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Abstract 
 
Research about and with recent immigrants has expanded within psychology, counseling, and 
related fields. Such research has a potential to contribute significantly toward social action 
through affecting cultural understanding and public policies. However, counseling and 
psychology professionals and researchers often lack understanding of historical and current 
trends affecting this research. Thus, in this article we discuss the broader contextual influences 
on the scholarly focus on immigration within the psychological literature, reviewing the issues 
and debates, both historical and current, that dominate scholarly discussions regarding 
constructs related to immigration. Specifically, we focus on reviewing divergent perspectives on 
acculturation, transnationalism and immigrant identity, immigrant mental health issues, 
measurement strategies, and attitudes toward immigrants. Lastly, the article highlights the 
intersection of politics and research in immigration scholarship within counseling and 
psychology. Specific suggestions for social action resulting from this knowledge are presented. 
 
Keywords: immigration; research; social Justice; multiculturalism. 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Conducting research which focuses on the experiences of underrepresented populations has 
been viewed as one of the primary ways that psychologists and counselors, especially within 
academic settings, engage in social justice-focused action (Pope-Davis, Coleman, Liu, & 
Toporek, 2003; Vera & Speight, 2003). On the other hand, psychological research is bound by 
social and political contextual constraints, often serving to maintain the societal status quo and 
reinforce prejudicial social structures that further oppress those who are marginalized (Fox, 
Prilleltensky, & Austin, 2009; Watkins, 2011). This maintenance of the “status quo” within 
psychology has perhaps prevented the field from focusing on the needs of marginalized 
populations such as immigrants or from addressing lager contextual forces affecting these 
individuals and communities, specifically through research. This manuscript therefore highlights 
the historical and social factors influencing such research as well as the need for social action 
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and justice-focused scholarship in this area. Specifically, in this contribution we highlight ways 
in which research involving recent immigrants has been responsive to and responsible for social 
action as well as critique this research for often failing to address its assumptions. 
 
Although immigrants who are racial and ethnic minorities have been included in multicultural 
psychology literature (e.g., Ponterotto, Casas, Suzuki, & Alexander, 2010; Sue & Sue, 1999), 
systematic writings regarding the distinct social justice needs of this population are relatively 
recent (e.g., Yakushko, 2009). The number of foreign-born individuals in the United States 
increased by 100% between the 1970s and 2000s, and is predicted to continue to dramatically 
increase in the next decades related to socio-political factors such as increasing economic and 
environmental inequality between the “developed” and the “developing” worlds, as well as 
military conflicts (Day, 2011; Marsella & Ring, 2003). Thus, it is critical that mental health 
professionals and scholars understand the significance of immigration to their work within the 
larger cultural milieu.  
 
Research by psychology and counseling scholars has primarily addressed immigrants as racially 
diverse individuals in the context of U.S. race relations (Arredondo, 1998; Atkinson & Schein, 
1986; Casas, 1982; Helms, 1984; Leong, 1986; Parham & Helms, 1981; Sue, 1978). 
Multicultural foci in counseling and psychology have emphasized competent and culturally 
relevant research and clinical work with U.S. ethnic and racial minorities, whether or not they 
were native or foreign born. However, the experiences of migration as well as treatment based 
on immigrant rather than racial status has begun to receive greater scholarly attention only 
recently (Yakushko, 2009). 
 
Awareness of the need for an immigration-specific focus within psychology and counseling is 
also related to the commitment to global and international awareness in the field (Gerstein et 
al., 2009; Heppner et al., 2000). It should be pointed out however, that this international focus 
encompasses immigrants, but does not focus on them specifically. Lack of awareness 
concerning both the contexts and trends within research on immigration may result in a lack of 
social justice action or in the perpetuation of invisibility and marginalization of immigrants and 
their distinct needs and perspectives (Fox, Prilleltensky, & Austin, 2009; Lorenz & Watkins, 
2010; Watkins, 2011).  
 
 
Political and Historical Influences of Immigration Research 
 
Immigration continues to be a hotly debated political issue as well as an academic area marked 
with scholarly disagreements and critiques (Foner, Rumbaut, & Gold, 2000). Historically, 
political climates have had a significant influence on migration research across varied disciplines 
(Gabaccia, 2006). For example, early research on immigration focused on population control 
and cultural assimilation (Gabaccia), while the current political zeitgeist in the U.S. is marked by 
a significant polarization of views on immigration (Nakaya, 2010; Watkins, 2007). Specifically, 
the rise in the number of immigrants has garnered sustained and primarily negative reactions 
from both native-born U.S. citizens and their political representatives (Yakushko, 2009), many 
of whom believe that immigrants are a social burden because they are more likely to be 
involved in criminal activities. Additionally, it is often believed that immigrants usurp jobs 
needed for native-born individuals and leech social resources without paying taxes (Buckler, 
Swatt, & Salinas, 2009; Lee & Ottati, 2002). These beliefs, increased by the 9/11 terrorist 
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attacks, have led to higher border security, increased surveillance of immigrants, and stricter 
immigration policies. In addition to these changes, the U.S. Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement (ICE) agency was created in 2003 to focus on enforcing immigration laws such as 
locating, imprisoning, and deporting undocumented immigrants (Buckler et al.).  Despite very 
recent change in the political emphasis on “immigration reform,” the primary national focus has 
been on increasing the flow of highly skilled and educated immigrants (i.e., the “brain drain”) 
and on “securing the borders” rather than on economic justice and protection for the majority 
of immigrants (National Network of Immigrant and Refugee Rights, 2014). Undoubtedly, these 
broader cultural perspectives are reflected in research. Apostolidis (2008) contended that 
immigrant research often reflects implicit assumptions imbedded within the larger society that 
continues to view immigrants and migration as a “problem” with an overarching emphasis on 
immigrant’s adaptation to receiving the country’s norms and perceptions.  Furthermore, Suarez-
Orozco and Carhill (2008) pointed out that much of the scholarship focuses on immigrant 
individuals without considering the impact of their families and communities on their individual 
experience. They also suggested that current research tends to pathologize some groups of 
immigrants while elevating other groups to a status of “model” minorities, specifically those who 
have appeared to adapt to normative values of the host society. Additionally, the scholarship 
often reflects a static perception of what constitutes migration. Transnationalism rather than 
one-way immigration appears to best describe the experiences of many individuals who cross 
the border for purposes of income generation without identifying wholly with either their host or 
home culture (see Portes, 2003).  
 
Another challenge related to the cultural zeitgeist’s influence on immigration research is that the 
preponderance of studies explore immigrants’ experiences exclusively in the context of race 
relations. For example, Dovidio and Essess (2001) highlighted that extant studies specific to 
immigrants tend to reflect U.S. cultural and political emphases on Black versus White relations, 
which tends to exclude attention to other forms of cultural diversity such as social class, 
ethnicity, religion, and gender.  
 
Lastly, globalization has had a significant influence on migration in general and immigration 
research specifically (Bhabha, 1994; Faist, 2000; Portes, 2001; Schiller, Basch & Blanc, 1995; 
Vertovec, 1999). Scholars who critically examine the impact of globalization highlight that 
Western values and worldviews have a colonizing effect on individuals even prior to their 
relocation through global media and cultural influences (e.g., denigrating indigenous knowledge 
and practices).  Such a focus on distinct uni-directional immigrant identity development is 
problematic (Bhabha, 1994).  
 
Thus, the research with the immigrant population often focuses on discrete groupings of 
immigrants that appear to be defined by dominant political and cultural views (e.g., Mexican 
immigrants as representing all Latino or all immigrant individuals residing in the U.S.). The 
research also often reflects the determinations of what are well-functioning or adapted 
immigrants as defined by the host community rather than by examining the impact of continued 
oppressive, anti-immigrant rhetoric and influences of globalization such as transnationalism 
(Bhabha, 1994; Faist, 2000; Portes, 2001; Schiller et al., 1995; Vertovec, 1999).  
 
Understanding how historical realities and political environments influence immigration research 
is essential for psychologists and counselors. This knowledge may guide them in critically 
examining assumptions in research and the contextual factors that shape it, specifically related 
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to theories and trends in immigration scholarship. Moreover, this awareness can help scholars 
pay closer attention to the consequences of their investigations as well as possibilities for social 
action, both for participants and for the larger host community. In other words, such awareness 
can help lead to actions of social justice. 
 
 
Theories and Trends in Immigration Research 
 
Paralleling the evolving political debates on immigration, immigration research has been marked 
by contrasting theories and trends, which reflect perspectives that either attend to or ignore 
issues of social justice. Although immigration research touches on varied facets of the migration 
experience, we chose to emphasize those theories and scholarly foci that seem to be 
predominant in the counseling and psychological literature. Specifically, these areas feature 
concepts such as acculturation, immigrant identity, mental health functioning, instrumentation, 
and attitudes toward immigrants.  
 
Acculturation 
 
One of the most prevalent areas of research pertaining to immigrants is acculturation. The 
dominant definition of acculturation focuses on a process of adaptation by migrating individuals 
to a receiving culture (Chun, Balls Organista, & Marin, 2003). The most common model of 
acculturation by Berry (1997) emphasized that immigrant individuals can choose one of four 
paths: to assimilate to the host culture, to reject it in favor of their own, to reject both the host 
and their own culture, thus becoming marginalized, or to become bicultural. Numerous studies 
have utilized this model in order to determine how modes of adaptation are related to 
psychosocial outcomes (see Chun et al. for review). Biculturalism is typically emphasized as the 
ideal mode of adaptation in contrast to the other three pathways (Bautista de Domanico et al., 
1994; Ryder et al., 2000). Furthermore, many measures of acculturation, which integrate this 
perspective, have also been developed (see Matsudaira, 2006, for review).  
 
This dominant acculturation model has been criticized on psychometric, contextual, and social-
constructionist grounds. Rudmin (2003, 2009) stated that it is impossible to compare individuals 
on an acculturation continuum (e.g., acculturation status may shift from context to context).  
Chirkov (2009) discussed that immigrants’ acculturation is highly variable even within similar 
national origin groups because of numerous factors that influence the process of adaptation. 
Rothman, Pointkowsky, and van Randenborgh (2008) also suggested that this process is 
interactional in that political events, cultural shifts, and dominant discourse can influence the 
adaptation experienced by immigrant individuals in fluid, dynamic ways, and, in turn, these 
contexts are continually influenced by immigrants. Finally, current acculturation discourse has 
been challenged as racist because of the implicit requirement for immigrants to adapt to their 
host communities or being blamed for not doing so (Van Dijk, 1997).  Power structures involved 
in dictating how acculturation should proceed are often not made visible: optimal acculturation 
is determined by the members of the host community and not by immigrants themselves (Edley 
& Wetherell, 2001). Community Based Participatory Research, where the participant is a partner 
in designing the study and determining results, would serve this function well. 
 
Acculturation studies themselves have also yielded contradictory results with immigrant 
populations. Integration or biculturalism has been found related to positive mental health 
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outcomes (e.g., Chen, Bond, & Benet-Martinez, 2008; David, Okazaki & Saw, 2009), to higher 
subjective well-being (Bautista de Domanico et al., 1994; Ryder et al., 2000) and to better 
mental health functioning (Lang, Munoz, Bernal, & Sorensen, 1982), especially for younger, first 
generation immigrants. At the same time, many studies have shown that higher levels of 
biculturalism are connected to lower mental health functioning such as increased substance use 
as well as higher rates of suicide and depression, especially among Latino/a immigrants (e.g., 
Lara, Gamboa, Kahramanian, Morales & Bautista, 2005; Marin & Posner, 1995; Unger et al., 
2000). Thus, although results of studies appear contradictory and inconclusive, clinical and 
scholarly literature, as well as popular media sources, continue to focus primarily on 
biculturalism as the optimal mode of adaptation. This optimal view of acculturation ignores the 
multiple contextual influences and fluidity of identity related to adaptation, further pathologizing 
immigrants who may not fit the predetermined patterns of acculturation.  
 
New models of acculturation have been proposed, such as the Interactive Acculturation Model 
(Bourhis et al., 1997), which suggests that in order to examine the acculturation of any given 
individual or immigrant community, scholars must attend to three factors: (1) the individuals’ 
acculturative strategies, (2) the host society’s acculturative expectations toward immigrants, 
and (3) the interactive outcomes of relations between immigrant and native-born communities. 
Abraido-Lanza (2006), writing from a public health research perspective, suggested that 
acculturation studies take into account that acculturation may be a proxy for other factors such 
as poverty or exposure to traumatic events prior to and after migration. Specifically, those 
immigrants who face such disadvantages may be at greater risk for struggling while adapting to 
a new culture and their adaptation strategies may serve as their coping mechanisms in dealing 
with the challenges of immigration.  
 
Peidra and Engstrom (2009) utilized Segmented Assimilation theory (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001; 
Portes & Zhou, 1993), which seeks to explain differential cultural adaptation of immigrant 
parents and their children. They integrated their theory together with the ecologically based life 
model (Germain & Gitterman, 1996) to suggest that immigrants’ acculturation within families 
and communities is guided by multiple contextual factors that include spheres from intra-
individual to societal. Schwartz, Unger, Zamboanga, and Szapocznik (2010) also proposed a 
framework for understanding acculturation that accounts for such factors as immigrants’ ethnic 
backgrounds, their cultural similarities to the host community, and their experiences of 
discrimination. These authors place special emphasis on the context of receptivity as a key 
factor in acculturation processes.  
 
Despite these proposed new models, the literature on immigrants continues to emphasize 
unidirectional, categorical acculturation processes. It is suggested that researchers could gain 
more awareness of alternative conceptualizations of acculturation to truly achieve socially just 
research results that can inform social action.  
 
 
Immigrant Identity 
 
Another area of research pertains to the individuals’ perception of the nature of their 
immigration experience, which reflects dynamics of globalization. The term transnational 
identity emerged at the end of the 1990s in sociological and migration studies literature (Portes, 
Guarnizo, & Landolt, 1999). Portes and colleagues defined transnationalism as a phenomenon 
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explaining the experiences of individuals, groups, and organizations as occurring across borders 
and within multiple cultural and national spaces rather than taking place within a determined 
nation-state. Research has shown that many immigrant individuals families do not perceive their 
migration as uni-directional (i.e., from home to host culture) but engage in continued back and 
forth movement between borders as well as engaging in similar negotiations between their own 
and receiving cultural traditions (Faist, 2000; Portes, 2001; Schiller et al., 1995; Vertovec, 
1999). Transnationalism as a scholarly concept has been marginal within psychological and 
counseling scholarly discourse. This concept problematizes a static perception of immigrant 
identity and experience, including how global businesses and mobile technologies transform 
notions of how individuals cross cultural and national borders. A research agenda that 
emphasizes social justice and social action must attend to the more dynamic ways in which 
migration occurs, empowering immigrant individuals and communities who seek to deal with 
shifting economic and political realities. 
 
Related to transnationalism is the hybrid nature of individual and group identities, first 
highlighted in sociology and critical cultural studies (Ashcroft, Griffiths, & Tiffin, 1995; Bhabha, 
1994; Marotta, 2008; Pieterse, 2009). Hybridity implies that immigrants continually negotiate 
and adapt their views of themselves in different contexts as well as create new forms of self-
identity, which selectively incorporate and rejects elements of both their home and host culture. 
In addition, globalization further diffuses supposed cultural boundaries and worldviews that 
have been viewed as defining identity (e.g., sexuality, religion) (Marotta, 2008).  
 
Bhabha (1994) suggested that Western values have long held colonizing influences on 
individual identities and the perceptions of what cultural practices are valuable to imitate for 
communities around the world. Although such influence was spread literally through imperial 
take over of nations and states, introducing Western values as superior to indigenous 
knowledge, these effects have remained significant in how individuals outside the West shape 
their identities (Bhabha, 1994). Recent technological advances, have further contributed to 
permeability of cultural borders, appearing to reinforce the notions that Western values and 
practices are superior and to be imitated, thus affecting identity formation for non-Western 
individuals from childhood to adulthood, regardless of whether they choose to migrate or not 
(Rigoni, 2012).  
 
Attending to the colonizing influences of Western values in research is difficult because of their 
implicit, unconscious nature. Liberation theorists suggest that any “work,” including research 
with communities that experienced such influences, must include processes of conscientização 
or consciousness raising (Freire, 1972, 1998). For example, participant action, liberation-
oriented research with indigenous communities shows that individuals in these communities 
identify primarily with the concepts of “nomadic” and “hybrid” identities rather than fixed 
perceptions of who they are (Watkins, 2012). Therefore, the concepts of transnationalism and 
hybrid identity stand in opposition to the majority of immigrant research conducted within U.S. 
psychology, leaving underexplored factors which could more accurately characterize immigrants’ 
experiences and lead to more social action and justice.  
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Immigrant Mental Health 
 
Undoubtedly, one of the main emphases of immigration research by counseling and psychology 
scholars has been on the mental health functioning and well-being of immigrants (e.g., Fong, 
2003; Ponterotto et al., 2009; Pumariega, Rothe, & Pumariega, 2005; Swinnen & Selten, 2007). 
This literature typically highlights that immigrants tend to experience tremendous amounts of 
stress and trauma both prior to and after migration, and that these factors lead to psychological 
difficulties (Fong, 2003). Published scholarship and conference presentations reflect an overall 
assumption that, in contrast to native-born populations, immigrants are at high risk for being 
diagnosed with mental health disorders (Suarez-Orozco & Carhill, 2001). 
 
However, recent epidemiological studies both in the U.S. and Canada show that during initial 
years post migration immigrants show lower levels of both mental and physical health disorders 
than native-born populations (e.g., De Maio, 2010; Takeuchi, Alegria, Jackson, & Williams, 
2007). De Maio, who conducted a meta-analysis and a review of studies on this topic, indicated 
that the mental health functioning of immigrants appears to decline within two to ten years of 
their relocation, and that contextual factors, such as discrimination, appear to be among the 
best predictors for experiencing psychological distress. In addition, mental health outcomes 
worsen from first to second generation immigrants (i.e., from those who were born outside the 
U.S. to their children born in the U.S.), with an increase in substance abuse, suicides, and 
eating disorders (Miller & Pumariega, 2001; Szapocznik & Kurtines, 1989). These findings have 
been termed the “Immigrant Paradox” (Baker, 1996; Bender & Castro, 2000; Sam, Vedder, 
Ward & Horenczyk, 2006).  
 
Rather than focusing on studies regarding pathologies experienced by immigrants and their 
subsequent generations, it may be vital to study reasons why immigration is damaging to 
individuals’ well-being as well as how they can remain resilient in face of mounting negative 
pressures on their functioning. In addition, the research should place the causes of such 
pathologies not within immigrant individuals and communities but rather on external factors, 
such as discrimination, that appear to be at the root of declining mental health. Social action 
focused and social justice informed research with immigrants could focus on highlighting these 
contextual factors, contributing to their amelioration, and on helping immigrant communities 
build healthy and indigenous forms of resistance and resilience.  
 
 
Measurement Issues 
 
Measures developed to assess immigrants seem to have proliferated in the past few decades, 
mirroring the Western scholarly emphasis on quantitative approaches to both research and 
clinical practice. Taras (2009) catalogued 63 instruments that measure acculturation, either 
among immigrants in general or specific immigrant ethnic groups in particular. In addition to 
scales measuring acculturation, scholars have developed instruments that aid in the assessment 
of symptoms or experiences unique to immigrant groups. Among these measures is, for 
example, the Harvard Trauma Questionnaire (Mollica et al., 1992), which can be used to assess 
exposure to traumatic events and post-traumatic symptoms among refugees and immigrants.  
 
One of the main critiques of these measures is that, although they were created to address 
experiences of a single immigrant community in a specific context (i.e., urban immigrants, 
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refugees), they are frequently utilized in studies with other communities. Moreover, even those 
instruments that were developed for specific ethnic groups often lack attention to within group 
diversity and cultural variations (Cabassa, 2003; Chun, et al., 2003).  
 
Even stronger critiques exist concerning the utilization of instruments developed for non-
immigrant populations in studies with immigrants (see Fabri, 2008; Suzuki & Ponterotto, 2008). 
Similar to issues in research with native born American ethnic minorities, significant limitations 
for using such assessment instruments have been found regarding the use of terms, sampling, 
validity, procedures, and interpretations of data (Okazaki & Sue, 1995). Furthermore, van der 
Vijver and Tanzer (2004) showed that in any cross-cultural assessment it is important to attend 
to the significance of bias and equivalence. These authors proposed that bias can be related to 
the construct (e.g., “mental disorder” vs. spiritual malaise), the method or administration (e.g., 
structured assessments vs. unstructured narratives), and the item selection (e.g., inclusion of 
Western versus indigenous assumptions regarding individual, interpersonal, and social 
functioning). They further discussed that equivalence challenges arise in creating comparisons 
between cultural groups (e.g., native born ethnic minorities vs. immigrant ethnic minorities).  
 
Nevertheless, multiple studies about immigrant functioning utilize quantitative methods, 
purporting to rely on psychometrically valid and reliable measures. For socially just research to 
occur, it is important that researchers attend to these difficulties when devising investigations of 
immigrants’ experiences. Furthermore, if assessments are to be conducted, attention can be 
given to creating instruments that attend to constructs, methods of administration, and item 
selection that are derived from immigrants themselves.  
 
 
Attitudes Toward Immigrants 
 
Another area of study in immigration that entails cultural and political debates focuses on 
negative attitudes toward immigrants. Yakushko (2009) defined xenophobia as “a form of 
attitudinal, affective, and behavioral prejudice toward immigrants and those perceived as 
foreign” (p. 81). Although prevalent in the U.S. and around the globe, xenophobia has not been 
an active area of research by U.S. psychology and counseling scholars, possibly because inter-
ethnic relations in the U.S. have been viewed through the lens of racial inequality (see 
Yakushko (2009) for review of xenophobia and racism). Nevertheless, when discussing attitudes 
toward recent immigrants, scholars continue to assess how “realistic” or “reality-based” the 
attitudes appear.  
 
Thus, unlike other forms of prejudice, anti-immigrant discourse frequently focuses on discussion 
of its legitimacy (Fry, 2001). Questions such as “should the needs and rights of the host country 
or the needs and the rights of its migrants be seen as primary?” and “are selective immigration 
policies discriminatory?” are common in both the popular and scholarly debates (e.g., LeMay, 
2004; Mills, 1994). Indeed, anti-immigrant sentiments are frequently accepted as justifiable 
because they are seen as based on the realistic concern of the host community (Fry). Two other 
general threads in understanding attitudes toward immigrants that dominate the scholarly 
debates include: theories related to social order that attempt to explain anti-immigrant 
attitudes, and how social contact influences these attitudes. Among these theories are the 
Realistic Group Conflict theory (Sherif, Harvey, White, Hood, & Sherif, 1961), which suggests 
that competition for limited resources inevitably leads to a conflict between groups and the 
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Integrated Theory of Prejudice (Stephan & Stephan, 2000; Stephan, Ybarra, & Bachman, 1999), 
which expands on theory of realistic threat and adds to it the experience of intergroup anxiety 
and stereotyping. However, scholars have continually shown that “threat” experienced by host 
community from immigrants is not based in “reality” (Cashdan, 2001; Sorenson & Krahn, 1996). 
For example, Watkins (2011) pointed out that the post 9-11 focus on terrorists and terrorism 
continues to frame cultural discourse concerning the apparent dangers of immigrants, further 
criminalizing migration and migrants. 
 
Although such theories may explain why host communities engage in discriminatory and 
exclusionary practices toward immigrants, it may be important for scholars to also engage with 
theoretical frameworks that question such social assumptions regarding oppression rather than 
reinforce them. For example, liberation and critical approaches, including in counseling and 
psychology, problematize hierarchies and make visible the structure of power within societies 
(Fox & Prilleltensky, 1999; Freire, 1998). In addition, these theoretical approaches specifically 
call for social actions that address biases and inequalities. 
 
 
Social Action Research in Immigration Research  
 
In prior sections of this manuscript we have sought to elucidate how past and present historical 
beliefs and assumptions have shaped the context of immigration research. In addition, we have 
discussed areas of immigration research in counseling and psychology that appear to be 
prevalent as well as offered suggestions on how the study of these very same areas could shift 
toward a more social justice focused agenda. However, we also want to highlight that 
psychology and counseling scholarship has not remained silent regarding the glaring challenges 
faced by immigrant communities.  
 
One such example is related to the increased imprisonment and deportation of unauthorized 
immigrants. Between the late 1990s and mid-2010s, detention and deportation of 
undocumented immigrants, including children, asylum seekers, and immigrant torture survivors, 
has more than tripled (Brané & Lundholm, 2007; Chelgren, 2011). Legal scholars and human 
rights activists have decried such detention and deportation as violating international human 
rights laws (Chelgren; Rabin, 2008). These practices have been shown to have significant 
negative influences on immigrant individuals, families, and communities (Gonzales & Morgan 
Consoli, 2013; Orozco, Consoli, Morgan Consoli & Valencia, unpublished manuscript). In 
addition, the long term emotional impact of uncertainty and fear among undocumented 
immigrants has also been documented (Cavazos-Rehg, Zayas, & Spitznagel, 2007; Rabin, 
2008).  
 
Continued criminalization of immigration that paints immigrants and migration as a “security 
threat” as well as broader powers of authorities to question and detain immigrants (such as 
Arizona SB 1070 law), undoubtedly have an impact on the well-being and mental health 
functioning of immigrant individuals (Furman et al., 2012). However, research related to 
psycho-social aspects of imprisonment and deportation remains limited, and the experiences of 
individuals detained and relocated continues to be culturally invisible (Rabin, 2008). Watkins 
(2009) discusses strategies that psychologists and counselors could take in seeking justice for 
immigrants who are imprisoned and deported without upholding their human rights and dignity. 
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In addition to attending to issues that have profound negative effects on immigrant 
communities and individuals, psychology and counseling scholars seeking to engage in socially 
just scholarship with immigrants may need to explore methodologies which are alternative to 
those traditionally taught in U.S. graduate schools. Specifically, many methodologists who focus 
on research with marginalized populations emphasize the importance of qualitative and 
participatory approaches (e.g., Ægisdotter, Gerstein, & Cinarbus, 2008; Flores et al., 2011; 
Ojeda, Flores, Meza, & Morales, 2011). Iosifides (2003), a quantitative scholar, who sought to 
study undocumented immigrants in the context of Greece, discussed how quantitative 
scholarship may be disadvantageous because of the justifiable reluctance of undocumented 
individuals to provide any written information and because such research cannot address 
dynamic structural or individual aspects of their experiences. Ojeda and colleagues (2011) also 
detailed how recruitment of immigrant participants, attention to context and language, the 
creation of collaborative community research teams, and attention to the relationship between 
participants and researchers are best addressed through qualitative methods.  
 
Qualitative and mixed methods studies can also be conducted with an emphasis on community 
involvement and empowerment. One successful mixed methods example of such an approach 
was a study utilizing Community Based Participatory Research with immigrant women in 
Rochester, New York (Wieland et al., 2012). In this program, immigrant women collaboratively 
designed a nutrition and exercise program with researchers. In addition, scholars such as 
Watkins (2009) provide examples of qualitative participatory and community based work that is 
focused on restorative justice and dialogue, specifically within prisons and the criminal justice 
system. Such research methods benefit communities through self-empowerment in the design 
and implementation of the study and dissemination of results. Specifically anchored in 
community dialogue (Israel, Shulz, Parker, & Becker, 1998), insights and abilities of community 
members are used to discover and address issues that they themselves identify as salient 
(Knightbridge, King, & Rolfe, 2006; Minore, Boone, Katt, Kinch, & Birch, 2004) for the purposes 
of creating positive social change from which the community will benefit (Fals-Borda & Rahman, 
1991). For example, in the CBPR program mentioned above, community women not only 
benefitted from their direct participation in the nutrition and exercise program, but also in the 
self-empowerment that occurred with their own development of the program that benefitted 
their community, based on their own knowledge and experiences. 
 
To achieve such positive change, particularly with social policy issues, social action research has 
been recommended. Historically, psychologists have been told not to mix politics and research, 
however, we are suggesting as a best practice, as have other special action researchers, that it 
is just such a mixture, putting our knowledge of research to use to affect social change 
(Brydon-Miller, 1997), that is called for with immigration research.  
 
As we have suggested, such social action through research on immigration is more possible 
when it is informed by a critical understanding of the historical and current debates and 
theories within the scholarship on migration. Critical approaches may confront such issues 
directly within the framework of the study by acknowledging the continued discriminatory and 
hostile environments in which immigrants live and make meaning of their own experiences (Fox 
& Prilleltensky, 1999). Moreover, Watkins and Shulman (2003) encouraged that principles of 
liberation psychology, such as processes of community consciousness raising, envisioning of the 
future, and self-empowerment, should be utilized in research work with any community that 
experienced marginalization such as many immigrant communities.  



Journal for Social Action in Counseling and Psychology                                                                  	  
Volume 6, Number 1, Summer 2014	  
	  

108	  

 
Conclusion: Research and Politics 
 
Research in psychology, including research on immigration, does not stand outside of political 
discourse. Psychological research has been critiqued as not only unresponsive to sociopolitical 
struggles but also responsible for maintaining the status quo of political agendas and cultural 
prejudices (e.g., Danziger, 1990; Fox, 1985, 1991, 1993; Fox, Prilleltensky, & Austin, 2009). 
Despite recent introduction of “immigration reforms,” current U.S. political and cultural 
discourse is characterized by tremendous anti-immigrant sentiment, which has direct and 
indirect negative impact on millions of immigrant women, men, and children in the U.S. 
(Morgan Consoli & Gonzales, 2009; Yakushko, 2009). Although considerable efforts have been 
made to bring a focus on immigration to the forefront of psychological research and practice 
(e.g., Vasquez’s APA presidential initiatives and task force related to immigration in 2009), 
immigration research is not systematic, continues to focus on immigrant’s assimilation into the 
host community, and does not seek to actively address injustices faced by immigrants (Zarate & 
Quezarda, 2011). Suarez-Orozco and Carhill (2008) showed that published investigations on 
immigrants tend to either idealize or pathologize them, further individualizing their experiences 
rather than placing them within ecological systems. Similarly, Willis (2010) highlighted that in 
parallel to political views of immigrants and immigration, research on immigration appears to 
focus on how to facilitate immigrants’ successful adjustment to U.S. norms and how to help 
them become skilled as U.S. employees rather than supporting individuals in pursuit of their 
own goals and dreams.  
 
Vera and Speight (2003) suggested that psychologists’ and counselors’ research agendas must 
actively seek to address social injustices. Immigration research offers an opportunity to actively 
engage in social action research addressing social disparities and prejudices related to 
immigrants (Watkins, 2009; Yakushko, 2009). In addition, it allows scholars to conduct 
collaborative, interdisciplinary, and cross-cultural research, thus expanding not only our 
knowledge about immigration experiences, but increasing our repertoire of scholarly methods 
and programs. Specifically, community based, action-oriented research agendas may best 
address the complex and dynamic nature of immigrant experiences while also seeking to 
empower participants as co-researchers and co-actors in scholarly work. Indeed, we would like 
to suggest that such approaches be considered best practices among counseling and 
psychological researchers. A better understanding of current theories, debates, and trends in 
research with immigrant communities is essential in creating such vibrant and socially 
responsible scholarship, as well as aiding psychology and counseling scholars in construing their 
scholarship within an emancipatory and ecologically sound framework. 
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