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Abstract

The reality of individuals without an immigration status is complicated because of administrative problems and the effects
of negative social interactions on their well-being. The present article analyzes the possible mediating role of internalized
stigma in the relationship between perceived rejection and self-esteem among South American individuals without an
immigration status in Chile. The study involved the participation of 174 immigrants living in Chile for at least one year
without an immigration status; their participation was voluntary and they did not receive any payment for being part of
the study. The results indicate that internalized stigma fully mediates the effect of perceived rejection on the self-esteem of
these people, which shows how negative social interactions can be for this population. We conclude with the importance of
the findings for future studies, policies, and interventions with South American individuals without an immigration status.
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Background

Over the last ten years, Chile has been characterized as a
recipient country for a high flow of South American immi-
grants [1]. Thousands of South American individuals with-
out an immigration status live in the country, which is
mainly due to restrictive, criminalizing, and punitive poli-
cies that Chile has implemented to control migratory flows
[2, 3]. The current official estimate of individuals without
immigration status in Chile reached 107,223 people, which
would constitute 6.6% of the estimated foreign population
in the country [1].
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Individuals without immigration status are vulnerable,
a condition determined by their legal status. This prevents
them from obtaining decent employment and access to ser-
vices for which a residence permit is required [4]. This vul-
nerability is accentuated because they are associated with
marginality, delinquency, and poverty [5]. The perception
of individuals without an immigration status as undesirable
leads to rejection and exclusion during intergroup interac-
tions in the host society. The social rejection suffered by
irregular immigrants takes the form of discriminatory and
denigrating acts, which usually occur violently in the differ-
ent contexts where these people are inserted [6, 7]. This per-
ceived rejection is a factor that has a significant impact on
the self-esteem of the migrant population [8]. Self-esteem
is the accumulation of positive and negative feelings that
the person considers vital for personal evaluation [9]. This
variable plays a crucial role in facing adverse events experi-
enced by migrants in the host society, predicting a positive
ethnic identity, and high life satisfaction [8, 10—12]. At the
same time, self-esteem is a variable that allows interven-
tions to mitigate the impact of discrimination on mental
health [13-15].

Immigrants’ perceived rejection also impacts the stigma
of this population, leading them to develop a negative self-
image of their presence in the host society [16]. Stigma is
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Rejection

> Self-esteem

Fig. 1 The relationship between perceived rejection, and self-esteem with internalized stigma as a mediating variable.

Source: Author’s elaboration.

understood as an attribute that discredits and devalues a per-
son’s identity [17]. The stigma of South American immi-
grants in Chile is that they threaten the local population in
the work and cultural spheres [18, 19]. The literature has
addressed this phenomenon, explaining that the origin of
this stigma is determined by immigration legislation, politi-
cal discourses, and the media [2, 5, 20, 21].

Several studies have indicated that immigrants in Chile
can internalize the stigma held by the national population
towards them since they recognize the negative stereotypes
that exist toward their group [22]. Thus, when immigrants
internalize this stigma, a negative self-perception is gener-
ated that has a direct impact on their self-esteem since they
recognize that the group to which they belong is devalued
and, therefore, their self-image is threatening [23]. Conse-
quently, this negative impact results in a decrease in the abil-
ity of immigrants to cope with adverse events in daily life
since the stigma internalization results in low self-esteem in
minority groups [24].

The Current Study

The relationship between perceived rejection and self-
esteem is hypothesized to be mediated by the internalized
stigma perceived by individuals without an immigration
status; the model to be tested is shown in Fig. 1. Conse-
quently, the general objective of the present study is to eval-
uate the mediating role of stigma in the relationship between
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perceived rejection, and self-esteem in South American
individuals without an immigration status in Chile.

Methods
Participants and Data Collection

We conducted a cross-sectional study using a convenience
nonrandomized sample of immigrants living in the metro-
politan region of Chile in 2018. This region was chosen
because it has a considerable number of immigrants in
the country [1]. The questionnaires with all the necessary
information to carry out the analyses were selected to meet
the study’s objective, reaching an n=174, where 121 were
men (69.5%) and 53 were women (30.5%). Accordingly,
the main nationalities of undocumented immigrants were
Peru (50.6%), Colombia (29.9%), Venezuela (12.6%), and
Bolivia (12; 6.9%).

This study involved a more extensive study to assess the
prejudice and discrimination perceived by South American
immigrants in Chile. The institution’s ethics committee to
which the responsible researcher is affiliated approved the
research. Individuals were recruited at a non-governmen-
tal organization that provides free job, social and legal
resources to immigrants. The inclusion criteria were defined
as follows: legal age of in Chile (18 years old), South Amer-
ican origin, without an immigration status, and living in the
country for more than one year. After informed consent,
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eligible participants completed the voluntary survey that
took approximately 30—45 min.

Measures

The questionnaire consisted of two sections. Section one
included sociodemographic questions to characterize the
sample variables. Section two inquired about the three
latent variables under study: perceived rejection, internal-
ized stigma, and self-esteem.

Perceived rejection. The subscale of exclusion and per-
ceived rejection of the perceived ethnic discrimination scale
was used to assess this variable [25]. This subscale has four
items that assess the perceived rejection of immigrants in
the host society, some of their items are “You have been
ignored or not paid attention to” or “You have been made
to feel that you are an outsider”. There are three response
options in a Likert-type format: never (1), sometimes (2),
and many times (3). The minimum score to be obtained is
4 points, and the maximum is 12 points, where the higher
the score, the greater the perceived rejection. According to
McDonald’s Omega, its internal consistency was acceptable
(0=0.646).

Internalized stigma. The internalized group threat scale
was used to measure this variable [22]. The scale consists
of seven items and measures internalized immigrant stigma
from the threat perspective. Examples of items include:
“Most Chileans think that South American immigrants take
their jobs” or “Chileans think that South American immi-
grants speak and express themselves worse than they do”.
The response scale ranges from “Strongly disagree” (1) to
“Strongly agree” (6), with the minimum score being 7 points
and the maximum 42 points; the higher the score, the higher
the perceived stigma. The scale’s internal consistency was
excellent according to McDonald’s Omega (0=0.853).

Self-esteem. The self-esteem was assessed using the
Rosenberg self-esteem scale [9], with evidence of validity
in Chile [26]. The instrument has ten items in a Likert-type
format with four response options ranging from “Strongly
Disagree” (1) to “Strongly Agree” (4). Five items are in
reverse format (3, 5, 8, 9, and 10). After reconverting the
inverse items, the scale’s total score is added to obtain the
degree of self-esteem, making it possible to obtain a mini-
mum of 10 points and a maximum of 40, where the higher
the score, the higher the degree of self-esteem of the person.
According to McDonald’s Omega, the value of the internal
consistency is good (0v=0.807). Some of the items are: “I
feel that I have no reason to be proud of myself” or “I would
like to value myself more”.

Analysis

A database developed in Jamovi software was created from
the information obtained from the questionnaires [27]. First,
adescriptive analysis of the sociodemographic variables was
carried out. Subsequently, the assumptions were tested to
perform the mediation analysis via regressions; after testing
the theoretically proposed degree of a statistically significant
relationship between the main study variables, the media-
tion analysis was performed to assess whether internalized
stigma plays a mediating role between perceived rejection
and self-esteem. The effect sizes of the regression tests were
evaluated through standardized betas, where the expected
effect values are small (B=0.02), medium (f=0.15), and
large (B=0.35) effects [28]. The total effect of the predictor
variable on the predicted variable is not expected to be sta-
tistically significant when the mediator variable is included
in the proposed model (see Fig. 1).

Results

The mediation analysis results show that perceived rejec-
tion inversely predicts self-esteem with a moderate effect
size and in a statistically significant way (=—0.210, z =
-2.83, p=.005). The perceived rejection was also corrobo-
rated to directly impact internalized stigma statistically and
with a large effect size (3=0.301, z=4.17, p<.001). Finally,
internalized stigma can also be asserted to be a statistically
significant predictor of self-esteem with a medium to large
effect size (3=—0.250, z = -3.32, p<.001). The relationship
between perceived rejection and self-esteem is no longer
statistically significant (direct effect (3=—0.134, z=-1.79,
p=.073) so that it can be asserted that internalized stigma
fully mediates the relationship between perceived rejec-
tion and self-esteem (B=—10.075, z = -2.60, p=.009). These
results show that the indirect effect of stigma corresponds to
35.71%, which explains that the effect of perceived rejec-
tion on self-esteem is channeled through the internalized
stigma perceived by South American individuals without
immigration status in Chile.

Discussion

The results of the study present significant evidence on
the mediating role of internalized stigma and affirm that
it fully mediates the relationship between perceived rejec-
tion and self-esteem of individuals without immigration
status. Working on internalized stigma with immigrants in
an irregular situation could diminish the effect of perceived
rejection on self-esteem, allowing immigrants to improve
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their self-image to face adverse events that occur in the host
society [10].

The role of internalized stigma has been essential to
understand how immigrants are aware that they belong to
a group that is socially devalued [22]. For example, a study
with South American immigrants in Spain, showed that the
internalized stigma by this group affects the emotions they
perceived when interacting with the national population
[29]. Another example is a study with Mexican immigrants
without immigration status in the U.S., who see their pos-
sibilities of social insertion truncated because the stigma
leads them to marginalize themselves in social interactions
[30]. It is important to continue investigating the internal-
ized stigma because most of the research in this area has
been conducted with immigrants with immigration status.

The rejection and stigmatization of undocumented
migrants are rooted in social structures that perpetuate
their structural vulnerability [31]. Therefore, it is neces-
sary to implement migration policies aimed at profound
social changes that promote the social insertion of immi-
grants without immigration status from coexistence based
on respect for human rights, as well as on the acceptance
of the differences of others. The implementation of these
policies should consider two essential perspectives: a) The
first is to encourage immigrants to develop coping strate-
gies to block the negative effects of internalized stigma,
where an example is the experiences that suggest the devel-
opment of positive emotions to improve the self-esteem of
immigrants without immigration status [32]. The second
is oriented towards the creation of programs that promote
coexistence between immigrants and nationals, given that
positive interactions would help to diminish the stigma that
minority groups have in society, favoring their integration
and helping them to stop being seen as a threat [16, 18, 33].
Promoting both types of actions will require political agents
and civil society organizations to lead in promoting these
programs.

Even with the novel results of the present research, it is
necessary to review its limitations. First, it is impossible to
corroborate the causality of the relationships proposed in
the mediation analysis; however, the association between
variables was established according to a solid theoretical
approach. A second limitation is that the sample represents
only a subset of immigrants in an irregular situation in Chile;
however, achieving a sample of this type with an irregular
population is difficult because it is impossible to obtain a
record of all the people in this administrative condition.
Considering these limitations, interpretations of the findings
should be made with caution. Concerning the strengths of
the study, it is possible to affirm that there was a high num-
ber of individuals without an immigration status, especially
if we consider how difficult it is to access a sample with
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these characteristics. Another strength is that this is the first
study to examine the mediating role of internalized stigma
among individuals without immigration status in Chile,
allowing us to lay the groundwork for future initiatives that
address the reality of this population.

While this study provides valuable insights, future
research should consider other models in which internal-
ized stigma mediates the impact of perceived rejection on
other measures of mental health. These models could be
evaluated together with the contact variable as a modera-
tor, given its potential to influence the relationships of the
migrant population [34]. It would be pertinent to evaluate
whether internalized stigma also mediates the relationship
between rejection and self-esteem in aliens with immi-
gration status. At the same time, it would be advisable to
add other variables to the analysis, such as perceived sup-
port and resilience, which would provide a more complete
analysis of the variables that could explain differences in
self-esteem levels. Another alternative would be to plan lon-
gitudinal studies to assess whether these dynamics of exclu-
sion are maintained over time despite social and political
changes, also considering whether the administrative status
of immigrants is maintained or changed. Finally, it is neces-
sary to advance in the understanding of whether this stigma
is given by their administrative status or only by the fact of
being immigrants, so it would be appropriate to investigate
this idea with qualitative perspectives that could deepen the
explanation that immigrants have in this regard. This under-
standing will guide the development of intervention strate-
gies focused on the variables that harm the self-esteem of
these individuals.

It is possible to conclude that internalized stigma is a
key mechanism through which the perception of rejection
negatively impacts the self-esteem of people without immi-
gration status. A deeper understanding of these practical
implications is essential for designing and implementing
policies aimed at promoting the successful integration of
this population. Such initiatives could significantly enhance
their overall well-being, promote social cohesion, and miti-
gate the adverse effects of perceived rejection and internal-
ized stigma.
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