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ABSTRACT 

The goal of our research was to determine how New Yorkers’ perceptions of 

undocumented immigrants are formed. In order to do this, we conducted an online and paper 

survey which included multiple choice questions and open ended questions, sourcing both 

quantitative and qualitative data. We believe this study is important because there is a lot of 

misinformation and bias right now in the United States surrounding undocumented immigrants, 

such as the perceptions that they are “taking our jobs” and that they are criminals. We conducted 

this research because we wanted to see what people in one of the most diverse cities on the 

planet thought about this issue and whether they were more informed than people in other parts 

of the country. Our research was designed to see if there was a correlation between where New 

Yorkers got their news, what prior experiences they had with undocumented immigrants, their 

social status (race, age, economic status, immigration status, etc) and what beliefs they hold 

about immigration policies, undocumented immigrants, and their crime rates. 

BACKGROUND AND SIGNIFICANCE 

Immigration has been the centerfold of discursive controversy since the early 17th 

century (Merriam-Webster). Although the United States has been built on the foundation of 

immigrants from all over the world, anti-immigrant sentiment has been present for well over 100 

years. After the large-scale wave of new immigrants at the turn of the 20th century, Jacob I. 

Stowell (2009) argues that “immigration and crime became inextricably linked in the popular 

imagination with fears and anxieties over ‘foreigners’ invading and taking over neighborhoods 

and communities.” When the Irish, Italians, and Jewish immigrants arrived around that time, 

they were seen as inferior to the WASPs (White Anglo Saxon Protestants) who had already been 
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living in the US, especially the Northeast, for generations. Due to investigations by several 

national crime commissions ruling that the link between new immigrants and crime did not exist, 

the link had died down in the middle of the 1900s (Laidler 2009). However, it emerged again in 

the 1970s after the Immigration Act of 1965 opened up immigration and the US witnessed a 

heavy increase in the number of immigrants. The connection is still well and alive in today’s 

public opinions, being often used in political battles and discourse, especially in the campaign 

and duration of Donald Trump’s presidency. 

In recent years, immigration in general has been condemned as a crisis by the Republican 

party, due to its overlapping connection with the “illegal” immigrants’ supposedly high crime 

rates. An example of this misconception is from 2015 when then candidate Donald Trump 

heavily criticized the sanctuary city of San Francisco after an undocumented immigrant shot and 

killed an American woman (O’Brien 2018:108). Nevermind the fact that native born US citizens 

shoot and kill each other every day, the media took the idea of “dangerous illegal immigrants” 

and ran with it. Inaccurate and biased media coverage of undocumented immigrants helps form 

public opinions, which in turn upholds the treatment of undocumented immigrants as a crime 

control issue in Congress, which then influences the legislation that is or isn’t passed (O’Brien 

2018:107) to restrict immigration policies. 

In 2012, Barack Obama along with his administration implemented Deferred Action for 

Childhood Arrivals, also known as DACA. Unlike the DREAM Act, which provided a 

passageway for legal and permanent residency here in the United States, DACA was set in place 

to help unlawful immigrants be exempt from deportation upon arrival into the United States for a 

certain amount of time. However, it is important to not that deportations peaked during Obama’s 
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first term (Wilkinson 2018).DACA was always a topic of discussion in the media post its 

implementation, however, in 2014 the immmigration crisis that arose put DACA and 

undocumented immigration into question. Between 2013 and 2014 a surge of immigrants, 

specifically women and children, from the north triangle of Central America were trying to 

unlawfully immigrate to the United States. Numbers skyrocketed in the 2013-14 fiscal year; 

unaccompanied children apprehended at U.S./Mexican border stood at an astounding 68,541 

which was a 77% increase from the previous year (Lind 2014:1). This angered many native born 

United States citizens, which later manifested in anti-immigrant sentiment. The 2016 election 

brought a new wave of aversion towards undocumented immigration and immigration in general. 

Donald Trump’s presidency has revealed a new side of Americans and emotions towards 

immigration, making many people feel that it is okay to express their racist and/or 

anti-immigrant views which they had been repressing. With his misuse of vocabulary, racist 

tweets and ignorant comments towards minorities, Trump has stated time and time again his 

feelings towards immigration and undocumented immigrants. Threatening to remove DACA and 

other systematic institutions set in place to aid the socioeconomic status of undocumented 

immigrants, Trump has led many people astray and some to ponder on the foundation of this 

country which are immigrants; who they are, why they are here, what they are doing and what 

kind of impact they have on the US. The rise of xenophobia has led to some misinformation 

throughout the realm of news, social media, and even our own president, which can deter people 

from forming opinions based in reality. Certain citizens of the United States have grown in worry 

over the immigration crisis and have begun to target individuals who have been stigmatised as 

“criminals, job thieves, rapists or even terrorists” by the president’s administration. 
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In this study we conducted research to learn what New Yorkers specifically think about 

immigration policies, ICE (Immigration and Customs Enforcement) and its’ notably biased/racist 

actions, undocumented immigrants, crime rates, and to see what influences their opinions on the 

topic and what factors contributed to form their opinions. What we are trying to discover is what 

information and factors of New Yorkers’ (both native born and immigrants) own personal lives 

attribute to the widespread misconceptions of undocumented immigrants, even in a city that is as 

liberal and diverse as NYC.  

DESIGN AND DATA METHOD 

Before conducting a questionnaire survey, our research team conjectured a hypothesis: 

New Yorkers’ social status, prior knowledge, and personal experiences with undocumented 

immigrants persistantly affect their perceptions of undocumented immigrants. 

The fact that social status indicators (race, class, gender, immigration status) shapes 

perceptions of undocumented immigrants is rarely measured in research, but it has hugely 

affected the lives and well-being of immigrants. However, data on the legal status of immigrants 

is sensitive and its collection poses risks to study participants, so we could not directly study 

undocumented immigrants themselves (Madrigal 7). A central legal element of undocumented 

status is the US federal immigration law that creates the boundaries of each legal status. The 

federal government has the sole power to determine who can or cannot officially enter the 

country, determining who will be granted lawful status. Besides that, the social elements further 

define the boundaries of undocumented status by determining lines of inclusion or exclusion 

within the society and social constructions of “citizenship”. Therefore, we have speculated on the 

views of undocumented immigrants on the different social status of citizens in New York: for 
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some citizens at different levels in New York City, will perceive that undocumented immigrants 

will compete with them for social resources because undocumented immigrants “illegally” enter 

New York and wait for any help and benefits from society, which will dramatically increase the 

pressure on the survival of the native born citizens in New York.  

Undocumented immigration has come to be viewed as a critical problem by a large 

number of Americans, especially Republicans. Although the number is now in decline, for years 

the largest national-origin group of unauthorized migrants to the US came from Mexico, which 

has resulted in racist actions towards Mexicans, even though the vast majority of 

Mexicans/people of Mexican origin living in the US are documented (Krogstad, Passel and Kohn 

2019). The volume and consequences of Mexican immigration have been viewed with particular 

concern (Frank 6). For some observers, the fact that undocumented immigration is illegal has 

itself constituted a sufficient basis for concern, if for no other reason than for some it appears to 

make a mockery of those who wait for legal permanent-residence visas. This informs our 

hypothesis about about whether it affects the perception of undocumented immigrants. We 

believe that people with prior knowledge about undocumented immigrants will greatly influence 

their perception of undocumented immigrants, regardless of the changes that undocumented 

immigrants themselves will make. They may be more willing to believe that they have been 

confirmed or even ingrained. Therefore, we believe that prior knowledge will greatly influencee 

people’s views on undocumented immigrants.  

Similarly, we examined whether people’s personal experiences change their perceptions 

of undocumented immigrants. Personal experience as a person’s supervisory ideology in many 

cases will change at any time because of the environment and the events encountered. 
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Sometimes the changes that occur will not necessarily have a cause but only a change in people’s 

mood. Therefore, we believe that people’s perceptions of undocumented immigrants through 

personal experience at some time will be directly changed.  

Since our research aims to understand New Yorkers’ perceptions of undocumented 

immigrants and if there is any relationships between the accuracy of their perception and other 

factors including immigration status, race, age, economic situation, and personal experiences, we 

designed a questionnaire collecting  125 New Yorkers’ demographic information, experience 

with undocumented immigrants, source of information about immigrants and the quantitative 

results of their perception towards undocumented immigrants. 

In the hypothesis, the X variables are social status, prior knowledge, and direct 

experience with undocumented immigrants and the Y variable is respondents’ perceptions of 

undocumented immigrants. Tracking their perceptions, we utilize indicator variables, such as 

their views to current immigration policy, prediction of crime rate and the percentage of 

undocumented immigrants in prison, to objectify their attitude towards undocumented 

immigrants. Meanwhile, our survey collected data of respondents’ self-reported social class, 

race, gender, neighborhood, and age range to detail the social status. Our research group also 

employs the indicator variable to measure respondents’ prior knowledge of undocumented 

immigrants by questioning where they have gotten their news related to immigration in the past, 

providing them a variety of choices of groups of news sources, organized by where they fall on 

the political bias sprectrum (more liberal to more conservative) (Pew Research Center 2014). 

Furthermore, we designed a blank-filling question about respondents’ interactions with 

undocumented immigrants in reality and a multiple choice question of immigration status of 
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themselves and their families in order to see if they had any first-hand experience related with 

any undocumented immigrants and later to combine the results with their perceptions towards 

undocumented immigrants. 

Based on our hypothesis and variables, we conducted an online survey and a paper 

survey with local residents in the neighborhoods of Spanish Harlem and the Upper East Side. We 

used Google Form to make the questionnaire, including mostly multiple-choice questions, and a 

small number of required questions, which we knew respondents would finish in no more than 

five minutes. In order to ensure information validity and to hopefully encourage more honest 

answers, the questionnaire was completely anonymous. The location of the the paper survey in 

Spanish Harlem was Marcus Garvey Park because most people come there in their leisure and 

are willing to spend more time completing the survey, which can help our research group more 

sufficiently communicate with them and collect more detailed insights. At the same time, the 

survey was also uploaded to online social media such as Facebook and Instagram. The team 

members sent the questionnaire to members of different ages in their family and family members 

forwarded the questionnaire on Facebook. In this way, the questionnaire will be distributed to 

people in diverse age ranges to achieve a comprehensive data source. To ensure that everyone 

taking the survey was an NYC resident, the first question in the survey asked just that, and if the 

answer was no, the survey would automatically end. Through the online and offline 

questionnaire, a comprehensive survey system was conducted. The use of collected data as a 

credential reflects the current problems in the current situation. It also lays the foundation for the 

later experimental conclusions and provides reliable information in form of quantitative-formed 

qualitative data. 
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EXECUTION 

After collecting data for three days, we garnered a total of 125 responses. We amassed 

responses from people living in all five boroughs, and in over 50 different neighborhoods. A 

little over a third of all responses were from Brooklyn, and only 1.6% were from Staten Island. 

Due to the fact that, fellow researchers had little knowledge of the population of Staten Island 

(personal-wise as well) data from that borough was scarce. Queens however, had the second 

highest population of people surveyed, with Manhattan third and the Bronx fourth. 

 

As can be seen on the next page, we got a very diverse set of people in terms of race. 

About a third of the respondents were White, a quarter were Black/African American, 18% 

selected Asian/Pacific Islander, 15% identified as Hispanic/Latinx, 6% were mixed, and 1% 

chose other. 
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*Asian or Pacific Islander = 
22, Black/African American 

= 32,  
Hispanic /Latinx = 19,  
White = 43, Mixed = 8,  

Other = 1 * 
 

 

 

When it came to acquiring generational variety, almost fifty percent of the respondents 

were from Generation Z. This is connected to the fact that since that is our generation, attracting 

those respondents were effortless. As well as millennials who came in second 25.6% and 

Generation X in third with 17.6%. The Baby Boomer Generation and the Silent Generationin 

particular were harder to amass due to overlying complications but we were still able to garner 

twelve responses from those two generations in total. 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



 
        10 

In the graphs below, the two questions that were asked showed relative correlation to our 

knowledge. Perception played a huge role in our research topic as mentioned before which 

helped produce the graphs above. This data shows how natives that have family that immigrated 

within the past 100 years have a better understanding of the crime rate of undcoumented 

immigrants in comparison to those who have not had family immigrate. We are under the 

impression what attributed to this was the fact that personal experience and family ties help 

garner a better understanding of the immigrant experience; rather than those who have only had 

little to no interactions or received their news/information from biased outlets. 

 
In the graph below, we collected the opinions towards ICE from people who have family 

that immigrated within the past 100 years and people who do not have. Obviously, people who 

have immigrant family members inclined to define ICE as unconstitutional or think ICE should 

be abolished. Comparatively, people who do not have any immigrant family members are more 

likely to consider that ICE did a work that should be done, which again demonstrate that direct 

personal experience can largely shape their perception towards immigration policies and 

undocumented immigrants. 



 
        11 

 

One correlation we found was that people who had positive experiences with 

undocumented immigrants were more likely to say that immigration policies needed to be more 

relaxed, as can be seen in the graph below: 

 

We found another correlation which is showed below that compared with people who had 

both positive and negative experience with undocumented immigrants, people who had only 

positive experience tend to predict a lower crime rate of undocumented immigrants. And a much 
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smaller proportion of them think the crime rate of undocumented immigrants is higher than 

native born citizens. 

 

When predicting the constitution of prison population, more people who had negative 

experience with undocumented immigrants, compared with people who had positive experience, 

tend to pressume that undocumented immigrants make up over 40% prison population. 

Meanwhile less people who had negative experience with undocumented immigrants think that 

less than 10 percent of prison population is made up of undocumented immigrants. 
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The data below shows the representation of media outlets that have their individualized 

area on the political spectrum. The perception on immigration in this country derives from 

personal experience as well the information that is fed to us on a daily basis. Survey respondents 

were asked to select which media outlet(s) they received their information from. A whopping 

amount of survey results showed most respondents receive their news from social media sites, 

The New York Post, The Wall Street Journal as well as friends and family. With others receiving 

their info from radio stations, podcasts and even admitting to not following the news at all. This 

part of our survey was vital because even though personal experience is how people form their 

perceptions when it comes to immigration and other issues, the information they receive dictate 

those experiences as well as their personal reactions. 

 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

We realize that our sample size of 125 people and the populations represented in our 

survey do not accurately represent the greater population of New York City. For one, almost half 

(47.2%) of the people surveyed were members of Generation Z (ages 16-24). In contrast, only 
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9.6% of the people were parts of the Baby Boomers and the Silent generations, meaning that 

only 12 people in the entire survey were over age 55. The gender breakdown is also not 

completely even, as 58.4% were women and 41.6% were men. One of the reasons for that was 

that Adebola and Sofia noticed towards the end of the data collection that they had been naturally 

gravitating towards women when conducting the survey in Spanish Harlem and the Upper East 

Side/Central Park. A third drawback is that 23.2% of the people surveyed were immigrants, as 

opposed to the 38% of the city population that they actually comprise (Mayor’s Office of 

Immigrant Affairs 2018:9). Our group did not realize how skewed the demographics of our 

respondents would be, and that is the number one weak point in our research. The biggest 

challenge in executing the project we designed in a more accurate way would be surveying NYC 

residents at a scale large enough to represent the entirety of New York City. It would be difficult 

to get a sample group that would accurately represent the residents in ages, races, economic 

status, and immigration status as there are over 8 million people from over 100 nationalities that 

would have to be represented. In order to do that we would have to spend a much longer time 

finding out which exact groups of people we needed to survey and survey them in a calculated 

approach. 

Another set of weak points in our research was that several of our questions about ICE 

and immigration could have been asked in a more succinct, unbiased way. For example, in the 

question “What is your opinion of Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE). I think ICE…” 

the only answer options were that ICE “does a job that needs to be done,” that it “should be 

abolished/is unconstitutional” or “not sure.” As one respondent pointed out, it was not a fair 

question, which was evident in the fact that 22.4% of respondents wrote in their own answer 



 
        15 

choices, most of which went somewhere along the lines of “ICE should not be abolished, as 

immigration does need to be regulated, but it does need to be majorly reformed.” When creating 

the question, our group should have provided answer choices that were more fair. Another 

example of a weak point in our research was that our data was for the most part quantitative, and 

our results would have been more conclusive if we could do ethnography or if we could do one 

on one interviews with people. We realize that a survey that takes less than 5 minutes to 

complete does not yield the most trustworthy results, as it is very easy to lie or choose the more 

socially desirable answers. In one on one interviews we would be able to get more in depth 

understanding of people’s opinions on undocumented immigrants and why they are that way. 

Despite the limitations that our study faced, there are still some conclusions we can make. 

One of them is that generational turnover attributes to the growing minds of further generations. 

Since perception is how we maneuver throughout life we concluded that that is how New 

Yorkers and other Americans functions as well. Whether it be subtle interactions with 

(un)documented immigrants or being an immigrant yourself, it dictates how we perceive them 

and the crisis that is going on right now on a global spectrum. The news that we receive daily 

constructs our opinions and perceptions on many topics such as immigration. Based on several 

demographic dependencies such as race, gender, generations, or even the neighborhood that you 

reside in we have concluded that it all helps shape perspectives in ways we don’t realize. 

Immigration itself is one of those realities that everyone in our society has a different way of 

perceiving. 
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