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Executive Summary
As a group, immigrants who are women face challenges that are often overlooked in public discourse 
surrounding other immigration concerns. Women often find themselves at the intersection of matters 
related to work, immigration status, family, and gender, affected by each of these in ways that are often 
ignored in the policy arena. To ensure that women’s concerns are included in conversations regarding 
immigration, we need to know how current discourse and public opinion treat these women, and how 
we can leverage existing opportunities, improve coverage, and shape discussions. We can then better 
draw attention to the specific issues faced by those who are both women and immigrants, and to the 
solutions needed to address these concerns.

This report analyzes mainstream and niche media coverage and public opinion research regarding 
issues at the intersection of immigration and gender. What overarching story are the media telling about 
immigrants who are women? Does that story help or hinder the mobilization of public opinion behind 
policies that pave the way for the integration of immigrant women into American society?

Media Research

We analyzed the content of 20 mainstream print news outlets representing every region of the country, 
five print or online magazines with politically progressive readerships, seven print or online women’s 
magazines, and two outlets with a large audience of “Millennials.”1 Major findings include:

 u Mainstream print media coverage of immigrant women falls into eight broad categories, with 
stories about detention, deportation, and family separation receiving the most attention. Also 
receiving significant media attention are stories about abuse and exploitation, and the impact of 
repressive state legislation on immigrant families. 

 u Overall, pro-immigrant voices outnumbered anti-immigrant voices in our sample of articles by 
a wide margin. Immigrants, pro-immigrant advocates, and pro-immigrant policymakers were 65 
percent of those quoted, with immigrant women representing 24 percent of those quoted.

 u The dominant narrative in mainstream media portrays these women as victims who are 
powerless to find safety and security for themselves and their families because of public policies 
and private exploitation. Missing from the narrative are accounts of immigrant women as 
contributors to society and agents of their own destiny. 

 u This picture has clear policy implications. The depiction of women immigrants as helpless victims 
strengthens perceptions of otherness and dependency and tends to reinforce the belief still held 
by a large percentage of Americans that immigrants are a burden on our country who benefit 
from various public services but don’t pay taxes or contribute to society. 

 u Media that reach women, progressives, and Millennials rarely report on immigrant women and 
their issues. This creates a lack of visibility among target audiences important to the immigrants’ 
rights movement.

1 There is still a debate around the parameters of the Millennial generation, but is generally considered to represent anyone 
who came of age around the millennium. Pew Research Center considers anyone born after 1980 to be a Millennial, and has not yet 
determined a cut-off year. See Pew’s Research Methods section from its 2010 study of Millennials, http://pewresearch.org/pubs/1501/
millennials-new-survey-generational-personality-upbeat-open-new-ideas-technology-bound.
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Public Opinion Meta-Analysis

We drew on data from 25 public opinion surveys, most of them conducted in 2010-2012. Our objectives 
were to: (1) review opinion research conducted since our last meta-analysis focusing on immigrants and 
immigration policy, contained in The Opportunity Agenda’s report, “Public Discourse on Immigration 
in 2010”; (2) learn about American’s attitudes towards immigrants who are women and the issues that 
affect them; and (3) understand more about how women who have immigrated to the United States feel 
about their lives here. Major findings include the following.

General Audiences

 u Very little research exists regarding how the intersection of gender and immigration registers in 
the minds of Americans. 

 u A majority continued to support the Arizona law, S.B. 1070, up to the time of the Supreme 
Court’s decision in June 2012. There was, however, movement indicating that the least popular 
parts of the law were those that fostered detention without due process and criminalized people 
who were looking for or accepting work.

 u The public is conflicted about whether immigrants in general are good or bad for the country, 
but the trend is moving toward positive perceptions. A majority, by a two-to-one margin, believe 
that immigrants take jobs Americans don’t want. 

 u A strong majority supports a roadmap to citizenship with conditions, and that support has 
increased over the past five years, from 63 percent in 2007 to 72 percent in 2011. 

 u The public is split on whether or not the Constitutional right to birthright citizenship should be 
changed to exclude those born to “illegal immigrants.” 

 u A majority of 62 percent supports the DREAM Act, and President Obama’s decision to 
implement aspects of the Act by executive order garnered a 64 percent approval rating.

 u Support for immigrants’ rights is strongest among Hispanics and young people.

Immigrant Women

 u Few surveys have been conducted of the attitudes or opinions of immigrants living in the United 
States, and fewer still specifically of women who are immigrants. 

 u According to the most comprehensive survey of immigrant women, conducted in 2008 by New 
America Media, 38 percent came to the United States to join family members and 22 percent 
came to make a better life for their children.

 u Respondents identified the problems they face in America as: the language barrier, access to 
quality healthcare, and discrimination. Latinas were more likely to say discrimination was a 
major problem than were women from other nationalities.

 u A majority of these women said they had “become more assertive at home and in public” since 
coming to the United States.

 u A huge majority (84 percent) said they would like to become U.S. citizens.

Cognitive Linguistic Analysis

This report is also informed by a language study completed by Anat Shenker-Osorio, a communications 
consultant who specializes in linguistics. We have referred to some of her observations about the language 
used in the discourse on immigration and women throughout this report, and have included her findings 
in Appendix A of this document.
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Recommendations

While there is a positive level of support for several key policies, our findings around media coverage and 
continued public support for laws like Arizona’s S.B. 1070 show that Americans are not yet receiving a 
balanced picture of the lives, contributions, aspirations, and challenges of women who have immigrated 
to the United States. Advocates, policymakers, journalists, and others can promote a better-balanced 
public discourse that builds support for policies that encourage the full integration of this important 
constituency into U.S. society. 

 u Conduct new public opinion research. As this report demonstrates, gender-based research on 
immigration-related issues is scant, both with respect to the general public’s attitudes and the 
attitudes of immigrant women themselves. More research is needed to get a better understanding 
of how these women are perceived in order to identify both challenges and openings for 
improving the public discourse and increasing support for policies relating to integration, due 
process, and abuse or exploitation. 

 u Emphasize how basic due process rights are threatened by current immigration policy and 
practice. Important segments of the American public are troubled by the government’s draconian 
deportation practices, racial and ethnic profiling, and other due process violations. Our media 
analysis shows that mainstream journalists are interested in writing about these issues. An 
effort should be made to encourage women’s and progressive media outlets and outlets favored 
by young people to cover stories about the unfair, discriminatory, and arbitrary nature of U.S. 
immigration policy.

 u Highlight positive examples of immigrant women as agents of change and of the contributions 
they are making to their own communities and to American society overall. Include voices of 
women from diverse backgrounds and experiences, and showcase entrepreneurs and leaders. 
Underscore their desire to be a part of the fabric of American society and their quest for 
citizenship. 

 u Project a more full and diverse picture of who immigrant women are. While it’s true that many 
women who have immigrated to the United States are undocumented and face legal barriers, 
making integration into American society difficult, a full 80 percent of immigrant women in 
this country are documented, and many have achieved success in a variety of professions and 
occupations. Their stories, and the pride they have in their immigrant identities, need to be told. 
Similarly, while millions of newcomers are mothers and “stewards of their families,” they are also 
workers who contribute to the country’s economic engine. 

 u Encourage more coverage of LGBT immigrant issues, including uplifting stories of achievement, 
integration, and contribution, and not just stories of victimization.

 u Emphasize systemic problems and solutions. Stories about individual women can be powerful 
hooks to engage reporters and the public, but whenever possible, those individual stories should 
be linked to the need for systemic solutions. 

 u Promote government as a solution, not just as the problem, and avoid perpetuating the idea that 
the government as a whole is always ineffective. When criticizing a government policy or action, 
identify the specific agency or official responsible and describe what that agency or individual 
should do to fix the problem. 

 u Submit more commentary. Op-eds, columns, and blog entries that reinforce the above 
recommendations would help to overcome the imbalance in how the media depicts immigrant 
women and LGBT immigrants.

 u Take advantage of new and social media, not just traditional media, to tell stories. Seek out 
venues that especially appeal to women, progressives, and Millennials.
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