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The US immigration system and deportation process are confusing. Moving your family to your 
country of origin or restarting your own life there may feel impossible. We hope this guide will 
help you find both answers to your questions and new possibilities. 

After each of the questions below, find the pages in this guide where you can learn more. 

If ICE comes to my door, what should I do?

What if knowing my rights isn’t enough? How can I reduce the harm that detention or de-
portation might cause me and my family?

First, ask to see a warrant signed by a judge (see an example on p.21). If they don’t have one, 
don’t let them in. After that, use your right to remain silent. Sign nothing. All individuals in the US 
still have constitutional rights, like the right to remain silent and the right to legal representation. 
The best thing you can do is to know your rights and how they apply in different places. Learn 
more in the Know Your Rights chapter on p.17. Know-your-rights “red cards” tell you how to 
assert your rights to protect yourself and your family. 

Every individual and especially every family should make a plan to help stay safe and to increase 
their chances of avoiding arrest.  Know who you can call if you need legal help or help from your 
community. Know what to do if ICE knocks at your door, pulls you over, or comes to your place 
of work. Help everyone in your family, community, or workplace to understand their roles and 
responsibilities. Put it in writing, if that helps you. 

The Plan for Possible Deportation chapter (on p.23) can help you make this plan. It covers 
the documents you may need and how to gather them, family plans and emergency caregiving for 
your children, and much more.

If possible, talk to a trusted immigration attorney. For more information on legal help, includ-
ing free or low-cost resources, check out the directory on p.205.

Do I really need a lawyer? What if I can’t find one I can afford?

MYTHS 

Frequently Asked Questions

This book is not a substitute for an immigration attorney. If you can talk to an experienced immi-
gration, you absolutely should. There may be a legal route for you to stay in the US. Even if there 
isn’t, a lawyer can help you understand your particular risks and choices. 

But if talking to a lawyer is just not possible, this guide offers a general explanation of how the 
system works and some ways to advocate for yourself within it. After the Know Your Rights chap-
ter (on p.17), the Detention and Deportation chapter (on p.40) discusses asylum, cancella-
tion of removal, DACA, TPS, and other protections available to specific groups. You may also want 
to contact local or national immigrant advocacy organizations to seek their advice. For a list of 
national organizations, see the directory on p.205.

We want to help you understand your options and empower you to prevent a deportation order, 
but if you are vulnerable to deportation (see Who Can Be Deported on p.10) and you can talk 
to an immigration lawyer, we strongly recommend it. A good immigration lawyer can represent 
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you in court and advise you on the best path forward for you. Because the system is so complex 
and has so many rules and possibilities that affect only certain people in certain situations, this is 
something this guide cannot do. 

Learn about your country of origin before you depart, and try to build your network of family and 
friends. This guide has country-specific information on meeting basic needs, housing, employ-
ment, healthcare, education, culture, and more for people who may be deported or voluntarily 
return to Mexico (p.69), Guatemala (p.120), Honduras (p.144), El Salvador (p.174), and 
Venezuela (p. ). 

If your country of origin is not one of these five nations, you can still benefit from the informa-
tion in this book. The Plan for Possible Deportation chapter (p.23) includes ideas on how to 
prepare for deportation to any country. You may also want to read through the section on depor-
tation to Mexico (the guide’s largest country-specific section) to get an idea of the reintegration 
process and the kinds of resources you could look for in the country you will be living in.

If I do return or get deported to my country of origin, how do I begin to restart my life? 
Where can I find the resources I will need? 

Whatever you decide, don’t rush into this decision based on fear. Ask questions like, Will Will 
self-deportation make it easier or harder for me to return to the US one day? Is it safe to use the CBP Home self-deportation make it easier or harder for me to return to the US one day? Is it safe to use the CBP Home 
App to self-deport? Is returning to my country of origin really safer than staying here? If not, is there a App to self-deport? Is returning to my country of origin really safer than staying here? If not, is there a 
third, safer country I could go to?third, safer country I could go to?  

The Decision to Return section (on p.37) can help you answer these important questions. It 
explains the difference between “self-deportation” and voluntary departure—and why it matters. 
And if you do choose to leave, it can help you find non-CBP resources that could help.

What if I want to leave the US on my own, before I can get deported? Is there anything I 
should know? 

Every country is different, but in Mexico and much of Central America, US background checks 
aren’t very common. In Mexico, if you apply to work at an international company or a factory near 
the border, a background check may be required. But most employers don’t ask for one. If you 
are deported after a US prison sentence, you won’t be required to go through a parole period or 
mandatory supervision in the country you get deported to. You’ll have a fresh start. Learn more in 
the Non-Citizens and the Criminal Justice System chapter on p.63. 

If I have a criminal record in the US will it follow me to my country of origin? 

It will not be easy, but building connections, fostering wellness, finding purpose, and embracing 
healthy thoughts can help you and your loved ones to build resilience and eventually move on. 
The final chapter of this guide (Beginning to Heal, on p.198) explores what that might look like 
for you. It points you toward resources and practices that can help you begin to recover from the 
traumas of detention and deportation. 

Because this journey will look different for every individual and family, we built this section 
around in-depth interviews with people who have recently experienced deportation. Their experi-
ences shaped this guide, and their words and insights are featured throughout it.

What will life be like after deportation? How will my family and I heal?


