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POSITION STATEMENT ON SEXUAL AND 
REPRODUCTIVE HEALTH SERVICES FOR 
IMMIGRANT YOUTH 
Adopted by the Healthy Teen Network Board of Directors on September 21, 2017 

 

Position 
Healthy Teen Network believes that immigrant youth (people aged 24 and younger without U.S. 
citizenship or lawful permanent resident status) deserve comprehensive sexuality education and optimal 
sexual and reproductive health (SRH) services in order to achieve whole health. Sexual and reproductive 
health services should be designed and delivered with consideration for immigrant youth. 

Healthy Teen Network supports policies that permit immigrant youth access to comprehensive health 
services (which includes comprehensive sexuality education and optimal SRH services), including 
permitting them or their family members to purchase health insurance using their own funds.  

Unaccompanied immigrant youth (youth attempting to make or making residence in the U.S. without 
authorization and independent of a parent or legal guardian) should be provided, without charge, 
comprehensive health services. 
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Healthy Teen Network opposes discrimination in health care on the basis of a person’s immigration 
status or primary language.   

Healthy Teen Network recognizes the central role that parents play in securing and arranging health 
services of their children, especially children below the age of legal majority. Therefore, we oppose 
removal from the U.S. people residing in the U.S. without authorization and who are parents of children 
who are citizens or lawful permanent residents. 

 
Issue 
Immigrants, including immigrant youth, face steep challenges when trying to access health services. 
Undocumented immigrants in particular, access medical services at a lower rate than citizens and 
documented immigrants1. This is greatly due to lack of health insurance. They are excluded from public 
health insurance programs including Medicaid, Children’s Health Insurance Program, and the Affordable 
Care Act health insurance exchanges.2,3  Although some states may extend certain Medicaid benefits to 
unauthorized immigrants under certain circumstances, their participation in this and other federal 
programs was greatly restricted following the 1996 welfare reform.4, 5, 6 Instead, they rely heavily on 
safety net health providers and bear responsibility for paying costs of care on their own, or the provider 
absorbs the costs of the uncompensated care.7  

Having health insurance is a key determinant in immigrants’ access to health services, and in particular, 
utilization of preventive services8,9 10 including sexual and reproductive health services. Access to and 
utilization of health care services by immigrants increases with years of residency. As immigrants, 
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especially women, get settled in the United States, gain fluency in English, and earn higher formal 
income, they are more likely to have health insurance and use health care services.11  

Citizenship status of both parents and children positively influences their access to health services. 
Research shows that noncitizens are less likely than citizens to use health care services including 
hospitalizations.12  In fact, noncitizen children have lower rates of health care utilization than citizen 
children from noncitizen parents.13 Having a noncitizen parent also decreases the probability of their US 
born children to access health care including having a usual source of care, having dental care, and 
accessing mental health services.14 

Even among insured immigrants, insured noncitizens access health services less than their insured 
citizen peers.15  

The third critical factor that determines prompt access of immigrant youth to medical care is fear 
stemming from the lack of authorization status. Research shows that a significant proportion of 
immigrants are afraid of approaching medical services if they are undocumented16. Fearful immigrants 
are more likely to report inability to secure medical and dental care, obtain prescription drugs, get 
eyeglasses,17 and have a regular health care provider18. Another study found that fearful immigrants 
were less likely to participate in tuberculosis screening programs even if they had been potentially 
exposed to the infection19. Young immigrants without documentation are particularly vulnerable to 
discrimination. Research shows that youth avoid mainstream health care relying instead on family 
support and health information they often find online20. They feel strong mistrust of the medical 
system due to fears of deportation. This prevents them from obtaining primary and dental care, and 
seeking attention for serious medical concerns21. Moreover, their limited contact with health care 
providers due to lack of insurance, also prevents them from developing trusting relationships with 
providers. 
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Supporting Information 
In 2014, there were 11.1 million people residing in the United States without authorization, according to the Pew 
Research Center.22 Roughly, 10 percent are under 18 years of age, 73 percent are aged 18 through 44 years, and 
five percent are above age 5523.  
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