels good with the group of 
women partners that sometimes many people are closed off and no - as many 
Hispanics, we ourselves do not go out or anything like that, don’t have work, that 
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can’t get work, and so all people who want to work can work; if they like to work, 
they can work here]” (127).  

In many respects, the independent contractor status of workers in direct sales can prove 

problematic as it dramatically limits worker protections and essentially exempts 

companies from responsibility to the workers, from providing them with health insurance 

for example. In the case of undocumented immigrants, however, it is a particular 

advantage. As independent contractors, they are in charge of their own labor and thus do 

not have to provide or prove work authorization status to anyone. 

 

VIENDO PA’LANTE: SAVINGS AND GOALS 
 
“aquí no alcanza uno para ahorrar” 
[here one does not have enough to save] (116) 
 

Saving for the future is fundamental, and fundamentally complicated. For some 

households, there was just no money to save. As one woman whose partner was not 

currently working full-time said, “No pues la verdad no se puede ahorrar porque con la 

miseria que le pagan a uno de indocumentado [I mean the truth is you can’t save because 

of the miserable pay that you make if you are undocumented]” (116).  

Some households were able to save and discussed their savings strategies. That 

discussion was often structured around their use of “metas” or goals with regards to their 

household economy and recognized that as something that has helped them. As the male 

partner in the household in one such case said, “Pero en este caso, unas de las cosas que 

nos ha ayudado a salir adelante y a salir con los gastos o cosas así o con alguna meta 

que tenemos, es eso [But in this case, one of the things that has helped us to get ahead 

with the expenses and things are the goals that we have, it’s that]” (130). Resource 

sharing also supported saving.   
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Si yo tuviera esos papeles, If I had those papers…  

Obtaining legal status for many becomes constructed as a solution to life’s 

challenges, and for some, it takes on almost mythical powers. This is illustrated well in 

one woman’s reflection on what her life will be like post immigration reform, “con la 

reforma migratoria, yo tenía una carrera, estar trabajando en mi casa, que mis hijas 

estén bien en la escuela, que ya esté controlado el déficit de atención de la pequeña, y la 

mayor camino a la Universidad [with immigration reform, I will have a career, to be 

working at home, that my daughters are well at school, that the attention deficit of the 

younger is controlled, and the oldest is on the way to the University]” (313). Access to 

legal status promised by immigration reform, presumably by providing her with access to 

formal work, will ensure that she will have not only a job but a career and a home, but 

also that her kids will have their ADD under control and be doing well in school. While 

legal status might at least set her on the path to some of these goals, the level of her 

expectations associated with obtaining legal status are likely overblown. Similar 

sentiments were echoed in this response to a question about how legal status would 

impact the life of this man who, like the previous woman, has been here over ten years. 

“Si yo tuviera esos papeles, [If I had those papers]” he said, “mi familia no tendría tanto 

estrés, a lo mejor mis hijos tuvieran mejores calificaciones en su escuela [my family 

would not have so much stress, maybe my children would have better grades at school]” 

(130). Again, while it may be that his family would have less stress and his children 

could get better grades because of this change, his expectations reveal more about the 

daily stress he is facing than what papers actually provide. 
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This fierce belief in the life changing power of legal status is also seen in 

instances where lack of status is blamed for situations that extend beyond the access 

limitations of undocumented status. In this regard, one older woman talked about a 

several business ideas she has taken to varying degrees of fruition, yet has never gotten 

far because she lacks a Social Security Number. In this instance she discussed an attempt 

to execute a plan for selling used clothes, 

“Han tenido muchas ideas buenas; vender ropa usada, por ejemplo. Pues no, se 
quedó con la ropa usada, porque ya con los precios, ya con etiquetas, ya con 
todo, para buscar un negocito para abrir la tienda. Ya con maletas sin fin de 
ropa, y no pudo igual porque le pedían el seguro para abrir eso. Entonces toda la 
ropa la fuimos a donar a la del Army, y era mucha, mucha. Regalamos mucha 
para una iglesia, para los niños de cáncer. Y otra vez, el seguro, el seguro, el 
seguro.” 

[They have had many good ideas; sell used clothing, for example. Well no, he 
stayed with used clothing, because with prices as with labels, and yet to find a 
little business to open shop. And with endless bags of clothes, and the same could 
not because he was asked to open that safe. Then all the clothes went to donate to 
the Army, and was very, very. We give a lot for a church, for children with 
cancer. And again, insurance, insurance, insurance].” (306) 

Because the boundary that legal status presents to access “good” jobs in the 

formal sector is so rigid, it logically follows that with any thoughts of obtaining legal 

status come expectations of good employment. Yet this expectation alone, not to mention 

the extensions of this expectation to include positive family health and child academic 

outcomes, is not entirely reasonable given the realities of the current U.S. labor market. 

Although many undocumented immigrants have skills that could be an asset in formal 

sector jobs across industries and occupations, the downgrading of the U.S. labor market 

and pervasiveness of precarious employment regardless of legal immigration status 

means that post regularization most will likely find themselves still in precarious work 

environments. This is not to de-emphasize the importance of legalization for these 
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families. At a minimum, legal immigration status will reduce fear and provide access to 

earned tax and safety net benefits and health and safety protections. It is rather to 

emphasize that, given the nature of the labor market, legal status will not in fact 

guarantee access to a good job, much less the other benefits external to employment that 

are grounded in access to that good job. 

This construct of the fantasy of papers serves not to provide undocumented 

immigrants with false hope, but instead illustrates a positive coping response to the 

psychological uncertainties, humiliating and oppressive conditions, and/or the lack of 

skills and/or training needed to improve one’s life circumstances. Similar to the hard 

worker archetype, the “fantasy of papers” is a frame immigrants use to understand and 

describe the particular limitations of their experience in sociopolitical context. This 

response/strategy has both adaptive and maladaptive qualities. On the one hand, lack of 

legal immigration status as a structural barrier beyond one’s control both explains and 

justifies the limitations of one’s circumstances in a way that permits the abdication of 

personal accountability. On the other hand, lack of legal status as a no less real and rigid 

yet ultimately changeable structural barrier provides hope that there can be an end to the 

confinement of their circumstances and thus provides a rationale for carrying forward.   

As a maladaptive coping strategy, the fantasy of papers allows the explaining 

away of any potentially controllable personal shortcomings like lack of education, 

language ability, etc., onto a force outside of one’s control. This is not to deny the many 

very real structural barriers individuals may face in overcoming any of these obstacles. 

Instead, it is to highlight the fact that the use of this coping strategy in this way can serve 

as a reason for giving up the fight to acquire needed skills or learn from one’s mistakes in 

navegando their situation. Undocumented immigrants themselves recognized this quality 

of the fantasy of papers as providing a pretext for not confronting obstacles. According to 



 184 

one woman, “Él que quiere trabajar, trabaja y el que no, pone pretextos de los papeles 

[He who wants to work, works and he doesn’t put a pretext in the papers]” (103). She is 

careful to qualify this; however, simultaneously acknowledging the reality of the 

structural barrier lack of papers does present adding, “Sí, es importante porque hay a 

veces que uno quiere agarrar un trabajo mejor y no se puede porque hacen falta los 

papeles” [Yes, it is important because sometimes you want to grab a better job and can 

not because they lack papers] (103). As the husband in the United Family remarked, even 

given success papers and legal status are a necessary and consistent future aspiration, “Ya 

para algo más adelante, son los documentos, ya para aspirar a algo más. Yo no me 

siento estancado aquí [Now and going forward, they are documents, and in order to 

aspire to something more. I do not feel stuck here]” (311.2) 

 As an adaptive coping strategy, the fantasy of papers reminds 

undocumented immigrants that lack of legal status is changeable and acts as a consistent 

beam of light in an increasingly shadowed situation. Succinctly put, “tengo fe de que van 

a pasar las leyes de que va a poder uno agarrar sus identificaciones. De aquí y de ahí 

puede uno ya estudiar otra cosa, que uno pueda ganar un poco más de dinero o dar 

servicios afuera [I have faith that they will pass laws that allow one to have their IDs. 

From there one could study something else, one could earn a little more money or do side 

work]” (132). Thus, seeing undocumented status is changeable and the belief – at times 

as strong as faith – that there will be a change, la reforma, the reform, that will improve 

access to resources provides encouragement for continuing in la lucha. Stated plans and 

goals for the future reveal this belief in or expectation of this change, “De aquí a cinco 

años voy a obtener una casa, mi documentación [In five years I'll get a house, my 

documentation]” (309). 
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SOLIDARITY ECONOMY ALTERNATIVES: A CASE OF XIOMARA AND A COOPERATIVE13  

In response to the precarious nature of both formal and informal work options, 

some undocumented immigrants (like others seeking alternatives to both private and 

public income generating options) have begun to turn to alternative models to generate 

income and resources needed to support the household. Some of these options are located 

in what has come to be called the ‘social and solidarity economy’ an attempt to rethink 

economic and market transactions as based in more than exchange value and resource 

acquisition terms, but also based in the forming and maintaining of social relationships 

and notions of social and economic justice (Ahmed, 2015; Dacheux & Goujon, 2011).  

What constitutes the solidarity economy specifically differs in American and 

European contexts in terms of practical versus theoretical understandings, but the essence 

of what describes practices or organizations that fall within this economic ‘sector’ are 

described by the objective of ‘solidarity’ that gives it its name (Ahmed, 2015). One 

practice or model included in, and often used to define the solidarity economy, is that of 

the cooperative. The International Cooperative Alliance (ICA) defined a cooperative as 

“an autonomous association of persons united voluntarily to meet their common 

economic, social, and cultural needs and aspirations through a jointly-owned and 

democratically-controlled enterprise” (International Cooperative Alliance, 1995). The 

United Nations estimates that about 3 billion people worldwide are engaged in 

cooperatives in some way (International Cooperative Alliance, 2014). In the United 

States there are about 30,000 cooperative businesses according to the National 

Cooperative Leadership Board, most common being agriculture coops, credit unions, 

                                                
13 All text italicized in this section was originally published in the chapter “Xiomara: Working Toward 
Home” in Invisible in Austin: Life and Labor in an American City (Auyero, 2015). 
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consumer cooperative stores, and service coops (International Cooperative Alliance, 

2014). In Austin, around the time of this study, two cooperative businesses had been 

established by Latino immigrants and one more was in the process of forming. 

The case of Xiomara, told completely in Invisible in Austin (Auyero, 2015), is one 

example of how an undocumented Latina has used this solidarity economy organizational 

model – the worker cooperative – to transform her work (along with that of four other 

Latina immigrant women) cleaning homes into a business that provides her with a steady 

and predictable income. Cooperatives can be organized on either end of the production 

chain; a consumer cooperative facilitates access to consumer goods for its members 

(Shaffer, 1999, p. 189), while a worker cooperative, like the one Xiomara helped found, 

is “an association of producers, whether agricultural or industrial” that facilitates member 

control over the terms of work and means of production (Shaffer, 1999, p. 340). This 

‘member control over work and means of production’ afforded by worker cooperatives 

allows each worker to become an equal owner of the business, each earning an equal 

share of the profit in addition to their wages. Prior to starting the cooperative, like many 

of the households in this study, Xiomara worked cleaning homes and her husband worked 

in construction.   

When she first came to the U.S., however, Xiomara didn’t work as the family was 

able to make ends meet on the income her husband brought home from construction. 

“When we arrived here my husband had a stable job, and we did well,” she said. “Every 

fifteen days he would get paid, earning around $1,000 or $1,200, so we had enough to 

pay all the bills and to go out.” The good life was hard earned: ten-hour workdays, 

Monday through Saturday, initially for just $55 a day. Things change after he decided to 

start working for himself, as an independent contractor and take on more of the business 

risks. One of these was the need to pay workers even in the event of wage theft, or doing 
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work and then being refused payment by an employer. The first time this occurred he lost 

over $5,000 and having to find the money to pay the wages of his workers, he fell behind 

on payments on the truck he used for work and it was repossessed. As Xiomara said, this 

“became a pattern… ‘He would get one [a truck] and be paying for a year, and then 

after a year a boss would refuse to pay him. We would have to get money to pay the 

workers and the bills, and then they would repossess the car.’ It happened twice more, 

each time leaving them worse off...” 

“Ironically, it was a claim against her husband for wage theft that set her on the 

path to establishing her cleaning cooperative. The claim was the result of the second time 

her husband’s wages had been stolen—he had negotiated and completed a construction 

job, but once it was complete his employer refused to pay him. He was owed a total of 

$4,000. While it was bad enough that he did not receive his own wages or the money to 

cover the cost of the materials, what further complicated the situation was the fact that 

the amount he was owed included money he needed to pay the wages of the workers he 

had hired to complete the job. Obligated to pay them, regardless of whether or not he 

himself was paid, the family was left scrambling to come up with the money. Then there 

was a knock on their door. Xiomara answered to find herself confronted by one of her 

husband’s workers. The man, irate, told her that if he wasn’t paid what he was owed, he 

was going to bring a bunch of people from his organization to picket on their lawn to 

show their neighbors that her husband was the kind of man who didn’t pay his workers. 

Determined to avoid such a scandal at her home and convinced that she just needed to 

explain to someone that her husband was also a victim in this situation, Xiomara did 

some investigating to find the organization that the worker had mentioned…”  

She contacted them but was told that in order to get help recovering her husband’s 

wages, they would have to pay his workers first. “They pieced the money together and 



 188 

paid his workers. Then, with the organization’s support and advocacy, they eventually 

recovered the $4,000 her husband was owed.” Xiomara continued to participate by 

volunteering with the organization and assisting other workers at meetings off and on as 

she had time. After a couple years some of the staff approached her about an opportunity 

to work with a local organization and some other women to form a worker cooperative. 

Prior to beginning the cooperative she had begun working in domestic service 

cleaning private homes. She began working initially more as a reason to get out of the 

house then as an income generating strategy, as she said “’it didn’t really get to a point 

where I had to go to work,’ she said, ‘but as I got really bored I began to do catalogs and 

sell things to the neighbors. I would sell them for a period of time.’” Xiomara’s 

experience cleaning homes on her own and with her teenager highlights both sides of the 

work- on one hand demonstrating the benefits of this type of intimate employment 

relationship when stable and continuously employed by the same homeowners and on the 

other, the precarity of this type of work.  

The first jobs she obtained turned into long-term arrangements that both helped 

the household by providing steady consistent income (though alone not enough to support 

their needs) and providing side benefits through additional gifts from the bosses. She 

cleaned the home from the first boss for over a year until the house sold, the second until 

he moved over six years later and continued cleaning the home that resulted from the 

third call …Yet cleaning even one or two homes every week, or sometimes every other 

week is hardly enough to pay the rent and when combined with insecurity of her 

husband’s work could present a real challenge. “When clients moved or their needs for 

cleaning services changed, she was left without income, often for significant periods of 

time. Talking about her decision to participate in forming the cooperative, she said, ‘I 

had lost two clients, and my monthly income changed a lot. This was about six months 
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before the project of the cooperative. And so when the idea about a co-op came up I 

needed work, and through it I thought I would get more work; so it seemed like a good 

idea.’” 

At this point Xiomara had been working on her own or with her daughter to clean 

houses for about eight years. “Establishing the cooperative took just under a year. She 

and her colleagues took a six-month course from a local organization, during which they 

learned about running a cooperative business. They attended the two-hour class twice a 

week and discussed everything from administration to the business model and cleaning 

practices. It was hard, this period, she recalls. The class time was unpaid, and she 

completed it in addition to her existing cleaning job and family responsibilities… 

What was promised in the long run, though, was stability. As Xiomara said, “The 

thing is, you know how much you are going to earn. It’s what you work, and if you work 

more, you get more, and if you work less, less.” Each participant is a business owner 

instead of an employee, and decisions that impact the business, and in turn the owners’ 

lives, are made by consensus. This leaves them with few surprises. Houses are scheduled 

out weeks in advance for fixed rates paid to the cooperative, and they pay themselves an 

hourly wage of fifteen dollars for all the hours they work. The earnings beyond their 

wages fund first their business expenses (from cleaning products to the business taxes 

and gasoline) and then become profits that they distribute evenly at the end of the year… 

The women in the cooperative have established a structure that, now that their 

client base is large enough, provides them all with full-time work if they want it. That 

means they each now earn just under $600 a week (before taxes) at their set wage rate of 

fifteen dollars an hour. One of the members acts as part-time administrator and handles 

all of the client communication and scheduling, dedicating her other hours to cleaning. 

The houses are set up ahead of time and distributed amongst the members according to 
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the hours estimated to be needed for each home. The business has grown to the point that 

it is now over capacity; each member is working full-time, and they are having to turn 

away houses. The hardest part, however, has been figuring out how to work together and 

deal with internal conflicts in a way that supports their business. As Xiomara puts it, they 

have developed a ‘system of communication’ to encourage direct communication among 

members. ‘So that’s what we’re doing, knowing that we can get along better, and [we’re] 

always trying to get along and support each other’” (Scott, 2015). 

 

SUMMARY 

Navegando helps provide a framework for understanding how undocumented 

Latinos manage a variety of practices, from formal sector work to informal sales and 

saving, to generate resources in the efforts to salir adelante. Fundamental to navigation 

are the practices of administration, prioritization and budgeting, and the adoption of one 

or more income generating practices. Generating income requires engaging in formal 

sector work that is often precarious, as well as in informal income –generating activities 

like sales and Mary Kay work. Looking toward the future, saving is impossible for many 

yet accomplished by some through careful management of goals and a reliance on the 

fantasy of papers to cope with the frustrations of the limitations of undocumented life as 

it both permits abdication of responsibility and the hope that comes with focusing on 

what ‘may be’ on the other side of the unmoveable wall. Mary Kay work functions by 

relying on already established palancas according to established norms, raising questions 

with regards to the development of alternative or solidarity economy strategies based on 

this type of economic practice. As seen in Xiomara’s case, solidarity economy strategies 

like cooperatives for some undocumented immigrants have functioned to provide an 
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avenue to improved income stability. In difficult times and just to cope with frustrations, 

the fantasy of papers is a useful construct. Then next chapter will bring us adelante, 

forward, bringing together how undocumented Latinos build on the resources and 

palancas they have developed to navigate la lucha. Also discussed are points of 

intervention and points of departure for future research. 
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Chapter 8:   

Adelante: Conclusions and Implications 

Economic survival for undocumented Latinos is inherently tied to social ties. How 

people make ends meet in the context of exclusion from the state’s economic and social 

resources is a question that approaches economic life from a perspective sees it as 

socially embedded (Polanyi, 1944). Appropriate response, thus, builds on discussion of 

household survival strategies and their relationship to social ties. Research suggests that 

the social ties relied upon in times of need or crisis has shifted to a new category that is 

neither strong nor weak, but disposable. What is not clear is whether those findings hold 

for all excluded groups. Focusing on undocumented Latino immigrants allows for a 

nuanced exploration of the dynamics of survival in the context of economic marginality 

as immigration status excludes undocumented households from full economic 

participation even when they achieve relative economic success. Thus, variations in 

economic outcomes were investigated by studying how the constructs of social support 

impact economic wellbeing and the strategies used to make ends meet.  

First, the survival question was addressed by evaluating the economic wellbeing 

of undocumented Latinos as compared to documented immigrant Latinos. Key to this 

was the multidimensional approach using the SIPP to assess wellbeing along one income-

based and two direct indicators. I found that while undocumented immigrants are not 

statistically distinct from documented immigrants in terms of their likelihood of 

experiencing household poverty, in terms of direct indicators reveal undocumented 

Latinos are more likely to experience material hardship and food insecurity than their 

documented counterparts. This is consistent with evidence that suggests that 

undocumented status may indeed produce a particular social context of structural 
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exclusion and inequality for Latino immigrants (E. E. Telles & Ortiz, 2009). Findings 

from recent studies of undocumented Latino immigrants’ health and mental health 

outcomes, particularly among day laborers (Arbona et al., 2010; M. A. Flynn et al., 2015; 

Guo, 2012; Negi, 2012; Quesada et al., 2014; among others) support these conclusions.  

Additionally, this study found that social support, particularly family support, 

may have a buffering effect against economic hardship as measured in direct or material 

terms. Though not necessarily a moderator of undocumented status, inclusion of social 

support both improves the fit of the economic-wellbeing model and is associated with a 

reduction in the odds of experiencing material hardship and food insecurity. This is 

consistent with other recent findings suggesting an association between expectations of 

social support and a reduction of material hardship (Guo, 2012; Henly et al., 2005; Keene 

& Geronimus, 2011; Mills & Zhang, 2014). Additionally, expectations of support from 

family sources emerged as a potential protective factor against economic hardship for 

undocumented Latinos specifically. Family support was found to reduce the likelihood of 

both material hardship and food insecurity though expectations of support from the other 

two sources did not show a significant relationship with either indicator. Both 

conclusions directly point to the need for additional investigation into the dynamic 

relationships between economic wellbeing, social support and strategies for obtaining 

resources. Thus, they serve as a point of reference for the qualitative investigation into 

those dynamics. 

While discovery of these distinctions in the measurement of economic wellbeing 

by indicator and how the inclusion of social support in the model reduced hardship 

provide new insight into the economic wellbeing of undocumented Latinos, those 

findings should be considered within the context of certain limitations. One, while the 

process for identifying undocumented individuals using the SIPP has been shown to be 
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comparable to other widely accepted mechanisms for counting the undocumented 

(Bachmeier et al., 2014), it is possible that the method still provides an over or 

undercount of undocumented individuals. Two, it is possible that other variables, like 

language, not included in the model due to the structural constraints of the survey, could 

explain some of the difference in these distinctions. Finally, though perceptions of social 

support are considered to be more robust to bias issues over measures of received 

support, it is important to bear in mind that as measures of perceptions of support they are 

still limited by the biases inherent in individuals’ perceptions. 

In addition to deepening our understanding of the economic wellbeing of 

undocumented Latinos and its relationship with social support, this study, via analysis of 

qualitative data, adds to the discourse on how social ties are mobilized by the 

economically excluded to negotiate survival in three ways. One, it adds a sense of the 

complexity with which that struggle is described and understood by the people who 

themselves engage in it. The frame of la lucha reveals how undocumented Latinos 

themselves (explicitly or implicitly) connect their daily economic struggle to the 

structural forces of the socioeconomic context in terms that are as much existential as 

they are economic. Indeed the two are intertwined to such a degree that it is through the 

archetype of the hard worker (grounded in economic principledness) that undocumented 

Latinos are able to cope with the daily grind. Adopting this frame in la lucha keeps 

undocumented Latinos oriented to the future, to the economic hope and goal that one will 

salir adelante necessary for actual economic progress and essential to mitigating the 

pressures of neoliberal capitalism from a position of real structural exclusion. While 

previous studies have meticulously unpacked economic details of making ends meet 

(Edin & Lein, 1997b; González de la Rocha, 1994; Lomnitz, 1975; Sarmiento, 2002; 

Stack, 1974), framing the economic struggle in this way this study demonstrates how 
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economic survival and emotional coping are inherently linked in the case of 

undocumented Latinos. 

Two, the study contributes to the discussion on the changing functions of social 

ties, i.e. the changes in the discourse that suggest that the strength of social ties upon 

which the economically marginalized depend for their most pressing needs has eroded 

(Desmond, 2012; Edin & Lein, 1997a; González de la Rocha, 2007; Lomnitz, 1975; 

Stack, 1974). The ability to include of people who are still economically excluded due to 

undocumented status, yet who experience relative success, raises questions about prior 

assessments of social ties and their relationship to social mobility (Desmond, 2012). The 

study findings both support and challenge Granovetter’s (1973) original findings on the 

strength of weak ties – on the one hand I find, consistent with his thesis, that weak ties 

are good for locating work. On the other hand, I find, distinct from his conclusions, that 

undocumented Latinos were more heavily reliant on family ties for pressing needs and 

that the more successful tend to be the ones who can count on the strong ties 

(Granovetter, 1973, 1983). Additionally, patterns found in the palanca-resource 

associations provide insight into how resources are obtained from social connections in 

accordance with the relative strength of those ties. The study’s findings that the family is 

central to resource sharing like cohousing is consistent with previous work pointing to the 

importance of family to Latino immigrant life in the U.S., despite changes to family 

structure (Landale, Oropesa, & Bradatan, 2006). By both looking beyond monetary or 

financial resources and exploring network functionality via comparison of aggregate 

patterns, this study begins to explore differing dynamics of exchange.  

Third, this study adds detail to how Latinos manage a variety of practices, from 

formal sector work to informal sales and Mary Kay work, to resource sharing and 

expanding strategies grounded in their social ties in the effort to make ends meet in the 
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face of economic exclusion. Paying particular attention to resource expanding strategies 

and economies of scale, this study builds on extensive work exploring the economic and 

resource generating strategies of people living in poverty (Desmond, 2012; Edin & Lein, 

1997a, 1997b; Forsberg, 2009; Gowan, 2010; Newman, 2000; Venkatesh, 2009) and the 

particular characteristics of these strategies as mobilized by Latino immigrants (Edin & 

Lein, 1997b; Hernandez-Leon, 2008; Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1994, 2001; Rosales, 2013; 

Sarmiento, 2002; Valenzuela Jr. et al., 2006). Additionally, it further develops 

understanding that undocumented Latinos are restricted to employment in occupations 

characterized as precarious work, contributing detail to the nature and conditions of 

precarious work and the employment relationships that structure it (Anderson, 2010; 

Buchanan, 2002; Doussard, 2013; Kalleberg, 2009, 2011).  

Certain cautions should be considered alongside the study’s contributions to the 

discussion on survival strategies and social ties. First, this study did not observe in person 

these economic transactions between individuals nor did it have access to the individuals 

on the other side of the economic transactions described. As such, it could be the case 

that individuals over- or understated certain elements of their resource-based interaction 

that could differently nuance the results. Additionally, the study did not observe long-

term outcomes of the specific economic interactions with enough detail to discuss the 

enduring impact of any particular interaction on the individuals or households. Finally, 

the researcher’s positionality in reference to the subjects, and experience as a non-native 

Spanish speaker, presents additional limitations that, while on some respects can afford 

additional insight by seeing situations through a different angle, certainly is not the same 

as speaking from a position of sharing language and culture. 

For undocumented Latinos, la lucha, the struggle, frames participation in daily 

economic life as inherently connected to the broader socioeconomic and geopolitical 
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forces in which it takes place. La lucha also represents an existential struggle to both 

cope with and resist being consumed by life in a challenging socioeconomic context. 

Both aspects of la lucha are tied to a hopeful orientation to the future inherent in the goal 

to salir adelante as they work toward achieving the American dream. Las palancas, by 

providing social connections to resources, structure their social ties and participation in 

social networks in economic terms. Through their experience making ends meet in the 

context of real hardship and extreme exclusion and how they rely on social ties in order 

to do so, we gain insight into policy intervention that could better support the 

economically excluded by supporting their current practices.      
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IMPLICATIONS 

“Porque no cuenta uno con un estatus legal en el país, se puede decir que como 
no cuenta uno con eso, pues a veces los gobernadores piensan que viene uno aquí 

a pedir, o a tener un espacio que no nos corresponde como inmigrantes, pero 
creo que si nos escuchara lo que necesitamos, que si estamos aquí es porque en 

nuestros países no hay buenos gobiernos, porque tenemos mucha violencia… 
Nosotros queremos para nuestros hijos un lugar donde pudieran crecer nuestros 

hijos sin tanta violencia, sin tanta guerra, pero ojalá y se pudiera” (307). 

[Because one doesn’t have a legal status in the country, one can say that as you do 
not have one of these, sometimes governors think that one comes here to beg, or 
to take space that is not for us as immigrants, but I think that if they listen to 

what we need, that we are here because in our countries there are not good 
governments, because we have a lot of violence... we want for our children a 
place where they could grow our children without much violence, without so 

much war, hopefully this can happen]” (307). 

“No tanto la reforma, la reforma, eso es pura política de ellos… Eso no, lo que 
puede cambiar es que como antes que iba uno y podía tomar su licencia y su ID y 

ya con eso uno puede obtener el certificado también.” (132). 

[Not so much the reform, reform, that's pure politics… That does not, what will 
actually create change is that if like before one could get a license and ID and 

with that one can get a [professional] certificate]” (132). 

 

As with understanding the la lucha itself, drawing implications for policy and 

practice from this analysis is best begun by responding to what the woman in the first 

quote above was calling for, “creo que si nos escuchara lo que necesitamos [I think if 

they listen to what we need],” for policymakers to listen to undocumented immigrants in 

order to understand what they need (307). When taken together, these two quotes 

highlight the two levels of implications that can be drawn from this analysis. The first 

suggestion, in addition to her call for governors to listen, points to the need for big picture 

solutions to international socioeconomic and geopolitical problems – policy interventions 

related to immigration and trade that focus on long-term solutions. The second statement 
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points to the limitations of focusing only at that level. Criticizing the reform as pure 

politics, he calls instead for interventions (like identification, driver’s licenses and 

professional certifications) that are both focused at the domestic level and likely to have 

an immediate impact in the short-term.  

Following their lead, this section will briefly point to some ideas for intervention 

in the fields of policy and practice focusing on the two levels. I conclude with 

suggestions for a few avenues for future research. 

 

Policy 

Findings from this analysis suggest multi-level policy implications. As the study 

question is framed around the social exclusion of undocumented status, even without this 

study’s analysis, the implication that resolving the problem of immigration status based 

exclusion could have a real impact on the quality of life of undocumented households is 

apparent. However, calls for policy interventions to address this are often framed to the 

public simply as ‘comprehensive immigration reform,’ or just ‘la reforma,’ without 

deconstruction of what that means or the type of reform being sought. Indeed, as seen in 

Chapter 2, the most recent reforms have led to policies that have increased policing of 

undocumented immigrants. Given the fact that thus far in U.S. history comprehensive 

immigration reform has not meant abolishing national borders and complete openness to 

immigration, by definition any immigration reform is likely to establish some new 

boundary. Thus, any reform should raise important questions: Who will now be 

excluded? included? to what extent? to what degree will a new system of stratification be 

created? Additionally, as also seen in quote one, immigration reform in the U.S. is not 

likely to address the root causes of forced and economic migration. If serious about 
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immigration policy reform, questions about the impact of U.S. trade and economic 

policies on sending countries must also be addressed.  

As Massey (2013) says though, “the only humane and realistic option” for those 

who make the U.S. their home is a pathway to legal permanent residence (LPR), 

including the standard option to naturalize as citizens after five years with LPR status. 

Following a plan like that he suggests, the adoption of a point system that first affords the 

right to residence and work in the U.S. for five years during which they would 

accumulate points (earned by demonstrating activities that promote incorporation like 

paying taxes, learning English, holding a job, etc.) toward a predetermined threshold 

required to adjust to permanent residence status, could be a step in the right direction 

(Massey, 2013).  

The Executive Action proposed by President Obama provides some relief from 

the constant fear of detention and deportation for eligible individuals by providing them 

work authorization. However, as one woman commented to me, “everyone is already 

working, so what?” While she then back-tracked to explain how it would be nice to sleep 

at night without worrying about the possibility of detention, she held firm to the criticism. 

Indeed, while work authorization would expand access to work opportunities, as is clear 

from this analysis, many economic challenges undocumented Latinos faced are not 

distinct from those of other low-income citizens and point to the stressors and conditions 

of precarious work. Larger system-based economic policy reforms that would support 

low-income citizens, like basic income policies and work time regulations, would also 

benefit undocumented Latinos. Finally, findings that social ties in this context of 

exclusion are not disposable, but based on long-term connections and linked to both 

covering basic needs and achieving success suggest implications for others navigating 

this economic sector.  
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The Short-Term 

As truly addressing undocumented immigration in the long-term requires almost a 

complete reconceptualization of policy practice in the U.S. to consider populations 

beyond the country’s borders, the unlikeliness of this and the real daily conditions of 

undocumented life points to a need for short-term solutions, as participants, like the man 

who made the second statement above, call for. Policies that could increase their daily 

security, like sanctuary city policies and the elimination of programs like Secure 

Communities, would be a step in this direction.   

Additionally, following from the findings, and taking cues for what 

undocumented Latinos themselves see as measures that would afford them more equal 

participation in the communities where they are working include eliminating restrictions 

on identification and driver’s licenses, expanding access to professional licensures 

policies that address the conditions of precarious work and insecure employment, as well 

as build infrastructure to support models of economic organization that support reliance 

on social connections, via co-housing or collaborative and cooperative business 

development, are no less important. Policies that regulate the instability of precarious 

work, etc. (wage and hour regulations for contingent work, wage theft protection, etc.).  

 

Practice at the Micro-level 

This study demonstrates the importance of social connections in surviving the 

multifaceted challenges, both economic and existential, of la lucha. Using this as a 

starting point, two findings in particular are instructive for practice interventions. One, 

families that had clear goal orientation toward specific economic outcomes often seemed 

able to achieve them. These families relied on financial management or financial literacy 

skills. Of course, this strategy does not address the root problem as it does not resolve the 
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underlying issue that, as one woman said, “there is no money to save” that must first be 

addressed. Money management is not an innate skill and often people with low resources 

are not considered deserving of courses that provide real training. Financial capability 

programs could be beneficial in the short term and an important way to connect 

households to skills, and particularly do if done so from an orientation that connects this 

skill building to community and movement building.  

Two, perhaps even more in line with broader findings, is that those who 

experienced success also often connected to realized that success with the support of 

family ties. The use of sharing strategies that rely on and increase social connections – 

like co-housing, family loans, exchange and participation and tandas – provide important 

insight into points of policy intervention that could help build and reinforce the benefits 

gained from the use of economies of scale by people in poverty.  

 

Research 

This analysis points to three avenues of future research, one further development 

of the literature on survival strategies; two, research that further investigate the 

restrictions and experiences of undocumented status and economic marginality; and 

three, comparative investigations of other excluded communities. First, particularly 

interesting insights arose from including households that could be considered 

economically successful, yet still faced status-based economic exclusion. Research 

focusing on the diversity within economically ‘excluded’ populations could provide 

promising insights into questions regarding solidarity and social ties as well as deeply 

exploring experiences of economic success in context of economic exclusion. 

Additionally, work within comparative experiences of worker cooperatives and social 
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movement organizations would also lend further knowledge insight into questions 

regarding why and how individuals participate in collective strategies and rely on more 

distant ties. 

Second, further research specifically focused on this population, undocumented 

Latinos in U.S., and the particular challenges and resiliencies associated with 

immigration status based social and economic exclusion. Should the Deferred Action for 

Parents of Americans (DAPA) program be implemented there will provide a clear 

opportunity for an evaluation of how change in status impacts economic survival and the 

experience of la lucha. Does the fantasy of papers versus the reality of papers actually 

change the navigation of la lucha?  

Third, fully deconstructing the ‘survival question’ and how social connections and 

networks support or hinder economic survival for households facing situations of 

economic marginality and exclusion is a comparative task. Revisiting these questions 

with different populations, specifically using a lens that seeks to understand the 

relationships between the framing of economic participation or the struggle, the structure 

of the networks used to navigate it and the specific resource sharing strategies employed 

could help locate universalities in experience from which to build stronger economic 

structures grounded in solidarity. Particularly important points of departure for this 

comparative work would focus on strategies in rural environments, communities 

undergoing economic shifts due to climate change and the experiences of economic 

migrants in the current European context of a migration ‘crisis’. 
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Appendices 

APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW GUIDES 

 

2015 Economics Study Interview Guide. 

Estrategias domésticas 

Por favor, describa a su familia y cómo son las relaciones entre usted y la gente con la 

que vive.   

Describa su vida en casa. 

¿Cómo es su rutina cotidiana? 

¿Cómo organiza las tareas del hogar? 

¿Quién cocina? ¿Limpia? 

¿Quién hace las compras? 

¿Quién se encarga de pagar las facturas? ¿Impuestos? 

¿Quién se encarga de cuidar a los niños? 

¿Hay otras personas quienes no son familiares que le ayudan con las tareas del 

hogar? ¿Cómo? ¿Ud. hace algo para regresar el favor? 

¿Cómo se manejan cuando hay algo que necesita reparación en la casa?  

(quien lo hace, quien paga, etc.) 

¿Cómo encontraron el hogar donde viven? 

¿Qué harían en caso de tener que cambiar de casa? 

Recuerda algún momento en que tuvieron una emergencia. Por favor, describa lo que 

paso y cómo lo manejaron. 

Por ejemplo, imagine que su niño se enfermara cuando Ud. y su pareja tuvieran 

que trabajar. ¿Qué harían?  
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¿De qué manera se comunica con sus amigos y vecinos cuando se encuentra en una 

situación difícil? ¿Cómo les haría saber que Ud. necesita de su apoyo? 

Considere la siguiente situación: 
 

María está en la casa con sus dos hijos de 7 y 2 años mientras que su esposo está 
buscando trabajo. Mientras ella está allí, su jefe la llama y le pide que regrese a la 
bodega donde ella trabaja dentro de una hora. El jefe le dice que si ella no regresa 
perderá su trabajo. Sin el trabajo de María la familia se quedaría sin ingresos para 
pagar la renta del mes. Su esposo no va a poder llegar antes de que ella tenga que 
estar en la bodega. 
 
¿Qué cree usted que María deba hacer en esta situación? 

 

Estrategias para generar ingresos 

Gastos– captura todos los gastos que tiene durante un mes común y calcule el total.  

¿Cuánto gasta en ______ por mes? 

Alquiler/hipoteca 

Luz y agua 

Gas 

Transporte 

Pagos del/los carro(s) 

Seguro de auto 

Gasolina 

Mantenimiento 

Abarrotes 

(¿dónde hace las compras?) 

Celular(es) 

Internet 
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Cable para el TV 

Salud 

seguro médico 

medicamentos regulares necesarios 

visitas al médico regulares 

dentista 

Materiales escolares/Inscripciones 

Ropa 

Diversión 

Regalos o cosas especiales 

Pagos de deudas 

¿Aproximadamente cuánto dinero necesita su familia/casa para vivir por un mes? 

¿Cómo obtiene dinero para vivir? 

 

Trabajo 

Cuénteme sobre su historia de trabajo, empezando con su primer trabajo en su país de 

origen (sino trabajaba allá, empezando con el primero) y siguiendo hasta lo actual…. 

Por favor considere: 

Ocupación y tareas 

Cómo consiguió el trabajo 

Por cuánto tiempo trabaja 

Horas/horario 

Pago & beneficios 

Relación con su patrón(a) 
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Relación con sus compañeros de trabajo 

Condiciones de trabajo 

Por qué dejaste de trabajar allí 

¿Ahorita tiene más de un trabajo? ¿Cuál considera usted como su trabajo principal? ¿Cuál 

sería el segundo? 

¿Qué tipo de entrenamiento ha tenido acerca de su trabajo que le ha ayudado a realizarlo? 

¿Es fácil conseguir trabajo? ¿Cuáles estrategias usa para obtenerlo? ¿Cuales barreras 

enfrenta para obtenerlo? 

¿Cómo compara su situación laboral aquí en los EEUU con la situación que vivía en su 

país? 

¿Si pudiera  trabajar en cualquier trabajo que quisiera, que haría? 

 

Otros fuentes de ingresos 

¿Qué otras cosas hace Ud. para generar dinero? 

¿Recibe Ud. beneficios del gobierno para sí mismo o sus niños, como estampillas o WIC?  

¿Cuales? 

¿Alguna vez se ha juntado con algún familiar/amigo/compañero para generar dinero? 

¿Ha intercambiado bienes o servicios con un(a) familiar/amigo dinero? 

 

Transnacional 

¿Manda dinero a gente en su país? ¿A quienes? ¿Cuánto? ¿Con qué frecuencia? ¿Ha 

dejado de mandar? 

¿Ha recibido dinero de gente de su país? ¿De alguien en otro ciudad en los EEUU? 
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A fin de mes 

¿Cómo se da cuenta de que Ud. o su familia no está generando lo suficiente para vivir? 

¿Ha pasado por etapas en las que no ha tenido lo suficiente para cubrir sus gastos 

fundamentales? ¿Qué ha hecho? 

¿Alguna vez ha usado una casa de empeño? ¿Recibido un préstamo/adelanto del día de 

pago? 

¿Hay alguien que le ayuda cuando no tiene suficiente para cubrir los gastos básicos? 

¿Ud. ayuda a otras personas con dinero cuando no tiene lo suficiente? ¿Espera algo a 

cambio? 

¿Hay alguien que le apoya para obtener cosas materiales o servicios que necesite cuando 

Ud. no tiene dinero para comprarlos? ¿Cómo le hace? 

Aunque no lo confesamos, muchas veces nos comparamos con otra gente y se siente uno 

inferior o superior a los otros. ¿Con que tipo de gente se ha sentido inferior? ¿Me puede 

dar unos ejemplos? ¿Superior? 

 

Ahorros 

¿Alguna vez le ha sobrado dinero al final de mes ? ¿Ha podido ahorrar ese dinero? 

¿Cómo lo hace? 

 

¿Ha comprado bienes como un carro o casa? ¿Cómo ha juntado el dinero necesario para 

hacerlo? ¿Tiene planes para comprar más cosas durables en el futuro? ¿Tiene un plan 

para ahorrar dinero? 

¿Está usted ahorrando dinero para comprar algo especial este año? 

¿Esta Ud. guardando dinero con regularidad para comprar algo especial más en adelante, 

cómo dentro de  5 años ? ¿Cómo le hace Ud. para no gastarlo antes? 
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¿Tiene un plan para generar dinero si encontrara sin la capacidad de trabajar? ¿Para 

cuando envejezca? 

¿Alguna vez ha participado en una tanda o algo similar? 

 

Estrategias de incorporación social 

¿Se considera usted parte de alguna comunidad (es)? 

Cuénteme sobre su comunidad(es), cuando piensa en ella, quién se incluye? 

¿Cómo participa Ud. en su comunidad? 

Incluye: 

Iglesias 

Organizaciones comunitarias 

Asociaciones del departamento o vecindad 

Fiestas (cumpleaños, quinceañeras, bodas, etc.) 

Escuela de los niños – PTAs, etc. 

Voluntariado 

Cuidar niños 

Se siente incluido en su comunidad? ¿Por qué? ¿Cuales  son la barreras que usted 

considera hacen que uno no esté o no se sienta incluido? 

¿Regala Ud. cosas/servicios a gente? ¿Cuándo? ¿Por qué? 

 (regalos simbólicos, acciones, cocinas, etc.) 

¿Ud. espera recibir regalos de otra gente? ¿Cuándo? ¿De quién? ¿Por qué?  

¿Cuando salga para comer o hacer diversión con otra gente, quien paga las comidas o 

entradas? 

¿Cómo ve Ud. a la gente de su país/en su comunidad de origen? 
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¿Cómo reconoce cuando alguien le está apoyo? ¿Qué significa ser apoyado? ¿Se siente 

Ud. apoyado económicamente?  

 

Conclusión 

¿Cómo ve que será la situación de su familia en los próximos 5 años? ¿Qué espera que 

pase? ¿Qué piensa sería necesario para obtenerla?  

 

 

2014 Parenting Study Interview Guide: Family economics questions 

Ahora vamos a hablar sobre la situación económica y laboral de su familia. 

¿Quién de su familia u hogar contribuye al ingreso de la casa?  

¿Qué hacen para sostenerse? 

¿Quien en su hogar está trabajando ahora?  

Pregunta lo siguiente sobre la(s) personas quien están trabajando: 

¿Cómo es su trabajo y su vida laboral? 

¿Cómo lo consiguió este trabajo? ¿Cómo es su relación con su patrón/a?  

¿Siempre ha trabajado en lo mismo empleo en los EEUU? 

¿Alguna vez le ha pasado que no le pagarón, o que le pagarón menos de lo 

prometido? ¿Que pasó?  

 ¿Trabajaba Ud. antes en su país? ¿Cómo era su empleo? 

Aparte de trabajando, ¿cómo consigue dinero o apoyo económico?  

¿Qué incluye Ud. en “el gasto” o la canasta básica de su hogar?  

¿Regularmente tiene lo suficiente para cubrir los gastos de su hogar?  
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¿En los momentos difíciles cuando Ud. no tiene el dinero suficiente para cubrir 

los gastos, que hace? 

préstamo de un banco/otro institución/conocido/familiar, empeñar cosas, 

vender cosas, etc. 

¿Cómo participa Ud. en su comunidad? 

¿Cómo ha sido su experiencia de juntarse o colaborar con otra gente para mejorar sus 

situaciones económicas? 

¿Cómo fue?, ¿Con/de quién? (familiares, amigos, vecinos, etc.)? 

Si Ud. no ha participado en una tanda u otro grupo en el cual colabora para guardar o 

hacer dinero, ¿Cuál es la razón? 

Cuándo algún conocido le brinda un apoyo, como cuidarle a los niños por ejemplo, ¿Ud. 

cómo regresa el favor?  

¿Alguna vez le ha brindado un apoyo a algún conocido? 

¿Cómo ve su situación económica por ahora y en el futuro? 

¿Cuáles son sus metas financiarías de largo plazo?_ 

¿Cómo las maneja? 

¿De qué manera ha afectado su estatus migratorio a su bienestar económico? 

¿Qué significa para Ud. el “ser pobre”? ¿Cómo identifica cuando uno es pobre? 

 

2013 Parenting Study Interview Guide: Family economics questions 

 

¿De qué manera ha afectado su bienestar económico? 

Si trabaja: 

¿De qué manera ha afectado sus experiencias de trabajo? 
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¿En que trabaja?  

¿Cómo conseguió su trabajo? 

¿Cómo es su relación con su patron(a)? 

¿Siempre ha trabajado en lo mismo? 

¿Cuánto gana Ud. en este trabajo? (asegurar apuntar cuanto y cómo se cuenta (ie, 

hora, pieza, obra, etc.) 

¿Ha hecho trabajo una vez y no recibido el pago, o recibido menos que fuera 

prometido? 

¿Tiene Ud. más de un trabajo? 

¿En que es su otro trabajo? Cuanto 

Si no trabaja:  

¿trabajaría si tuvo papeles? 

¿afecta al trabajo de su esposo/pareja? ¿cómo? 

¿Hay alguien más que trabaja para contribuir a los costos mensuales de su famlia? 

¿Recibe su familia beneficios del gobierno? ¿Cuáles? 

¿Cuáles son sus gastos?¿Gana suficiente para alcanzar? 

¿Cuándo no alcanza la plata, que hace? 

¿Aumenta la plata con otra formas de adquirir cosas o servicios necesarios? 

¿Comparte Ud. con otros (amigos, vecinos, etc.)? 

¿Recibe Ud. servicios o apoyo de algún forma de otra gente (como amigos, vecinos, 

familia, etc.)? 

Si describen un tipo de servicios o apoyo: 

¿Ud. ha hecho algo por él(la) en el pasado, o planea hacer algo por él(la)? 

**IMPORTANTE** No pregunta directemente si se hace eso en cambio por lo 

que recibe 
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Si dicen que no, puede sondear con: 

comida, cuida de niños, cosas materiales…. 

¿Participa Ud. en organizaciones comunitarias? 

¿Hace trueque? 

¿Participa ud. en otras sistemas de intercambio? 
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APPENDIX B: DEMOGRAPHIC QUESTIONNAIRES & MEASURES 

 

2015 Economics Study Demographic Questionnaire. 

 

1. Año de nacimiento ______ 

2. Género 

FEMENINO……..….1 

MASCULINO….…...2 

OTRO…………........3 

3. ¿Cuál es su lengua materna?  

ESPAÑOL  

INGLES 

OTRO (DESCRIBA) ______________________________________________ 

4. ¿Qué idioma(s) habla en su casa? 

ESPAÑOL SOLAMENTE 

INGLES SOLAMENTE 

INGLES Y ESPAÑOL 

OTRO (DESCRIBA) _______________  

5. ¿A qué edad dejó de ir a la escuela?  ________   ¿En aquel momento, cuál fue el 

ultimo grado de la escuela que Ud. había completado? _________________ 

¿Desde que paró, ha asistido otro tipo de escuela (escuela tecnica, carrera corta, 

etc.)? 

SÍ tipo: ________________________________________________________ 

NO 
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6. ¿En qué país nació Ud.? ____________________ 

7. ¿En qué año llegó Ud. a los Estados Unidos por primera vez? _______________ 

8. ¿Usted ha  vivido en los EEUU continuamente desde ese año? 

SÍ 

NO 

9. Pensando en la ultima vez que usted vinó a los EEUU, ¿usted entró legalmente (es 

decir, con una visa de turista, una visa de trabajo, visa de estudiante, etc.)?  

SÍ 

NO 

10. Estado de su Relación 

SOLTERO(A) 

RELACION DE COMPROMISO, NO VIVEN JUNTOS  

RELACIÓN DE COMPROMISO, VIVIENDO JUNTOS  

CASADO (A 

DIVORCIADO(A) / SEPARADO(A) 

VIUDO(A)  

OTRO _____________________________________________ 

11. ¿En qué país nació su marido / esposa / pareja? ____________________ 

12. ¿Su pareja, a qué edad dejó de ir a la escuela?   ________  ¿En aquel momento, 

cuál fue el ultimo grado de la escuela que el/ella había completado? 

_________________ ¿Desde que paró, el/ella ha asistido otro tipo de escuela 

(escuela tecnica, carrera corta, etc.)? 

SÍ  tipo: __________________________________________________________ 

NO 
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13. ¿Su marido / esposa / pareja vive en los Estados Unidos? 

SÍ 

NO 

14. Si no, ¿en qué país vive su marido / esposa / pareja? _______________________ 

15. ¿Es su marido / esposa / pareja es residente legal de los EEUU? Es decir, ¿tiene 

una tarjeta de residencia, una visa de trabajo u otro documento de inmigración 

legal? 

SÍ 

NO 

16. Incluyéndose a Usted, cuantas personas viven en su hogar? __________________ 

17. ¿Cuantos hijos tiene Usted? ___________________________________________ 

18. Por cada uno, lista sus genéro, edad y estatus migratorio. 

 Genéro Edad Estatus 

migratorio 

Niño 1    

Niño 2    

Niño 3    

Niño 4    

Niño 5    

Niño 6    
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19. Contando todos los ingresos de trabjo y los beneficios u otros fuentes,  ¿cuál fue 

el ingreso total de su hogar durante los últimos 12 meses antes de impuestos? 

Menos de $ 5,000 

$ 5.001 a $ 10.000 

$ 10.001 a $ 15.000 

$ 15.001 a $ 20.000 

$ 20.001 a $ 25.000 

$ 25.001 a $ 30.000 

$ 30.001 a $ 40.000 

$ 40.001 a $ 60.000  

Más de $ 60.000 

20. ¿Quién contribuye a los ingresos mensuales/al sustento de su familia?  

Escoje de los siguiente todas las personas quien contribuye al ingresos de su 

hogar: 

YO 

Mi ESPOSO/A 

MI HIJO(S) 

OTRO MIEMBRO DE LA FAMILIA  _______________________________ 

OTRO ADULTO SIN RELACIÖN FAMILIAR 

21. Resource Generating Strategies Scale (22 items) 
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2014 Parenting Study Demographic Questionnaire (Measures omitted). 

Economía Familiar 

1. ¿Cuál de las siguientes opciones describe mejor su situación laboral? 

REGULARMENTE TRABAJO 35 O MAS HORAS POR SEMANA..….…....1 

REGULARMENTE TRABAJO MENOS DE 35 HORAS POR SEMANA…...2 

 TRABAJO, A VECES, CUANDO EL TRABAJO ESTA DISPONIBLE......….3 

 DESEMPLEADO, BUSCANDO TRABAJO.………………………………..….4 

 NO TRABAJO POR MI ESTATUS MIGRATORIO……………………….…...5 

 NO TRABAJO POR LAS RESPONSABILIDADES DE LA FAMILIA.……....6 

 NO TRABAJO PORQUE ESTOY RETIRADO.………………………………..7 

 NO TRABAJO POR UNA ENFERMEDAD O DISCAPACIDAD……….…....8 

 NO TRABAJO PORQUE NO QUIERO TRABAJAR…………………..……...9 

 NO TRABAJO PORQUE SOY UN ESTUDIANTE…………………………..10 

 NINGUNO DE LOS MENCIONADOS………………………...……………….-1 

 NO SE……….. ............................................................................................-2 

RECHAZAR.................................................................................................-3 

(Si contestó de 4 a 10, pase a 6) 

2. ¿Cuánto gana Ud. en este trabajo? 

$_____________________  por (escoja una)  hora/pieza/ día/semana/mes 

NO SÉ 

RECHAZAR 
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3. ¿En que trabaja Ud.? (Si tiene más de un trabajo, piense en lo que Ud. Considera su 

trabajo primario) 

Limpieza (de casas u oficinas, etc.) 

Cuidando niños 

Construcción 

Jardinería 

En una restaurant, como (cocinero(a), mesero(a), etc.): _____________ 

Tengo mi propio negocio en: ________________________ 

Otro: _________________________ 

NO SÉ 

RECHAZAR 

4. En promedio, ¿cuantas horas trabaja por día? __________ 

NO SÉ 

RECHAZAR 

5. En promedio, ¿cuantas horas trabaja por semana? __________ 

NO SÉ 

RECHAZAR 

6. ¿Cuál de las siguientes opciones describe mejor la situación laboral de su marido/ 

esposa/ pareja? 

REGULARMENTE TRABAJA 35 O MÁS HORAS POR SEMANA............................1 

REGULARMENTE TRABAJA  MENOS DE 35 HORAS POR SEMANA…................2 

TRABAJA, A VECES, CUANDO EL TRABAJO ESTA DISPONIBLE........................3 

DESEMPLEADO, BUSCANDO TRABAJO................................................................4 

NO TRABAJA POR SU ESTATUS MIGRATORIO……………………………………5 

NO TRABAJA POR LAS RESPONSABILIDADES DE LA FAMILIA..........................6 
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NO TRABAJA PORQUE ESTA RETIRADO..............................................................7 

NO TRABAJA POR CAUSA DE ENFERMEDAD O DISCAPACIDAD......................8 

NO TRABAJA PORQUE NO QUIERE TRABAJAR...................................................9 

NO TRABAJA PORQUE ES UN ESTUDIANTE......................................................10 

NINGUNO DE LOS MENCIONADOS……………………..………………………......-1 

NO SE……….. .........................................................................................................-2 

RECHAZAR............................................................................................................-3 

(Si contestó de 4 a 10, pase a 11) 

7. ¿Cuánto gana su marido / esposa / pareja en su trabajo? 

$______________________  por (escoja una)  hora/pieza/día/semana/mes 

NO SÉ 

RECHAZAR 

8. ¿En que trabaja él/ella? (Si tiene mas de un trabajo, piense en lo que el/ella considera 

su trabajo primario) 

Limpieza (de casas o oficinas, etc.)(Provee la lista de las ocupaciones del Bureau 

de Estadísticas Laborales) 

Cuidando niños 

Construcción 

Jardinería 

En una restaurant, como (cocinero(a), mesero(a), etc.): _____________ 

Tiene su propio negocio en: ________________________ 

Otro: _________________________ 

NO SÉ 

RECHAZAR 
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9. En promedio, ¿cuantas horas trabaja por día él/ella? __________ 

NO SÉ 

RECHAZAR 

10. En promedio, ¿cuantas horas trabaja por semana él/ella? __________ 

NO SÉ 

RECHAZAR 

11. Contando todos los ingresos de trabajo y los beneficios u otras fuentes,  ¿cuál fue el 

ingreso total de su hogar durante los últimos 12 meses antes de impuestos? 

Menos de $ 5,000......................................1 

$ 5.001 a $ 10.000.....................................2 

$ 10.001 a $ 15.000...................................3 

$ 15.001 a $ 20.000...................................4 

$ 20.001 a $ 25.000...................................5 

$ 25.001 a $ 30.000...................................6 

$ 30.001 a $ 40.000...................................7 

$ 40.001 a $ 60.000 ..................................8 

Más de $ 60.000........................................9 

NO SÉ......................................................-1 

RECHAZAR..............................................-2 

12. ¿Quién contribuye a los ingresos mensuales/al sustento de su familia?  

Escoja de los siguientes todas las personas quien contribuye al ingresos de su 

hogar: 

YO 

Mi ESPOSO/A 

MI HIJO(S) 
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OTRO MIEMBRO DE LA FAMILIA  _______________________________ 

OTRO ADULTO SIN RELACIÖN FAMILIAR 

NO SÉ 

RECHAZAR 

13. ¿Qué tipo de cosas hacen para conseguir/ganar los ingresos necesario para su hogar? 

Nombrar los  

1. __________________________________________________________ 

2. __________________________________________________________ 

3. __________________________________________________________ 

4. __________________________________________________________ 

NO SÉ 

RECHAZAR 

14. ¿Recibe Ud., su hijo, o alguien en su hogar uno de los siguientes?: 

Yo    Mi hijo Otra persona    Ninguna    No sé   Rechazar    en hogar   persona       

Estampillas   Yo    Mi hijo Otra persona    Ninguna    No sé   Rechazar  

TANF    Yo    Mi hijo Otra persona    Ninguna    No sé   Rechazar  

WIC    Yo    Mi hijo Otra persona    Ninguna    No sé   Rechazar  

Medicaid   Yo    Mi hijo Otra persona    Ninguna    No sé   Rechazar  

MAP/Tarjeta Dorada  Yo    Mi hijo Otra persona    Ninguna    No sé   Rechazar  

CHIP    Yo    Mi hijo Otra persona    Ninguna    No sé   Rechazar  

Medicare    Yo    Mi hijo Otra persona    Ninguna    No sé   Rechazar  

Otro (cuál): ____________ Yo    Mi hijo Otra persona    Ninguna    No sé   Rechazar 

15. Resource Generating Strategies Scale (22 items) 
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16. ¿Ud. ha una vez participado o sido miembro/a de una cooperativa? 

SÍ 

NO  

NO SÉ 

RECHAZAR 

16. ¿Ud. ha participado una vez en una tanda, cundina, o algo similar?  

SÍ 

NO  

NO SÉ 

RECHAZAR 

17. ¿Participa Ud. en organizaciones comunitarias? 

SÍ 

NO  

NO SÉ 

RECHAZAR 

18. ¿Ud. Se considera a su mismo (a) un (a) miembro (a) de o parte de una iglesia? 

SÍ 

NO  

NO SÉ 

RECHAZAR 

19. ¿Vive usted en un… 

Departamento.............................1 

Casa............................................2 

Remolque/Traila..........................3 

Habitación individual.…..............4 
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Hotel/Motel..................................5 

Otro ……………………………….6 

NO SÉ…………………………….7 

RECHAZAR………………….......8 

19. ¿Usted o su familia posee o alquila/renta el lugar donde vive? 

Posee...............................1 

Alquila/Renta...........................2 

Otro ________________........3 

No Se……………………..44 

RECHAZAR…………….55 
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