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Immigration has been a salient and contentious topic in the United States, with a great deal of congressional debate, advocacy efforts,
and media coverage. Among conservative and liberal groups, there is a vigorous debate over the terms used to describe this popu-
lation, such as “undocumented” or “illegal,” as both sides perceive significant consequences to public opinion that flow out of this
choice in equivalency frames.These same groups also compete over the ways in which immigration policies are framed. Here, for the
first time, we examine the use of both types of frames (of immigrants themselves, and the policies affecting them) in media coverage.
Importantly, we also test for whether these various frames affect preferences on three different policies of legalization. Our results
suggest that efforts to focus on the terms used to describe immigrants have limited effect, and that efforts to frame policy offer greater
promise in swaying public opinion on immigration.

T
he problem of illegal immigration has been a prom-
inent feature of immigration policy since 1965, when
the United States ended its temporary worker pro-

gram for Mexican nationals and instituted a policy that
favored skilled workers and those with family in the United
States.1 With continuing demand for low-skilled Mexican
labor, unauthorized immigration to the United States grew
rapidly, and the United States has since engaged in various
schemes of enforcement and legalization to solve the prob-
lem, including a 1986 law that legalized over 2.5 million

immigrants.2 Even after the 1986 amnesty, the problem
of illegal immigration continued apace due, in part, to
weak provisions for employer sanctions, networks of recruit-
ment among families and sending regions, and the ongo-
ing economic and political power of the United States
with respect to Mexico and other Central American
countries.3

Today, there are an estimated 11 million unauthorized
immigrants in the United States, most of whom are long-
term residents of the United States and unlikely to return
to their home countries in mass numbers.4 Even though
there are other important aspects of immigration policy
that vie for Congressional attention—such as the shortage
of workers with advanced degrees in science and engineer-
ing and the need for improvements in temporary agricul-
tural worker programs—much of the public’s attention
has been focused on the problem of illegal immigration.
Thus, even though legislative efforts such as the compre-
hensive immigration reform bills of 2006 and 2007 dealt
with various topics such as refugees, asylum claims, family
visas, and high-skilled workers, much of the floor debate
and related media coverage centered on the issue of illegal
immigration.5

Amidst the policy debates, advocates and elected offi-
cials have attempted to shape public opinion and legisla-
tive outcomes in their favor, with increasing attention to
the framing of policy in news coverage and popular dis-
course. For instance, when the U.S. Senate was wrangling
over a comprehensive immigration reform measure in 2007
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(widely referred to as the McCain-Kennedy bill) that
included provisions for legalization for long-term resi-
dents without legal status, conservative advocates and media
personalities were quick to brand it an “amnesty,” while
the bill’s sponsors and liberal advocacy groups framed it as
a “path to citizenship.”6 Similarly, when the U.S. Senate
in 2010 considered the DREAM (Development, Relief,
and Education for Alien Minors) Act, which would legal-
ize immigrant students and those wishing to serve in the
military, as an amendment to a defense authorization bill,
proponents took great pains to show that the beneficiaries
of the bill were children who had no choice in whether or
not to come to the United States, while opponents sought
to frame it as a bill that would open the door to a more
general amnesty for the adult relatives of those children.7

In addition to disagreeing over policy framing, advo-
cates have also fought over the terms used to describe the
people themselves who may be affected by such policies.
On the liberal side, advocates have preferred to use the
term “undocumented” instead of “illegal,” arguing that
the latter tilts the debate in favor of restriction. For exam-
ple, Jose Antonio Vargas, a journalist and immigrant rights
advocate, has campaigned against the use of the term “ille-
gal immigrant” by news outlets, arguing that it “dehuman-
izes and marginalizes the people it seeks to describe.”8 At
the same time, conservative advocates on immigration have
long insisted on using the word “illegal,” arguing that
alternative terms mask the fundamental legal violations
committed by those who overstay their visas or enter the
country without one.9 Finally, many policy analysts,
demographers, and federal government agencies have pre-
ferred to use the term “unauthorized immigration,” opt-
ing for a more descriptively accurate, and perhaps politically
less laden, term to refer to those who may be eligible for
deportation.10

All of these competing claims—on what terms should
be used to describe immigration policy or the immigrants
themselves—share one common feature: the belief that fram-
ing has important consequences in shaping public opin-
ion on undocumented immigration. However, such claims
have rarely been examined, either descriptively through
media content analysis, or by causal tests through experi-
mental methods.11 Here, we utilize both methods, to gauge
the prevalence of these frames and to test hypotheses about
their consequences on public opinion. We analyze the con-
tent of news stories in print media and cable news from
the past several years.12 We also conducted a survey exper-
iment, with an important and heretofore unique feature
whereby we vary both the labels used to describe immi-
grants, as well as the frames used to depict immigration
policies such as birthright citizenship and legalization. We
characterize these efforts as equivalency frames and issue
frames, respectively.

As we show, news coverage in general has tended to use
the frames favored by restrictionists, although in particu-

lar instances such as the DREAM Act, frames favorable to
pro-immigrant groups appear more frequently. We also
find clear differences between the ways that mainstream,
conservative, and liberal news media label immigrants and
frame immigration policies. Finally, when it comes to sway-
ing public opinion, we find that differences in issue frames,
even when they involve varying only a few words, have a
fairly strong effect on immigration policy preferences. By
contrast, the fight over “illegal immigrants” versus “undoc-
umented immigrants” seems to have little effect. The one
exception to this pattern is among first- and second-
generation immigrants, who react against the illegal frame
and become even more supportive of legalization and the
DREAM Act. Taken together these findings suggest that,
if the primary goal of framing is to move public opinion
on immigration policy, groups on either side of the issue
divide would find it more effective to focus on efforts to
frame policies rather than to battle over the terms used to
describe those without legal status.13

From the Study of (Non)Citizenship to
Unauthorized Immigration
Given the inordinate attention that U.S. elected officials
and news media have accorded to unauthorized immigra-
tion over the past decade, how are scholars of U.S. politics
making sense of these developments? In the scholarship
on media coverage and public opinion, studies have found
that news coverage of immigration tends to focus on ille-
gality the closer that media markets are located to the
United States–Mexico border,14 and that public attitudes
towards illegal immigrants tend to be heavily racialized.15

Another strand of work examines public policy towards
unauthorized immigrants in the United States, paying par-
ticular attention to new developments in immigration fed-
eralism as states and local governments enact policies to
deter and expel unauthorized immigrants.16 Political theo-
rists have also begun to re-examine previous positions on
matters such as birthright citizenship ( jus soli ),17 and some
have drawn attention to military service ( jus meritum)
and measured time ( jus temporis) as valid principles for
immigrant legalization and naturalization.18 Finally, as ille-
gal immigration becomes more salient in other advanced,
industrialized countries, we see a corresponding rise in
comparative studies of public attitudes towards unautho-
rized immigrants,19 immigration enforcement,20 and dif-
ferential access to public benefits.21

Importantly, many of these studies build on a founda-
tion of prior scholarship on immigration and citizenship,
on the question of what constitutes citizenship itself and
the question of what rights and public benefits are granted
to noncitizens versus citizens. Both of these questions are
relevant to our inquiry because media coverage and public
opinion towards unauthorized immigrants are often shaped
and constrained by dominant conceptions of who counts
as a citizen, and for what purpose. In their review of
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immigration and citizenship across various countries, Irene
Bloemraad, Anna Korteweg, and Gokce Yurdakul identify
four major dimensions of citizenship that can be used to
assess inequality between immigrants and the native-born:
legal status, legal rights, political and civic participation, and
a sense of belonging.22 While it may be fruitful to conceive
of these dimensions as analytically distinct, in practice they
areoften interdependent.Thus, for example, a society’sdeter-
mination of a group as “belonging” often shapes the par-
ticular rights it is willing to grant the group. And groups, in
turn, may view changes in legal status as an important means
to gain legal rights and the ability to participate in politics.
We explore variation in public opinion on one of these
dimensions: legal rights and the extent to which residents
of a particular legal status—undocumented immigrants and
their U.S.–born children—are considered deserving of cer-
tain rights. When we examine the issue of providing a path
to citizenship to unauthorized children, we also test for
whether evoking a sense of belonging by making reference
to children may influence the extent to which Americans
accord rights to immigrants.

Our expectations about the effects of framing efforts on
the rights that Americans are willing to grant unautho-
rized immigrants are also informed by other work on cit-
izenship that considers partial rights according to various
types of groups. Elizabeth Cohen argues in her book Semi-
Citizenship in Democratic Politics that rights of democratic
citizenship have two distinct dimensions: autonomous rights
(such as free movement and expression), which are valu-
able regardless of their political context, and relative rights
(such as the right to vote or retain property), which derive
their meaning from specific political contexts.23 As Cohen
notes, the particular configuration of rights varies across
groups within any given nation-state, and our assessments
must be established on the basis of empirical inquiry, not
just normative statements derived from abstract ideals
embodied in constitutions and founding philosophies. In
the case of undocumented immigrants (or non-immigrant
individuals) in the United States, Cohen argues that this
population ranks low on both dimensions of rights, in
contrast to groups such as ex-felons who have strong auton-
omous rights but weak relative rights. Given the doubly
disadvantaged position in which unauthorized immi-
grants are located, we might expect that attempts to change
public opinion towards those immigrants may have lim-
ited effect, especially when compared to groups that rank
low on only one dimension. At the same time, we can also
think of each of these two dimensions as corresponding to
each type of framing strategy: policy frames as trying to
move public opinion along the dimension of relative rights
(i.e., what these persons are entitled to), and immigrant
frames as seeking to move opinion primarily along the
dimension of autonomous rights (i.e., trying to change
public perception of who they fundamentally are). As we
shall see, moving public attitudes towards unauthorized

immigrants may be easier to achieve along the dimension
of relative rights than autonomous rights.

Framing Policies on Illegal
Immigration in the News
While illegal immigration could simply be accepted as a
permanent feature of U.S. immigration policy, advocates
on the left and right have fought for different solutions to
the problem—the former favoring various legalization
schemes, and the latter favoring an enforcement-only
approach. Perhaps not surprisingly, differences in issue
frames have accompanied this divergence over policy solu-
tions. Advocates for greater restriction and enforcement
have sought to paint any effort at legalization as an
“amnesty,” reminding issue activists and legislators alike
about the 1986 law that many restrictionists deem a pol-
icy failure and a betrayal of the rule of law.24 At the same
time, pro-legalization advocates and legislators have sought
to avoid any reference to legalization or amnesty, opting
instead for a new term “path to citizenship” that is free
from the historical baggage of the 1986 law and its after-
math.25 As we have already noted, divergent framing efforts
have emerged over other legalization programs such as the
DREAM Act, as proponents seek political advantage by
emphasizing that it would benefit those who arrived in
the United States as young children, and who had no say
in the migration decisions of their parents. By contrast,
opponents seek to downplay the angle of “powerless chil-
dren,” and instead seek to portray the DREAM Act as just
another form of amnesty that would encourage further
illegal immigration to the United States.26

The issue of birthright citizenship for children of ille-
gal immigrants born in the United States has also
prompted a contentious debate between restrictionists
and pro-immigrant advocates.27 Restrictionists have argued
that this policy creates “anchor babies” which keeps ille-
gal immigrant parents in the country. Furthermore, advo-
cates of immigration restriction have challenged the
assumption that citizenship to these children is guaran-
teed by the Fourteenth Amendment to the U.S. Consti-
tution, which provides that “all persons born or naturalized
in the United States, and subject to the jurisdiction thereof,
are citizens of the United States.” They have argued instead
that illegal immigrants are not subject to the jurisdiction
of the United States, and therefore, Congress can pass
laws regarding their access to citizenship.28 Pro-immigrant
advocates, on the other hand, frame the issue as a
Constitutionally-guaranteed right, enshrined in the Four-
teenth Amendment and affirmed by subsequent Supreme
Court decisions.29 Thus, they argue, it would take a Con-
stitutional amendment, and not an Act of Congress to
change the status quo rules on citizenship eligibility.

So, on various policies relating to the legalization of
unauthorized immigrants, liberal advocates have relied
on issue frames such as “path to citizenship,” references
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to children (in the case of the DREAM Act), and refer-
ences to the U.S. Constitution (in the case of birthright
citizenship)—all with the goal of swaying opinion in favor
of legalization. By contrast, opponents have painted legal-
ization attempts, including the DREAM Act as an
“amnesty,” and have framed the granting of citizenship
as a legal precedent, and not a constitutional one—with
the goal of tilting opinion away from legalization, and
towards greater restriction.

How do these divergent framing efforts correspond to
news coverage? We analyzed the content of news stories
on these three policy areas in mainstream and conserva-
tive daily newspapers in New York and Washington, DC
(the New York Times and Washington Post on the main-
stream side, and the New York Post and Washington Times
on the conservative side), from 2007 through 2011. For
this same time period, we also examined news shows on
the three major cable news networks: Fox News, CNN,
and MSNBC (refer to Table 1).30 On the issue of legal-
ization, we found, overall, that mentions of amnesty (47
percent) were considerably more frequent than mentions
of a “path to citizenship” (27 percent).31 Furthermore,
conservative newspapers were far more likely to mention
amnesty than their mainstream counterparts (56 percent
versus 28 percent between the Washington Times and Wash-
ington Post and 43 percent versus 23 percent in the New
York Post and New York Times, respectively). Finally, among
the cable news networks, CNN had the most mentions of
amnesty in news stories on legalization (64 percent), fol-
lowed by Fox News (56 percent) and MSNBC (49 per-
cent). While the frequent mentions of “amnesty” on CNN
may seem surprising, it was driven primarily by the high
mentions of the term during the tenure of noted immi-
gration restrictionist Lou Dobbs on the network. After
Dobbs’ departure in late 2008, CNN (41 percent) occu-
pies the midpoint between MSNBC (32 percent) and Fox
News (52 percent) on the frequency with which the term
is invoked.

We find that amnesty is mentioned far less frequently
in news coverage of the DREAM Act than in coverage of
comprehensive legalization programs (18 percent versus
47 percent, respectively). Again, there are considerable
differences across news outlets, with Fox News (32 per-
cent) and the Washington Times (23 percent) having the
most frequent mentions. Surprisingly, the New York Post,
a relatively conservative newspaper owned by Rupert Mur-
doch, had the fewest mentions of “amnesty,” lower than
even the New York Times (10 percent) or MSNBC (11
percent). Mentions of children are high across all sources,
although exclusive mention of children (i.e., without
“amnesty) is relatively low for the conservative outlets,
with the notable exception of the New York Post.

Finally, in news coverage of birthright citizenship, we
find that mentions of the Constitution or the Fourteenth
Amendment are similar across news outlets (41 percent),
with notably high mentions for MSNBC (60 percent),
and low mentions in the New York Post (0 percent). Mean-
while, mentions of “anchor babies” are most frequent on
Fox News (39 percent), but are also high for MSNBC (34
percent) and the New York Times (32 percent), further
underscoring the lack of a clear relationship between ide-
ology of news source and news coverage of the birthright
citizenship issue.

To sum up, then, we find that the framing of policies
of immigrant legalization varied according to the topic.
On legalization, while mentions of “amnesty” were more
frequent than mentions of “path to citizenship” across all
media outlets, conservative outlets used the amnesty frame
much more frequently than mainstream print media and
some cable outlets. In the case of the DREAM Act, how-
ever, mainstream news outlets avoided mentions of
“amnesty,” and were more likely to focus on the likely
beneficiaries of the act, i.e. those who were brought to
the United States as young children. Finally, there appear
to be few differences across news outlets in coverage of
birthright citizenship, though there were far fewer stories

Table 1
Variations in policy frames by news source, 2007 to 2011

TOTAL
Washington

Post
Washington

Times

New
York
Post

New
York

Times CNN FOX MSNBC

Legalization
Amnesty 47% 28% 56% 43% 23% 64% 56% 49%
Path to Citizenship 27% 26% 31% 21% 32% 26% 20% 29%

DREAM Act
Amnesty 18% 10% 23% 5% 10% 23% 32% 11%
Children 86% 90% 70% 83% 91% 95% 75% 76%

Birthright Citizenship
Constitution 41% 35% 49% 0% 40% 38% 49% 60%
Anchor baby 24% 23% 27% 16% 32% 15% 39% 34%

Note: Terms here are reported inclusive of each other, and may thus exceed 100% when combined.

| |
�

�

�

Articles | “Illegal,” “Undocumented,” or “Unauthorized”

792 Perspectives on Politics



on birthright citizenship compared to the other two
policies.

Framing (Illegal) Immigrants in the
News
In the fight over various policy solutions to illegal immi-
gration, liberal and conservative advocates have sought
rhetorical advantage, not only in the ways that each
policy is framed, but also in the ways that immigrants
themselves are labeled: as “illegal immigrants” or “undoc-
umented immigrants.” The intuition behind the impor-
tance accorded to semantic differences between “illegal”
and “undocumented” is the following: terms carry with
them emotional affect and stereotypes, which in turn can
mold impressions and sway public opinion. In many ways,
concerns over the use of group labels echoes the debates
over the terms used to describe blacks in the late 1960s
and 1970s (including “Negroes,” “blacks,” and “African
Americans”); those used to describe “affirmative action”
in the 1980s and 1990s (including “affirmative action,”
“quotas,” and “reverse discrimination”); and the stigma
believed to be attached to the word “liberal” throughout
the 1990s. It is important to note that these beliefs regard-
ing the political power of labels are not just a matter of
conjecture; a fair amount of scholarship supports the
contention that using some terms over others makes a
difference, particularly on matters of race and poverty.32

On the liberal side of the immigration policy debate,
advocates have long argued that conservatives use the term
“illegal,” whether as an adjective to modify immigrant
(i.e., “illegal immigrants”) or as a noun (“illegals”), to tilt
policy debates in favor of immigration enforcement and
restriction. The logic underlying opposition to the term
“illegal” is perhaps best expressed in a New York Times
column written in 2007 by a member of the newspaper’s
editorial board:

Since the word [illegal] modifies not the crime but the whole
person, it goes too far. It spreads, like a stain that cannot wash
out. It leaves its target diminished as a human, a lifetime mem-
ber of a presumptive criminal class. People are often surprised to
learn that illegal immigrants have rights. Really? Constitutional
rights? But aren’t they illegal? Of course they have rights: they
have the presumption of innocence and the civil liberties that
the Constitution wisely bestows on all people, not just citizens.

Many people object to the alternate word “undocumented”
as a politically correct euphemism, and they have a point. . . .
But at least “undocumented”—and an even better word,
“unauthorized”—contain the possibility of reparation and atone-
ment, and allow for a sensible reaction proportional to the
offense.33

While much of the re-framing efforts of liberal advo-
cacy organizations have been focused on elite-level dis-
course, such as the efforts of the National Association of
Hispanic Journalists to get reporters to use the term “undoc-
umented immigrants” or “undocumented workers,”34 more

recent efforts such as the “Drop the I-Word” campaign
(droptheiword.com) have also sought to raise awareness
among the general public, in addition to enlisting com-
mitments from media organizations. As the campaign’s
web site notes, many advocates consider the term illegal “a
damaging word that divides and dehumanizes communi-
ties and is used to discriminate against immigrants and
people of color. The I-Word is shorthand for illegal alien,
illegal immigrant, and other harmful racially charged terms
[original emphasis].”35 Prior to the November 2012 elec-
tion, the list of media endorsements for the campaign
only included a dozen or so explicitly liberal, and rela-
tively small, media outlets such as Ms. Magazine, the Nation,
and Yes! Magazine.

Meanwhile, advocates on the conservative side have
continued to insist on using the terms “illegal alien” and
“illegal immigrant,” arguing that they are accurate depic-
tions of the ways in which people have either crossed the
border or maintained their presence in the United States
beyond the terms set by the country’s immigration laws.
Indeed, one of the common phrases used by immigra-
tion conservatives—as emblazoned on t-shirts, bumper
stickers, and in many blog postings and comments—is
the question: “What part of illegal don’t you under-
stand?” By framing the issue as entirely about legality,
conservative groups have sought to direct attention pri-
marily to policies of enforcement over more comprehen-
sive solutions that include legalization. The frame of
illegality also helps restrictionists deflect criticism that
their movements have anything to do with racial preju-
dice or ethnocentrism.36 The defense of using the term
“illegal” and the political implications of using that term
over “undocumented” is perhaps best articulated by the
editorial board of the Washington Times, an influential
conservative daily:

The word “illegal” accurately describes the issue at the center of
the controversy. A legal alien or immigrant is someone who has
gone through the legal process for entry to the United States; an
illegal alien or immigrant is someone who has not. This defini-
tion is enshrined in law—for example the “Illegal Immigration
Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act of 1996”—and in
terminology used by the U.S. Citizenship and Immigration
Services. . . .

The term “illegal alien” is highly specific and accurately
describes the problem, unlike “undocumented immigrant,” which
purposefully removes a stigma that should rightly remain.37

Finally, many demographers, research organizations, and
federal government agencies have chosen to use the term
“unauthorized immigrants” instead of the other terms men-
tioned so far. As Bean and Lowell note in their chapter on
unauthorized migration,

the phrase “illegal immigrant” is arguably inaccurate when applied
in the U.S. case. As an alternative, the term “unauthorized
migrant” is employed here to refer to persons who reside in the
U.S. but whose status is not that of U.S. citizens, permanent
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residents, or other authorized visitors . . . . The term “undocu-
mented” is not entirely appropriate, because many contempo-
rary unauthorized migrants possess documents, although usually
counterfeit ones. The term “illegal” does not exactly fit, because
the U.S. expressly made it legal to hire such people before the
Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) was passed in
1986. Moreover, the federal government since then has not sys-
tematically enforced the provisions of IRCA that make it illegal
to hire such workers.38

Given the care and attention that different actors devote
to the terms used to describe immigrants without autho-
rization, it is important to see how these terms map onto
those utilized by news media. Our expectation, based on
the way that the immigration debate has become polar-
ized along party lines in the United States, is that explic-
itly conservative news outlets such as the Washington Times
and New York Post should use the terms “illegal immi-
grant” or “illegal alien” far more frequently in their cover-
age of immigration than mainstream newspapers such as
the Washington Post and New York Times. Similarly, we
would expect to see considerable differences between Fox
News, CNN, and MSNBC in the frequency with which
“illegal” and “undocumented” are used.

In Table 2, we present the incidence of these terms in
these various news outlets. We conducted the analysis by
searching all news stories where the terms “immigrant(s)”
or “immigration” appeared in the headline or lead para-
graph, and counting the number of stories from 2007 to
2011 where “illegal,” “undocumented,” or “unautho-
rized” appeared in the headline or lead paragraph when
describing immigrants or immigration. In order to pro-
vide a standard measure across news outlets, we present
each data point as a share of the total number of stories
during the same time period that make reference to
immigrants.

Overall, we find that 42 percent of all stories on immi-
gration during this time period dealt with illegal, unautho-
rized, or undocumented immigrants, and this coverage
was much more prevalent in conservative newspapers than

mainstream ones. Among the print sources we examined,
the differences were greatest between the Washington, DC
papers, as the conservative Washington Times was more
than twice as likely to focus on illegal immigrants in its
coverage of immigration than the Washington Post (75 per-
cent versus 37 percent). Between the New York Post and
the New York Times, the difference was significant, albeit
smaller than in the case of the Washington newspapers
(33 percent versus 23 percent). Among cable news sources,
too, there was a clear ideological divide: Fox News devoted
the most coverage to illegal immigrants, accounting for
73 percent of all stories on immigration between 2007
and 2011. By contrast, 52 percent of immigration stories
on CNN and only 40 percent of immigration stories on
MSNBC dealt with illegal immigration.

Interestingly, however, after taking into account differ-
ences in the frequency of attention to illegal immigration,
there was little variation across news sources in the use of
“illegal,” “undocumented,” or “unauthorized.”39 Liberal,
conservative, and mainstream sources were all very likely
to use the term “illegal” over the other alternatives, with
the Washington Post at 89 percent, and all other sources at
96 percent or greater. The term “unauthorized” was used
only 21 times in nearly 5,500 articles, and most of these
instances were in the New York Times (10 stories) and the
Washington Post (8 stories). Finally, the term “undocu-
mented” was used in 11 percent of stories in the Washing-
ton Post, 3 percent of stories in the New York Times and on
MSNBC, and in less than 1 percent of stories in all of the
other sources we analyzed. The infrequent use of alterna-
tive terms to “illegal” in newspapers such as the New York
Times is understandable, in keeping with its style guide-
lines. Indeed, in response to calls to “drop the I-word,”
the public editor of the New York Times insisted in Octo-
ber 2012 that “[illegal immigrant] is clear and accurate; it
gets its job done in two words that are easily under-
stood.”40 Importantly, the appearance of alternative terms
to “illegal” were much less common in news sections of

Table 2
Variations in use of “illegal,” “undocumented,” and “unauthorized,” 2007 to 2011

TOTAL
Washington

Post
Washington

Times
New York

Post
New York

Times CNN FOX MSNBC

As proportion of all stories on immigration
Baseline N = 13,918 3,237 1,886 726 4,942 1,790 1,179 158
Illegal 41% 33% 75% 33% 22% 51% 72% 39%
Undocumented 1% 4% 0% 0% 1% 1% 1% 1%
Unauthorized 0.2% 0.2% 0.1% 0% 0.2% 0.1% 0% 0%
As proportion of stories focusing on those without legal status
Baseline N = 5,851 1,197 1,411 238 1,158 932 852 63
Illegal 96.4% 89% 100% 100% 96% 98% 99% 97%
Undocumented 3.2% 11% 0.1% 0% 3% 1% 1% 3%
Unauthorized 0.4% 1% 0.1% 0% 0.9% 0.2% 0% 0%
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these newspapers than in the editorial sections, which are
less subject to a newspaper’s style guidelines.41

In both the newspaper data and the cable news data, a
clear pattern emerges: in covering the general issue of immi-
gration, conservative news outlets—whether on TV or in
print—are more likely to focus on illegal immigrants and
illegal immigration than their mainstream or liberal coun-
terparts. Still, whenever major news sources mention those
without legal status, they have generally continued to use
the term “illegal immigrants,” regardless of whether or
not these sources are conservative. Thus, while organiza-
tions such as the Society of Professional Journalists and efforts
such as the Drop the I-Word Campaign have sought to
encourage journalists to use terms such as “undocu-
mented” and “unauthorized,” those terms make only rare
appearances in our analysis of news coverage prior to 2012,
even in more mainstream publications such as the Wash-
ington Post and the New York Times. In April 2013, how-
ever, the Associated Press and USA Today indicated that
they would no longer use the word “illegal” to describe a
person, although reporters could still continue to use the
term to describe actions such as “illegal immigration” and
“entering a country illegally.”42 It remains to be seen how
often the term “illegal” continues to appear in news sto-
ries, particularly in large-circulation outlets such as the
New York Times and Washington Post.

Are These (Illegal) Immigrant Frames
Consequential?
Recent stylebook decisions indicate that we might soon
see a shift in news coverage on the relative use of terms
such as “illegal” versus “undocumented.” It remains an
open question, however, whether changing labels on “ille-
gal immigrants” would be as consequential for public opin-
ion as advocates and critics believe they might. Survey
experiments provide a fruitful way to test for the potential
importance of labels or frames used to describe immi-
grants. Here, we report the results of one such test, in
which we exposed different groups of voters to the labels
“illegal immigrant,” “undocumented immigrant,” and
“unauthorized immigrant.” At the same time, we also
explore the possibility that variations in policy frames may
also help shape voter opinion, and we test for the relative
importance of each type of frame.

Before discussing the potential effects of frames on immi-
gration policy attitudes, it is important to situate this study
in the larger public opinion literature on immigration in
the United States, which is fairly vast, with studies grow-
ing in frequency since the early 1990s. Much of the early
work in this area explained the public’s preference for allow-
ing more immigrants or fewer immigrants into the United
States, using measures standardized by the Gallup polling
organization,43 a few studies have examined the salience
of immigration as an issue,44 and others have studied voter
opinion on illegal immigration in particular.45 More

recently, survey approaches to public opinion have exam-
ined the effects of such factors as adherence to racial cues,46

various forms of economic threat,47 and legal status.48

And yet, few studies have examined how the use of differ-
ent words describing legal status (i.e., legal, illegal, undoc-
umented, unauthorized) can affect policy preferences. A
recent survey wording experiment by Knoll et al. (2010)
with a sample of Ohio voters did so, and found null effects
between using the terms illegal or undocumented on sup-
port for various legalization programs.49 It is unclear, how-
ever, whether these results will generalize to the national
electorate, to other types of immigration policies, as well
to the unauthorized label favored by many social scientists.

Perhaps most importantly, the scholarship has yet to
look into the effects of varying policy frames (i.e, path-
way to citizenship versus amnesty) as it relates to immi-
gration. As Dennis Chong and Jamie Druckman note,
“framing refers to the process by which people develop a
particular conceptualization of an issue or reorient their
thinking about an issue.”50 On any given issue, various
considerations along different dimensions may influence
an individual’s opinion. Elite decisions to frame issues in
different ways can alter the weight that individuals give
to some considerations, which can then lead to alternate
responses. Furthermore, Druckman makes an important
distinction between two types of frames: equivalency
frames and issue frames.51

Equivalency framing effects occur when logically equiv-
alent phrases with variations in wording cause individuals
to alter their opinions. A classic example of an equivalency
framing effect is the Asian Disease Problem in research by
Tversky and Kahneman,52 where respondents are more
likely to opt for a risk-averse choice of treatment when it
is framed in the domain of gains (choosing, say, the cer-
tainty of 200 lives saved over a one-third chance of 600
lives saved), and the more risk-seeking choice when it is
framed in the domain of losses (declining the certainty of
400 deaths over a one-third probability than none of 600
will die)—even though all have the same expected out-
comes. By contrast, Druckman refers to issue framing as
“situations where, by emphasizing a subset of potentially
relevant considerations, a speaker leads individuals to focus
on these considerations when constructing their opin-
ions”.53 As he notes, one clear example of an issue framing
effect relates to whether the KKK should be allowed to
hold a rally. If the issue is framed as one of public safety,
then people are less supportive of letting the KKK hold a
rally; however, if the issue is framed as one of free speech,
then people are more supportive.54

In the case of this study, we look at some depictions
that fit under equivalency frames and some that are more
akin to issue frames. With respect to the former, does it
matter if the term “illegal,” “undocumented,” or “unautho-
rized” is used? All of these terms are logically equivalent in
the sense that they are referring to immigrants without
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legal status. However, the term “illegal” carries with it
more negative associations and may bring to mind nega-
tive stereotypes toward immigrants. We may therefore
expect that attitudes on immigration policy will become
more restrictive when the term illegal is used rather than
undocumented or unauthorized.

We also introduce different ways of presenting immi-
gration policies, and these types of frames are more akin
to issue frames, in that the terms are not always logically
equivalent. When dealing with legalization for example,
as we noted earlier, restrictionists typically frame the issue
as one of providing amnesty and couple that discussion
with mention of disrespect for the rule of law and illegal
immigrants. Meanwhile pro-legalization activists often dis-
cuss a path to citizenship in which individuals need to
meet certain obligations to be considered for citizenship.
This latter framing may evoke more positive associations
of individuals working with the system to gain citizen-
ship. This process known as competitive framing could
successfully prime any of the previous representations even
when just one of the terms is mentioned.55 Given the
literature on issue framing across many different policy
issues, we would also expect that slight variations in the
framing of immigration policies should lead to different
opinion reports. We will discuss our specific expectations
for each policy in the next section.

Effects of Frames on Public Opinion
In order to explore the effect of different frames on immi-
gration policy attitudes, we conducted a series of survey
experiments embedded in the 2007 Cooperative Congres-
sional Election Study (CCES), which was conducted online
through YouGov, over the last two weeks of November
2007. The sample drawn for the CCES is a stratified
national sample.56 There were 2,188 respondents in our
module that included questions about immigration pol-
icy. The age and educational attainment of our survey
respondents are fairly well aligned with those of the U.S.
electorate, although the proportion of whites and males in
the sample is higher than the U.S. average (refer to the
Supplementary Materials, Table 1; permanent links to the
supplementary materials provided by the authors are located
at the end of our text).57 Still, it is important to note that
our sample is considerably more representative of the U.S.
electorate than student samples that form the basis of many
experimental studies on public opinion, particularly with
respect to educational attainment.58

In the survey, respondents were asked the extent to which
they agree or disagree on policies involving legalization,
the DREAM Act provisions, and birthright citizenship.
Across all three questions, we varied the terms that pre-
ceded the word “immigrant.” Subjects were randomly
assigned to read illegal, undocumented, or unauthorized.
For each policy question, we also varied something about
the way in which we described the policy.

The first policy we look at is legalization. For this
question, we randomly assigned whether the policy was
described as providing immigrants an opportunity to even-
tually become citizens or providing amnesty. Respon-
dents were asked their level of agreement or disagreement
with the following statement: “If we can seal our borders
and enforce existing immigration laws, [illegal/
undocumented/ unauthorized] immigrants should be given
[the opportunity to eventually become legal citizens/
amnesty] .” Forty-eight percent of respondents were
opposed to immigrant legalization in 2007, 31 percent
were supportive, and 21 percent were neutral. We expect
that respondents in the undocumented and unautho-
rized conditions will be more supportive of legalization
compared to those in the illegal condition. As we dis-
cussed earlier, illegal connotes more negative associations
than the alternative terms. Since amnesty has become a
highly charged term often used by those on the right
who oppose legalization, we expect that it will decrease
support for citizenship relative to those who only read
“an opportunity to eventually become legal citizens.” The
latter statement is also ambiguous with respect to what
needs to be done to become legal citizens.

The second policy question asks about support for pro-
visions of the DREAM Act. Respondents were again ran-
domly assigned to one of the three descriptions of legal
status. They were also randomly assigned to receive a con-
dition that provided additional information on when the
children arrived in the United States. Respondents were
asked for their level of agreement with the following state-
ment: “[Illegal/ undocumented/ unauthorized] immi-
grants [none/ who came to the U.S. as young children]
should be able to earn legal status if they graduated from
a U.S. high school, have stayed out of trouble, and have
enrolled in college or the military.” This time, there was
far greater support (54 percent) than opposition to the
policy (30 percent), and with only 16 percent taking a
neutral stance. As with the first policy measure, we expect
that the undocumented and unauthorized conditions
should lead to more support for the DREAM Act relative
to those in the illegal condition. We also expect a positive
effect for the additional statement “who came to the U.S.
as young children.” Numerous examples from the policy
arena suggest that voters are sensitive to appeals that refer
to the effects of policies on children, such as in the case of
incarceration policy,59 public health measures to combat
obesity,60 and gay rights.61

The final policy question focuses on whether the respon-
dent supports changing the current policy that children
born on U.S. soil to parents without legal status are granted
citizenship. In addition to randomly assigning respon-
dents to the terms that preceded the word immigrant, we
randomly assigned respondents to different descriptions
of the status quo: the current law or the Constitution.
More specifically, we asked respondents for their level of
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agreement on a five-point scale, with the following state-
ment: “According to [current law/the Constitution] any
child born in the U.S. is a citizen of the U.S. The [current
law/Constitution] should be changed so that babies born
to [illegal/ undocumented/ unauthorized] immigrants liv-
ing in the U.S. do not automatically become U.S. citi-
zens.” Here, a majority of respondents favored a policy
change (53 percent) to restrict citizenship eligibility, 37
percent opposed a change, and 10 percent were neutral.
For this policy issue, we expect that respondents in the
undocumented and unauthorized conditions will be more
opposed to changing the policy compared to those in the
illegal condition. We also expect that framing the policy
as the current law rather than the constitution will make
individuals more supportive of changing the policy. We
expect that individuals place more value in rights that are
derived from the U.S. Constitution compared to those
that are based on law, as public opinion on a Constitu-
tional ban on gay marriage has shown.62

Experimental Findings
We first explore whether support for the three policy areas
varies depending on whether those without legal status are
described as illegal, undocumented, or unauthorized. In
Figure 1, we present average levels of support for each
policy among those in the three experimental conditions.
For consistency of data presentation, we present all out-
comes on a common scale of restrictive to permissive.
Thus we recoded the policy measure birthright citizen-
ship such that higher values indicate disagreement with
changing the law or Constitution. Values of �1 and �2
indicate opposition and strong opposition, respectively, to
permissive policies (or, conversely, support or strong sup-
port of restrictive policies). Zero indicates a neutral stance,
and positive values 1 and 2 indicate agreement and strong

agreement, respectively, with permissive policies. In all of
the figures we present, if the average response is greater
than zero, it indicates net support for policies favoring
unauthorized immigrants, while negative values indicate
net opposition to such policies.

As we can see from Figure 1, the differences in levels of
policy support among those assigned to each of the three
conditions that varied the terms used to describe those
without legal status (illegal, undocumented, or unautho-
rized) are negligible. For instance, asking people about
undocumented immigrants or unauthorized immigrants
does not move opinion from opposition to support on
legalization; indeed, there is even slightly less opposition
among those asked about “illegal immigrants,” although
these differences are not statistically significant.63 Simi-
larly, we do not see the terms “undocumented” or “unautho-
rized” making any significant difference on opinion towards
the DREAM Act, for which respondents are generally in
favor,64 or on birthright citizenship, where respondents
are generally inclined to change the policy.65

It does not appear, then, that the equivalency frames—
illegal, undocumented, or unauthorized—matter for pub-
lic opinion on any of these three policy issues. These results
also hold up if we run more complicated regression analy-
ses controlling for the other experimental manipulations,
as well as the few variables that were unevenly distributed
across experimental conditions.66 Of course, it may be the
case that responses to the immigrant frames are not the
same across all individuals. Rather, some individuals may
be more susceptible and some less susceptible to framing
effects, while others may even reject framing effects.67 To
explore this possibility, we looked at five individual-level
factors for which we may expect different reactions to
frames: partisan identification, the salience of immigra-
tion policy, Latinos, educational attainment, as well as the
immigration history of one’s family.68 Prior studies have
found differential reactions to immigration frames depend-
ing on an individual’s party identification and how much
they care about the issue of immigration, and between
Latinos and non-Latinos.69 To our knowledge, scholars
have not yet considered how one’s generational status in
the United States might affect whether individuals are more
or less susceptible to framing effects.

In only two cases do we find that reactions to immigrant-
related frames vary by individual characteristics, and they
involve the migration history of one’s family on the
DREAM Act and more general policies of legalization.70

In Table 3, we show the change in the probability of adopt-
ing the most permissive stance on the given policy for
those in the undocumented and unauthorized conditions
relative to the illegal condition by generational status (for
the ordered probit analyses, refer to Table 4 in the Sup-
plementary Materials). To summarize the results, we
find that support for the DREAM Act and for legaliza-
tion is significantly lower for first- and second-generation

Figure 1
Mean support for immigration policies
by experimental condition, illegal,
undocumented, and unauthorized
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immigrants who receive the undocumented and unautho-
rized conditions versus the illegal immigrant condition.
The only exception is in the case of legalization for second-
generation respondents, where the difference is in the same
direction but not statistically significant. Thus, even as
immigrant rights advocates are pushing to reduce usage of
the term “illegal” in news stories and public discourse, our
findings suggest that usage of the term has its greatest
impact on first- and second-generation immigrants who
seem to react against the illegal label and become even
more supportive of the policy than when the terms
“unauthorized” or “undocumented” are used. For exam-
ple, a first generation immigrant receiving the illegal con-

dition is 10.1 percentage points more likely to adopt the
most permissive stance on the DREAM act compared to
her counterpart receiving the undocumented condition.
The comparable effect for those in the unauthorized con-
dition relative to the illegal condition is 14.1 percentage
points. The only other notable finding is that natives (fourth
generation and beyond) are significantly more supportive
of the DREAM Act when the term unauthorized is used
compared to when the term illegal is used.

The findings for the terms used to describe those with-
out legal status run contrary to our expectations, which are
based in part on the framing activities of advocates on
immigration policy. We expected that the term “illegal

Table 3
Change in the probability of adopting the most permissive stance across experimental
conditions, by generational status

DREAM Act: Change in the Probability of Adopting the Most Permissive Stance

Illegal to
Undocumented Condition

Illegal to
Unauthorized Condition

First generation −10.4%* −14.1%**
Second generation −5.5%* −7.5%**
Third generation −1.4% −1.7%
Fourth and above 1.9% 3.1%*

Legalization: Change in the Probability of Adopting the Most Permissive Stance

Illegal to
Undocumented Condition

Illegal to
Unauthorized Condition

Opportunity to
Amnesty Condition

First generation −6.9%* −6.1%* −4.8%
Second generation −4.2%* −3.6% −6.7%**
Third generation −1.4% −1.2% −7.8%**
Fourth and above 1.3% 1.1% −8.3%**

**p � .05 (two-tailed); *p � .10 (two-tailed)

Table 4
Change in the probability of adopting the most permissive and most restrictive stance
across experimental conditions, by partisanship

DREAM Act: Change in the probability of adopting the given stance moving
from the control to “came as children” wording

Democrats Independents Republicans

Most restrictive −2.5%** −7.0%** −13.4%**
Most permissive 6.2%** 6.8%** 5.4%**

Birthright Citizenship: change in the probability of adopting the given
stance moving from the Constitution to current law wording

Democrats Independents Republicans

Most restrictive 6.6%** 6.2%** 2.4%
Most permissive -10.8%** −4.7%** −0.8%

**p � .05 (two-tailed); *p � .10 (two-tailed)
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immigrant” would lead to more restrictive immigration
preferences compared to the terms “undocumented” and
“unauthorized.” Instead we found largely null effects, sim-
ilar to the findings obtained in the study by Knoll et al.71

We began to find some effects once we took into account
one’s immigration history, but even here, we found that
individuals with a more recent immigration history tend
to react against the illegal frame. This finding is consistent
with prior scholarship that suggests that individuals with
strong predispositions may be able to resist framing effects
that run counter to those predispositions.72 Immigrants
and their children likely have stronger predispositions on
policies related to immigration than those who have been
in the United States for more generations.

We now look at whether differences in issue frames
influenced attitudes on the three policies considered. In
Figure 2, we present mean support for each policy by the
relevant experimental conditions.

In contrast to our general results for the ways in which
immigrants are framed, we find meaningful differences
with respect to the ways in which policies are framed. For
instance, net opposition to legalization when the word
“amnesty” is used virtually disappears when the phrase
“opportunity to eventually become citizens” is used in its
place. Not only is this difference statistically significant,
its magnitude is also sizable, a 17 percent shift over the
entire possible range of opinion on this issue.73 Similarly,
when asking about opinion towards the DREAM Act, the
mere mention of the fact that it would benefit those illegal
immigrants “who came to the U.S. as young children”
makes voter support much stronger than it would have
been otherwise (a shift from 0.07 to 0.41, or a 9 percent
shift over the entire range of opinion on this issue).74

Finally, with respect to birthright citizenship, we find that
individuals are more supportive of existing policy if it is

framed as enshrined in the Constitution (mean � �0.16),
than if it is framed as part of current law (mean � �0.4),
and these differences are statistically significant.75 How-
ever, in neither case does opposition to the policy tip over
the neutral point, meaning individuals on average in both
frames support changing the current policy.

The strength of the issue frames are all the more remark-
able, given that we varied only a few words, as opposed to
providing rich vignettes with other supporting informa-
tion. Also, all of these effects hold up if we run ordered
probit analyses controlling for the other experimental con-
ditions and the demographic variables that were unevenly
distributed across conditions (refer to the Supplementary
Materials Table 2).76 As with the previous analyses, we
explored whether certain groups of individuals react dif-
ferently to the policy frames, and again focused on issue
salience, partisanship, identifying as Latino, educational
attainment, and one’s generational status in the United
States. We find some evidence of differential reactions to
the amnesty frame depending on one’s immigration his-
tory, and find different reactions by partisans to the child
frame for the DREAM Act and the current law/
Constitution frame for birthright citizenship.

In the bottom half of Table 3, we show the change in
the probability of adopting the most permissive stance on
Legalization moving from the opportunity to amnesty
wording by generational status (for ordered probit results,
refer to the Supplementary Materials, Table 4). We do not
observe any differences in the effects of the amnesty frame
verses opportunity frame on support for legalization among
first generation immigrants. However, we begin to see
effects among those in the second generation, who are 6.7
percentage points less likely to adopt the most permissive
stance when in the amnesty frame compared to their coun-
terparts exposed to the opportunity frame. The negative
impact becomes more pronounced among those in later
generations.

In Table 4, we show the change in the probability of
adopting the most permissive and most restrictive stance
on the DREAM Act and birthright citizenship moving
the policy frames for each partisan group (for ordered
probit results, refer to the Supplemental Materials, Table 5).
For the DREAM Act, the wording of “came as young
children” similarly boosts support for the DREAM Act
across all partisan groups, but has stronger effects on
reducing opposition for Republicans. Republicans who
received this treatment were 13.4 percentage points less
likely to adopt the most restrictive stance relative to their
counterparts in the control wording. On birthright citi-
zenship, the current law frame (compared to the Consti-
tution frame) makes individuals less supportive of keeping
the law as it stands among Democrats and Independents,
but it has no effect among Republicans. This is the only
case where we find null effects for one of the issue frames.
Finally, all partisan groups react similarly to the amnesty

Figure 2
Mean support for immigration policies by
experimental condition, varying content of
policy description
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v. opportunity frames for Legalization, with greater sup-
port for the latter than the former.

Why Do Issue Frames Matter, while
Equivalency Frames Do Not?
Illegal or undocumented immigration in the United States
is a contentious issue that is subject to framing by advo-
cates and news organizations alike. Our analysis examines
the ways in which undocumented immigrants and immi-
gration policy are framed in the news, and the effects of
such frames on public opinion. For all of the battles fought
over the terms used to describe immigrants without legal
status (illegal versus undocumented versus unauthorized),
it does not appear that such frames make a perceptible
difference for public opinion, at least with respect to the
set of policy issues we examined.77

By contrast, we find relatively strong framing effects
with respect to how immigration policies are described.
For legalization, Americans had far more restrictive pref-
erences when the policy was termed as an amnesty rather
than as an opportunity to eventually become legal citi-
zens, and the effect was similar among different partisan
groups. Thus, whether or not “amnesty” becomes more or
less prominent in media coverage will have a substantial
effect on whether or not Americans support immigrant
legalization. On the DREAM Act, including language that
immigrants came over as young children led to less restric-
tive preferences, and even tilted support slightly in favor
of the policy. The positive effect of adding this wording
held for all registered voters, and had even stronger effects
among Republicans. While it may seem surprising that
conservatives are more amenable to the positive child frame,
it is consistent with the broader literature on framing effects.
As Chong and Druckman note, “even those with firm
values are susceptible to framing on new issues that have
yet to acquire a settled interpretation.”78 As we found in
our content analysis, conservative media outlets have not
yet provided their audiences much exposure to the frame
of illegal immigrants coming to the United States as young
children. Finally, birthright citizenship did not become
nationally salient until late in 2010, so frames about the
issue would have been very new to our survey respon-
dents. Individuals were somewhat supportive of changing
the policy given either frame, but were more supportive
when the status quo was described as the current law rather
than the constitution.

Why do we see this divergence between the impor-
tance of how immigration policies are framed and the
relative unimportance of how undocumented (or illegal
or unauthorized) immigrants are framed? Part of the expla-
nation likely centers around the fact that immigration
policy is of relatively low salience to the American pub-
lic, even in years such as 2007 when comprehensive immi-
gration reform was hotly debated in Congress.
Consequently, the public has relatively low levels of infor-

mation about particular policies, and the ways that immi-
gration policies are framed can have a significant effect
on opinion. By contrast, individuals may have a concrete
image of an illegal or undocumented immigrant (given
not only national news coverage of policy, but also local
news coverage and everyday social interactions), and invok-
ing different terms may make little difference in terms of
the considerations that shape their expressed opinions.
Indeed, other experimental research on racial and ethnic
cues suggests that the default image of an “illegal immi-
grant” in the minds of U.S. voters is a Mexican immi-
grant,79 and that cueing Latino instead of European
immigrant origins accentuates the restrictive opinions of
American voters.80 While these ethnic cue manipulations
are not part of this study, future research with sufficiently
large sample sizes should examine whether ethnic cues
interact in important ways with the equivalency and issues
frames in our analysis.

Another possible interpretation of the null findings is
that terms such as undocumented and unauthorized are
not very accessible to the public. The fact that mainstream
news media outlets made little reference to undocu-
mented immigrants (as opposed to illegal immigrants) may
limit the extent to which the term resonates with the gen-
eral public and is associated with more positive or neutral
stances towards the group. This was even more true in
2007, the year of our survey experiment, when mentions
of “undocumented immigrants” were even less common
than during the overall period of our content analysis from
2007 through 2011 (refer to the Supplemental Materials,
Table 7). In the past three years, news outlets such as
National Public Radio and MSNBC have begun to inter-
sperse usage of “undocumented” with “illegal,” and we
can expect the undocumented frame to be more accessible
to voters in the coming years.81

Still, prior studies of immigration and citizenship offer
some caution about how amenable Americans and native-
born residents of other countries may be to changing their
impressions and opinions of noncitizens themselves as
opposed to their opinions on policies affecting them. Bor-
rowing from Elizabeth Cohen’s framework of rights and
semi-citizenship, changing opinions about the fundamen-
tal worth of undocumented immigrants requires move-
ment along the dimension of autonomous rights, which is
likely more difficult to achieve than movement along the
dimension of relative rights that are much more amenable
to changes in government policies. In Europe, earlier work
by Rogers Brubaker suggests that attempts to frame non-
citizens as deserving of autonomous rights would rub
against the inherent exclusionary tendencies of states to
create markers of citizenship from which others are
excluded.82 More recent scholarship on Europe may offer
some hope, as a few exclusionary countries have changed
their citizenship regimes, based in part on mobilization
and contestation by immigrant groups themselves.83
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These changes in citizenship regimes require sustained
social movement activity, and the framing of immigrants
as “belonging” and deserving of rights can certainly play a
role in the long term. Advocates in the United States may
thus find it fruitful to go beyond simply trying to “drop
the I-word” and attempt even more ambitious campaigns
to reframe how undocumented immigrants are perceived,
as equal members of society deserving of the same auton-
omous rights. Indeed, Jose Antonio Vargas, a leading advo-
cate for newspapers to drop the term “illegal immigrant,”
started a project in June 2011 called Define American,
which seeks to frame undocumented immigrants fore-
most as Americans, and frames those advocating for immi-
grant rights as heroes akin to Harriet Tubman, building a
“21st century Underground Railroad.”84

Other strategies might include framing unauthorized
immigrants as being brought here as a result of coercive
U.S. government policies and corporate practices abroad.
Indeed, Rogers Smith notes in a symposium on immigra-
tion in Perspectives on Politics, that the United States has
a special obligation to increase the number of visas for
Mexican nationals and assist them in the process of nat-
uralization because the U.S. government “has coercively
shaped their identities, aspirations, and opportunities . . .
[making] it imperative for the United States to discern
how it may fulfill its core commitments to respecting
and advancing human dignity, rights, and freedom in
general to all these people.”85 Rafael Alarcón, respond-
ing to Smith in the same symposium, argues that this
frame of “special obligations” should extend to those
already present in the United States, and to those from
countries other than Mexico whose identities may none-
theless be coercively shaped by U.S. policies.86 Finally,
theorists such as Joseph Carens have suggested introduc-
ing frames such as “statutes of limitation” to the notion
of immigration enforcement, arguing that the United
States loses the right to deport individuals who have lived
for more than a few years in the country. These far-
reaching prescriptions may hold promise as long-term
strategies of public persuasion, perhaps drawing the stron-
gest support among first- and second-generation immi-
grants, as our findings already show in terms of reacting
against the “illegal” label and becoming more supportive
of legalization policies. However, these ambitious fram-
ing strategies may also spawn even greater attempts by
nativists to portray undocumented immigrants as threats
to homeland security and national solidarity.87

Regardless of the potential promise or risk of these long-
term strategies, our research suggests that there is room
for change in the more immediate term—not as much in
how immigrants themselves are perceived, but in how
immigration policies are framed. Thus, voters can be moved
to support particular policies that advance immigrant rights,
even if the prospects for a more fundamental shift in the
understanding of “who belongs” in a polity, and an

expanded sense of the fundamental or autonomous rights
they deserve, remain out of reach.

This is particularly true in contexts where voters have rel-
atively low levels of information about proposed legislation
or existing policy. With each new Congress and each new
administration come new proposals to reform the country’s
immigration system, ranging from legislation on border
enforcement and employer sanctions, to high-skilled work-
ers and temporary agricultural workers, to markedly differ-
ent proposals on pathways to citizenship for different
categoriesofunauthorized immigrants.88 Theseprovide fresh
opportunities for advocates to engage in issue framing, to
inform and persuade the American public to expand or
restrict rights, both large and small. And this, in turn, pro-
vides compelling reasons for scholars of politics and immi-
grant incorporation to continue paying attention to
immigration-related frames, to understand their changing
contours, and to study their likely effects.
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presented information in the form of a newspaper arti-
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policies.
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with a Cohen’s D value of .510, indicating a me-
dium effect.

74 According to a difference in means test (p � 0.00).
The substantive effects are more modest than what
we found for the previous issue, with a Cohen’s D of
.255, which is indicative of a small effect.

75 According to a difference in means test (p � 0.00);
the effect size is quite modest, with a Cohen’s D of
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the Supplementary Materials, Table 3.
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would provide temporary work authorization to those
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