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How do US citizens’ perceptions of 
immigrants differ from reality?

Quantifying and Interpreting Bias Towards the Perception of 
Immigrants

1. Participants were given a signed written consent form
2. Participants were given an online survey after 
submitting a signed written consent where they were 
able to answer various questions about immigrant 
perception
3. Responses were compared against each other and 
against real world values to help understand the gaps in 
knowledge people have about immigrants.

The experiences of immigrants are 
greatly misunderstood, often 

placed at a lower standard than 
natural born citizens, specifically by 

younger people (under 25).

Using this data we can adjust our education 
systems to encourage students to better 

understand the experiences and struggles faced 
by immigrants. We can also seek to change the 
way that immigrants are portrayed in the media 

as immigrants are often portrayed as the "victim" 
which is extremely damaging to the identity 

and understanding of immigrants.

How does age relate to perception 
of immigrants?



Background: Motivations and Context

Immigration is an undeniably tolling process, affecting both the 
mental and physical health of those who undertake it, regardless 
of their reason for doing so. Unfortunately for many immigrants 
coming to the U.S., their success and livelihood can be hindered 
by several factors outside of their control. Outside of legislation 
which prevents undocumented immigrants from entering the 
country, those who do enter often do not have access, or choose 
not to access crucial resources. A study conducted with Haitian 
students attending a high school in Boston found that many of the 
students struggled with financial insecurity, and varying 
percentages of the students also struggled with PTSD, depression, 
or physical/sexual abuse in the past. To add to this, only 8% of 
those struggling with comorbid depression and PTSD, only 1.8% 
had reported seeing a mental health professional [2].



Background: Motivations and Context

With the research we conduct we can gain a better understanding 
of how demographics relate to the perception of immigrants by the 
native population. By doing so, we can understand both what, and 
how to communicate specific communities to allow for a better 
understanding of immigrants’ struggles and lives as they try and 
survive in the United States.
Beyond raising awareness among the civilian population, we can 
gain an understanding of how the government must react to 
immigrants’ needs based on research on their levels of education, 
income levels, socioeconomic status, and mental health. By making 
resources more readily available and changing border/citizenship 
policy, we can make it viable for immigrants in the United States not 
just to survive, but to thrive.



Study Structure

Hypothesis

Research 
Question

In the US, Natural citizens 
are more likely to be placed 
at a higher standard when 
compared to immigrants.

How does age relate to 
perception of immigrants?

How do US citizens’ 
perceptions of immigrants 
differ from reality?

Participants were sent an 
Informed Consent Form 

which must be filled prior 
to participation 

(Participants’ identities 
were remained anonymous 
so as not to affect results)

Upon receiving the Informed 
Consent Form, participants 
were sent the survey which 

included questions 
surrounding immigrants’ 

quality of life in the United 
States.

Upon completion the 
participants’ survey 

was saved by 
Microsoft Forms and 

the raw data was 
collected in tables.

Raw data was taken from 
the tables and analyzed for 

any trends or patterns in 
responses and prepared for 

visualization.

Procedure



Methodology: Procedure and Data Analysis

Dependent Variables:

• Perception of graduation rates for immigrants/nonimmigrants
• Perception of violent crime rates for immigrants/nonimmigrants
• Perception of substance abuse/health for immigrants/nonimmigrants
• Perception of employment/income immigrants/nonimmigrants
• Perception of Suicide Rates for immigrants/nonimmigrants
• Perception of distinct kinds of immigrants (ethnic background)

Independent Variables:

• Immigration status of the respondent
• Level of education of the respondent
• Age of the respondent
• Gender of the respondent
• Economic status/region/location of the respondent



Compared Immigrant Graduation Rates

In this question, respondents were asked to estimate the graduation rates of both African 
and Latin immigrants. The values of their estimations were then compared to find a clear 
correlation between how respondents estimate each group's rates. The study found that 
respondents placed Latin immigrants at a slightly higher graduation rate (about 8% more) 
but as the estimated % increased, the distance between the two groups also decreased 
with some responses placing African American graduation rates above those of 
Latin Americans. In reality, close to half of all African immigrants hold a college degree, 
where only around a quarter of Latin immigrants do.



Highschool Graduation Rates

In this question respondents were asked to determine how the rates of Highschool Graduation of natural -
born citizens are compared to legal immigrants where 5 represented immigrants are much more likely 
to graduate Highschool compared to natural-born citizens, 4 represented somewhat more likely, 
3 represented about the same likelihood, 2 represented somewhat less likely and 1 represented much 
less likely. Similar to college graduation rates, there was no real correlation between age and response in 
this question. Additionally, a higher proportion of respondents got this question right, with close to a third 
of them responding about the same. High school graduation rates of immigrants are within a percent of 
natural born citizens, with immigrants even coming out a bit higher.



Alcohol Abuse

For this graph, respondents were asked to 
answer which group they think is most likely to 
become a victim of alcohol abuse. The true 
answer is that children with 2 parents born in 
the US are most likely to become victims of 
alcohol abuse. The responses given were then 
compared to their ages which showed that older 
people better understood who was most likely 
to abuse alcohol. This is further proven by the 
mean age of the responses as the mean age of 
those who responded with "children of 2 
parents born in the US" is ~15 years higher than 
any other value.

In this question respondents were asked to determine how 
the rates of violent crime towards natural-born citizens are 
compared to immigrants where 5 represented immigrants 
are much more likely to experience violent crime compared 
to natural-born citizens, 4 represented somewhat more 
likely, 3 represented about the same likelihood, 2 
represented somewhat less likely and 1 represented 
much less likely. Older respondents were more likely to 
claim that immigrants experienced violent crime at a lower 
rate than natural born citizens. Immigrants are about 
equally as likely to experience violent crime when 
compared to natural born citizens, both groups lack 
knowledge on the subject as only one respondent gave the 
value of 3.



Income (Legal)

In this question respondents were asked to determine how the rates of low-income natural-born citizens 
are compared to legal immigrants where 5 represented immigrants are much more likely to be of low-
income status compared to natural-born citizens, 4 represented somewhat more likely, 3 represented 
about the same likelihood, 2 represented somewhat less likely and 1 represented much less likely. This 
graph showed that a higher proportion of our older respondents (50+) estimated that immigrants were 
less likely to be of low-income status compared to natural-born citizens. In reality, Immigrants are about 
20% more likely to be of low-income status than natural-born citizens, only about half of respondents 
gave an answer that indicated legal immigrants were more likely to be of lower socio economic status, 
proving that the overall knowledge about this topic is low across the board, but older respondants are 
less informed about the topic.

Image Credit: KFF [11]



Income (Illegal)

In this question respondents were asked to determine how the rates of low-income natural-born 
citizens are compared to undocumented immigrants where 5 represented immigrants are much more likely 
to be of low-income status compared to natural-born citizens, 4 represented somewhat more likely, 3 
represented about the same likelihood, 2 represented somewhat less likely and 1 represented much less 
likely. This graph showed that most respondents estimated that undocumented immigrants were less likely 
to be of low-income status compared to natural-born citizens, regardless of age. Illegal Immigrants are 
about 30% more likely to be of low-income status than natural-born citizens, all but one respondent gave 
an answer that indicated undocumented immigrants were more likely to be of 
lower socioeconomic status, proving that the overall knowledge about this topic is quite high and 
respondent's assumptions were generally correct.

Image Credit: KFF [11]



Suicide/Mental Health

In this question respondents were asked to determine how the rates of suicide of natural-born 
citizens are compared to immigrants where 5 represented immigrants are much more likely to commit 
suicide compared to natural-born citizens, 4 represented somewhat more likely, 3 represented about the 
same likelihood, 2 represented somewhat less likely and 1 represented much less likely. 40% of 
respondents responded with the value of 2, with nearly half of responses being less than 3. The suicide 
rates of immigrants, when compared to natural born citizens some studies show that immigrants are at 
times 5 times less likely to make a suicide attempt than a natural born citizen. This means that 
immigrants are less likely to commit suicide, which less than half of respondents responded with 
showing a lack of education in this subject. Additionally, when compared to age, younger people were 
much more likely to respondents with values greater than or equal to 3 showing this issue is gap in 
understanding that is primarily held by people under 21.



Results

Graduation Rates

Alcohol Abuse

Victims Of Crimes

Suicide

Income

There was a lack of knowledge surrounding college education and 
significant underestimation of African Immigrants when it came to college 
graduation rates. Younger people tended to underestimate immigrant 
college graduation rates.

There was general understanding that children of natural born citizens 
were most likely to abuse alcohol. That said, younger people were 
significantly more likely to respond with an immigrant type than older 
people.

Although the income of illegal immigrants was generally understood, the 
income of legal immigrants was somewhat overestimated by younger 
respondents.

There was general understanding that children of natural born citizens 
were most likely to abuse alcohol. That said, younger people were 
significantly more likely to respond with an immigrant type than older 
people.

Although close to half of the responses could be considered correct, 
younger people were significantly more likely to claim that Immigrant 
suicide rates were greater than natural born citizens, which is incorrect.



Conclusion And Discussion

Conclusion

Discussion & 
Real World 
Application

The experiences of immigrants are greatly misunderstood, specifically by 
younger people (under 25). In almost every aspect of this study respondents 
under 25 were supplying incorrect answers than those over 25. In general, 

they often overestimated the struggle faced by immigrants in the US, saying 
they experienced some things at a greater rate than reality. Based on these 
misunderstandings held by our younger respondents, it's clear that they are 

less educated/understanding of the struggles of immigrants.

In the US general understanding of immigrants is quite low, however, 
younger people are much more likely to overestimate the struggle immigrants 

face in the US. Using this data we can adjust our education systems to 
encourage students to better understand the experiences and struggles faced 

by immigrants. We can also seek to change the way that immigrants are 
portrayed in the media as immigrants are often portrayed as the "victim" 

which is extremely damaging to the identity and understanding of 
immigrants.



Reflection

Issues/ 
Changes 
& Future 
Research

Most issues occurred within data collection. Not enough data 
itself was collected as not enough individuals were willing to 

participate. As a result, the group of respondents was relevantly 
homogenous and small in and of itself. Future research would 

include much more thorough investigation and research as well 
as a wider net being cast to collect respondents. Additionally, 

considering using strata's when selecting respondents would be 
beneficial as it would allow for targeted research that could give 
researchers a much more balanced view on the opinions of the 

overall population.

Data 
Analysis

The majority of our data analysis consisted of calculating linear 
regressions which are a form of "line of best fit" for our data. That 

means that bias in our data would have a significant impact on 
our linear regression, skewing it greatly. Our lack of respondents 
could have led to bias in our data. We chose to review age was all 

respondents could be included while not overly influencing the 
values of a certain group, thereby reducing impact of each 

individual data point. That said, each point still had an impact and 
our lack of responses could have led to bias in our graphs.
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