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Gender, family, and community attachment in a new destination 

 

Abstract 

As new immigrant destinations in the U.S. have become home to more settled immigrant 

populations, they are also becoming less male-dominated and attracting more women and 

families. But this process is occurring unevenly, with some new destinations much more 

attractive to women than others. The factors that might lead a destination to attract or retain 

women are not well understood. We draw on interviews with long-time Latin American residents 

in a non-metropolitan community in Utah with a fairly high proportion of women immigrants to 

analyze the ways in which gender and other factors relate to community attachment in this 

specific context. We examine gender differences in satisfaction with the community, experiences 

of discrimination, and plans to remain in the community. Surprisingly, given current anti-

immigrant trends in national politics, we found high levels of community attachment among both 

men and women. Although experiences of racism were common in our sample, many of the 

respondents were quick to downplay these experiences and focused instead on their overall 

positive assessment of the community. Women were more attuned to the experience of 

discrimination and less willing to downplay it. They were also less likely to have a long-term 

plan to remain in the community, but this appeared to be more related to their consideration of 

other family members’ long-term plans, rather than due to their experiences of discrimination. 

These findings have implications for understanding gendered settlement patterns as well as for 

promoting immigrant integration at the local level in an unfavorable political context. 

 

 

Introduction 

Immigrants residing in cities and towns without a well-established immigrant population 

face many challenges in navigating daily life in their new communities. Against a homogenous 

backdrop, they stand out, making them easy targets for discrimination or law enforcement 

(Schmalzbauer 2014). Without driver’s licenses, they struggle to get around in small towns 

where public transit options are few (Bohon, Stamps, and Atiles 2008; Mendez and Nelson 2016; 

Schmalzbauer 2014). Without support for English language-learning, their children struggle in 

school (Dondero and Muller 2012). They have a high likelihood of moving to a place with a 

stronger co-ethnic community (Kritz, Gurak, and Lee 2011). Despite these challenges, 

immigrants living in new destinations express surprisingly high levels of satisfaction with their 

communities (Brazil 2019; Schmalzbauer 2014).  
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This paper draws on interviews with Latin American men and women living in a non-

metropolitan county in Utah to understand the factors that lead immigrants to be satisfied (or 

dissatisfied) with their communities of residence, and the ways in which both sources of 

satisfaction and degree of satisfaction vary by gender. New destination communities in the 1980s 

and 1990s were often heavily male-dominated, with immigrant men coming to work but leaving 

wives and children behind elsewhere. Over time, these communities are becoming more “settled” 

and a growing number of immigrants live with their families (Harrison and Lloyd 2012; Marrow 

2011; Smith and Winders 2008). However, this “settling” process is not occurring uniformly, 

with some new destinations (particularly in the Southeast and Midwest) remaining heavily male 

and others (particularly in the West) becoming gender-balanced or even female-dominated 

(Author et al. 2018; Castañeda and Sørensen 2019). Some new destinations, in other words, are 

both more able to attract and to keep immigrant women. Our interviews shed light on this 

process by demonstrating some of the ways in which immigrant men and women attach to 

communities. 

The literature on immigrants in new destinations tends to focus on either assimilation—

defined by Alba and Nee (2009) as the process by which ethnicity ceases to be a barrier to 

participation in mainstream institutions—or integration, which measures levels of social capital 

and participation in destination-society institutions and social networks (Goodman and Wright 

2015; Hainmueller, Hangartner, and Pietrantuono 2017; Hall 2013; Wessendorf and Phillimore 

2018). While the social processes of assimilation and integration are unquestionably important, 

they do not necessarily explain why immigrants come to, or stay in, a particular destination. 

Community attachment, on the other hand, is a strong predictor of future mobility (Bolan 1997). 

We draw, therefore, on both the immigrant integration and community attachment literatures to 
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assess gender differences in both the causes and level of Latinx immigrants’ attachment to their 

Utah community. 

Community attachment theory has a long history in sociology, developing as a way to 

understand the effects of urbanization and industrialization on the social fabric (Kasarda and 

Janowitz 1974). Community attachment remains a somewhat nebulous concept that is 

operationalized in a variety of ways, but one common operationalization is a sense of rootedness 

in a community and a lack of interest in leaving (Cross 2003). Community attachment can also 

describe satisfaction with and a general sense of wellbeing in one’s community (Goudy 1990; 

Sampson 1988). Attachment to a place develops, at least in part, through the stories that people 

tell each other about their community (Cross 2015). Our analysis focuses on the stories that our 

respondents tell about Northern Utah, both the stories that they heard before coming, that 

motivated them to come, and the stories that they tell to make sense of their lives as immigrants 

in a relatively homogenous community. 

In the existing literature on immigrant integration, scholars have focused on differences 

in the integration process between new and traditional destinations, as well as on gendered 

experiences of integration, primarily in traditional destinations. Research treating integration in 

new destinations as a gendered process is still fairly limited, although sociologists and 

geographers have considered gendered integration processes in a handful of settings including 

southeastern Montana (Schmalzbauer 2014), Kentucky’s horse country (Snider 2017), Durham, 

North Carolina (Flippen and Parrado 2015), Williamsburg, Virginia (Deeb-Sossa and Mendez 

2008), Ohio, and New Jersey (Dreby and Schmalzbauer 2013). We build on this literature in two 

ways. First, we examine the gendered experiences of immigrants in a destination with a different 

political, cultural, and economic context than the primarily Southern destinations in the existing 
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literature, helping to identify the role that place characteristics play in immigrant experiences. 

Second, we incorporate ideas of place attachment and rootedness, in order to motivate research 

and theory-building on why a particular place might be more attractive to men or women. 

 

Literature Review 

Our analysis is situated between three related areas of literature: the new immigrant destinations 

literature, the literature on migration as a gendered process, and the literature on gender and 

community attachment. We provide a brief overview of each of these areas, then conclude with 

the benefits of synthesizing them. 

New Immigrant Destinations 

From 1971 to 1993, nearly 80 percent of immigrants to the U.S. settled in just five states 

(Massey 1995). Since then, these top five destinations have seen a 60 percent drop in migration 

in favor of new destination sites (Massey 2008; Sánchez 2019). New destination sites include 

cities, towns and rural areas across the country (Donato et al. 2008; Kandel and Cromartie 2004; 

Singer 2004). This dramatic geographic diversification of immigration fueled a substantial body 

of research on the phenomenon of “new destinations” (Winders 2014). In contrast to traditional 

destinations, where local populations had a long history of exposure to newcomers and 

immigrant social networks were dense and well-established, new U.S. destinations had not seen 

high levels of immigration for at least 70 years (Singer 2004). Studies comparing the immigrant 

experience in new destinations to that in traditional destinations have produced a very mixed 

picture. 

On one hand, immigrants are clearly drawn to new destinations because they perceive 

them to have advantages over traditional destinations. Advantages of new destinations include 
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lower housing costs, safer neighborhoods, and less competition from other immigrants in the 

labor market (Light and Johnston 2009; Massey and Capoferro 2008; Schmalzbauer 2014). 

Marrow (2011) argues that the food processing industry in the South has allowed immigrants to 

achieve an upward economic mobility that would never be possible with the service jobs 

available in traditional urban gateways. Many immigrants in new destinations previously lived in 

traditional gateways, and often rate their lives in new destinations more positively than in 

traditional destinations (Brazil 2019; Marrow 2011; Schmalzbauer 2014). 

On the other hand, numerous studies show the challenges of immigrant incorporation in 

new destinations. Lack of infrastructure in new destinations leaves immigrants without access to 

affordable housing or public transportation, leaving them spatially isolated (Atiles and Bohon 

2003; Bohon et al. 2008; Mendez and Nelson 2016; Nelson and Hiemstra 2008; Schmalzbauer 

2014). Undocumented status makes home ownership difficult, and immigrants have lower rates 

of home ownership in new destinations compared to traditional destinations (Drever 2008; 

Sánchez 2019). Latinx populations in new destinations are substantially less likely than their 

counterparts in traditional destinations to have health insurance (Monnat 2017). Lacking access 

to state supports, Latinx children are more likely to be born into poverty in new destinations, 

especially rural destinations, a finding which is not explained by parental characteristics (Lichter, 

Sanders, and Johnson 2015).  

An additional challenge for new destination immigrants is the ethnic homogeneity and 

lack of pre-existing immigrant networks of new destinations. Latinx immigrants are 

“hypervisible” in new destinations, unable to blend in to existing, native Latinx communities and 

therefore susceptible to both everyday racism and state surveillance (Vaquera, Aranda, and 

Gonzales 2014). While many immigrants speak positively of their new destination homes, they 
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also describe lives of intense isolation that involve going to work, coming home, and keeping out 

of sight as much as possible (Harrison and Lloyd 2012; Hiemstra 2010; Schmalzbauer 2014). 

Latina immigrants in Virginia felt that they lived in a “golden cage” (Deeb-Sossa and Mendez 

2008). The increasing enforcement of immigration laws at the local level deepens immigrants’ 

feelings of being constantly in danger (Hiemstra 2010; Winders 2007). 

Gendered Migration 

 Context of settlement shapes the experience of immigrants, but gender is also an 

important factor in the immigrant experience (Donato, Enriquez, and Llewellyn 2017; Mahler 

and Pessar 2006; Pedraza 1991). The gender-segregated labor market means that immigrant 

women are less likely to hold jobs than their husbands, and when they do work, they are 

concentrated in caregiving and domestic service occupations (Altman and Pannell 2012; Moya 

2007; Schmalzbauer 2014). Not working, or working in a private home, can protect women from 

the scrutiny of authorities, but can also be incredibly isolating (Hagan, Esbach, and Rodriguez 

2008; Schmalzbauer 2014). Men’s jobs put them at risk of surveillance, but protect them from 

being isolated from the larger society (Deeb-Sossa and Mendez 2008; Harrison and Lloyd 2012; 

Snider 2017).  

 Research dating back to the 1990s demonstrates that men’s solo migration is often 

circular, while women’s migration is associated with longer-term residence (Marrow 2011; 

Massey, Durand, and Malone 2002). Mexican women in particular express a stronger desire than 

men to settle permanently in the U.S. (Hondagneu-Sotelo 1994), and survey data show them to 

be more likely than Mexican men to self-identify as “American” (Jones-Correa et al. 2018). 

Learning to “do gender” in the ways accepted in the destination society is an important step in 

the process of achieving social acceptance (Karimi, Bucerius, and Thompson 2018; Korteweg 
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2017). Women, with long-term settlement plans, may feel more eager to adopt destination norms 

than do men, who also find that acculturation can be in conflict with their sense of masculinity 

(Snider 2017). 

Gender and Community Attachment 

 While studies analyzing the predictors of community attachment frequently include 

gender among their predictor variables, results are somewhat mixed. Depending on the measure 

of community attachment used, men express stronger attachment, women express stronger 

attachment, or there are no gender differences in attachment (Theodori 2004; Theodori and 

Luloff 2000). The most consistent conclusion is that men and women experience attachment in 

different ways, with women’s attachment coming from their relationships with neighbors, 

churches, and schools, and men’s coming from relationships at work and in community 

organizations (Beggs, Hurlbert, and Haines 1996). In a finding that mirrors the literature on 

gender and community attachment, Flippen and Parrado (2015) found that Latinx men and 

women in Durham, North Carolina reported very similar levels of overall perceived 

discrimination, but they experienced discrimination in different places and from different social 

actors. They also found that men were more likely to have long-term plans to stay in Durham, 

while women were more uncertain about their plans. A gender comparison of actual out-

migration rates from Durham, however, found negligible differences between men and women 

(Parrado and Flippen 2016). 

 

Intersections of Destination and Gender 

 Place context may shape gender differences in attachment. Brazil (2019) finds that 

overall, men are more satisfied with their neighborhoods, except in new destinations, where 
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women are more satisfied, although none of the gender differences are large. The gender 

differences in integration can be substantial both between new and traditional destinations and 

across different new destinations. In traditional destinations, and even in some new destinations, 

immigrants have access to well developed social support networks and formal social services, 

creating more similarity between men’s and women’s experiences (Abrego and Schmalzbauer 

2018; Dreby and Schmalzbauer 2013). In new destinations, structural conditions tend to isolate 

women to a greater degree than men (Deeb-Sossa and Mendez 2008; Schmalzbauer 2014; Snider 

2017), but women’s isolation is experienced very differently across new destinations. In 

Virginia, migrant women perceived their isolation negatively, as a sacrifice they had to make for 

economic gain (Deeb-Sossa and Mendez 2008), while migrant women in Montana saw it as an 

opportunity to practice an idealized intensive motherhood (Abrego and Schmalzbauer 2018; 

Schmalzbauer 2014). While these place-based differences are extremely important, none of the 

gender analyses of new immigrant destinations has explicitly considered community attachment 

and long-term residence plans. Given that new destinations do vary in their attractiveness to men 

versus women immigrants (Author et al. 2018), understanding gendered community attachment 

is an important contribution.  

 

Research Setting 

Case studies of Utah immigrant populations are relatively uncommon. In an analysis of 

Latinx immigration to the state as a whole, Solorzano (2005) argued that immigrants face 

challenges that are common to new destinations, such as conflicts with law enforcement and a 

high rate of high school dropouts among Latinx youth. Utah’s religious homogeneity (over 60% 

of the state’s population is affiliated with the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints) adds 



9 
 

an additional complication to immigrant integration. The Latinx community is divided between 

the approximately 30% who are members of the Church and receive greater social acceptance, 

and the majority who have different religious backgrounds and are more likely to feel like 

outsiders (Solorzano 2005).  

Beyond its religious uniqueness, Utah is also characterized by unusual state-level 

immigration policy, which has swung back and forth between welcoming and exclusionary. Utah 

has allowed undocumented immigrants to obtain drivers licenses since 1999, and to attend 

college at in-state tuition rates since 2002, placing it as one of the more welcoming states for 

immigrants (Stewart and Jameson 2013). In 2008, however, the state passed one of the most 

restrictive immigration-related bills in the country, which allowed (and in some cases required) 

local law enforcement to enforce immigration law (Stewart and Jameson 2013). In 2011, another 

about-face resulted in the “Utah solution”, a suite of inclusive legislation that prioritized keeping 

families together and even created a potential path for legalization of undocumented migrants 

(Petrzelka and Jacobs 2016). Many of the “Utah solution” laws were never implemented, and 

today Utah ranks around the middle of the road in terms of states that are welcoming to 

immigrants (Rodríguez, Young, and Wallace 2015). 

While all of these contextual factors could have gendered consequences for immigration, 

the extent to which integration challenges in Utah are gendered has received limited attention. 

Smith and Mannon (2010) interviewed 32 immigrant Latina women enrolled in English-

language courses in Northern Utah, and found that gender issues were not prominent in women’s 

narratives of their own experiences. Instead, women were concerned about issues of social 

isolation, language difficulty, racial-ethnic prejudice, poverty, and lack of documentation. 

Without a sample of men, however, the extent to which male and female immigrants have 
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similar concerns is unclear. 

Our specific research site is a nonmetropolitan county in Northern Utah, which, like the 

state as a whole, has seen a dramatic expansion in Latinx immigration since 1990. Latinx 

residents went from less than 2% to over 10% of the county population between 1990 and 2015. 

Nearly one third of the Latinx population of the county is foreign-born. Reflecting immigration 

patterns in the U.S. as a whole, immigrants from Latin America account for nearly 60 percent of 

all immigrants in the county, with the largest groups being Mexicans (39%), Salvadorans (7.9%), 

and Guatemalans (3.8%). The foreign-born Latinx population in the county is just over 50% 

men, making the county typical of the sex-balanced new destinations of the Western U.S. 

 

Data and Methods 

To understand gendered integration in this context, we draw on 16 semi-structured 

interviews with immigrants from Latin American countries, conducted during the summer of 

2018. Respondents were recruited using a purposive sampling strategy (Patton 2001). Initial 

contacts were made by posting flyers in local churches and community centers, and through 

posts in a Facebook group for the local Latinx community. Using a snowball sampling strategy, 

the interviewers requested that respondents pass on information about the study to members of 

their social networks. Respondents received a gift card as compensation for their time. In total, 7 

men and 9 women participated in the interviews, with over half of the women recruited through 

the initial contacts strategy, but the majority of men coming through recommendations of earlier 

respondents.  

The interviews utilized a standardized protocol that incorporated both closed- and open-

ended questions. The protocol included a complete migration history, questions about the 
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respondents’ sources of information about the community before moving there, a variety of 

questions about the respondents’ positive and negative perceptions about the community, and 

their intentions to remain in the future. The interviews lasted between 45 and 120 minutes. The 

protocol was developed in both English and Spanish, and the interview was conducted in the 

language of the respondent’s choice. The majority of respondents (13) opted to interview in 

Spanish, and those interviews were conducted by the second author. The three English-language 

interviews were conducted by the first author. All interviews were audio recorded, transcribed, 

and translated into English where necessary. Any personally identifying information was deleted 

or altered in the transcripts by the authors, and each respondent was assigned a pseudonym. 

Because of concerns about our ability to protect confidentiality given our small sample in a small 

community, we did not directly ask about respondents’ legal status. The research activities were 

approved by a university Institutional Review Board.  

The first round of data analysis involved open coding the transcripts; while we were 

looking specifically for information relevant to community attachment, we also looked for other 

themes that emerged in the interviews. Themes that emerged at this stage of coding included the 

importance of tranquility, the ways in which respondents became more attached to the 

community over time, downplaying experiences of discrimination, and membership (or non-

membership) in the LDS Church. This descriptive coding process allowed all three authors to 

become familiar with the data (Richards and Morse 2012). In a second round, we developed in-

depth sub-codes to identify specific experiences, beliefs, or ideas. The first two authors both 

coded the entire dataset, achieving an average Kappa coefficient of .7 across all codes. Where 

there were discrepancies between our coding, we discussed and in some cases expanded the 

codes to reach agreement. All coding was done using NVivo 12 software. 
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Results 

Table 1 presents the assigned pseudonyms and demographic information on the 16 

respondents. Over half of the respondents were born in Mexico, representing the overall 

composition of the Latinx population in the community, but the remainder came from other 

countries in both Central and South America. The youngest respondent was 25, while the oldest 

was 60, with the average age of both men and women being in the 40s. Most respondents had 

been in the U.S. for many years, often more than 20. Thirteen of the respondents had lived 

somewhere else in the U.S. (generally outside of Utah) before coming to the study community, 

so times in the study community are generally shorter than times in the U.S. Still, while three 

respondents were relatively recent arrives to the study community, most of the respondents had 

lived there for more than 10 years. 

<<TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE>> 

All but two of the respondents were employed in some manner. The two not currently 

employed were both women who identified as homemakers/mothers, and both had been 

employed in the community in the past, one in a professional and one in a service occupation. 

Although the interviewers did not formally collect information on the socioeconomic status of 

respondents, they represent a range of educational levels and occupational types. Several of the 

respondents had higher education, and even graduate degrees. The women respondents were 

overall more educated than the men, with only one man (Andres) having a college degree and a 

professional job. The most common jobs for both male and female respondents were in the 

service industry, although two men reported working in agriculture and two respondents were 

small business owners. 
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Legal status is not shown in the table for confidentiality reasons. Many, but not all, of the 

respondents were living and working legally in the U.S. at the time of the interview. However, 

even among those who were documented, some had originally entered the U.S. without 

documents, and some were members of mixed status families (eg, the respondent was 

documented but their partner was not). There was an association between legal status and LDS 

membership. About half of the sample were LDS Church members, and most of them were 

documented, possibly because of their stronger social ties to the native community (two LDS 

respondents, for example, were married to native-born U.S. citizens). In the remainder of this 

section, we discuss four major themes that emerged from the interview: the process of 

developing attachment to Northern Utah; the importance of tranquilidad (tranquility) in 

respondents’ satisfaction with their community; experiences of discrimination; and gender 

differences in plans for long-term residence. 

An Accidental Destination: Developing Attachments to Northern Utah 

None of our respondents had any prior knowledge of this Northern Utah community 

before their relatives or friends encouraged them to visit or move. Their decision to relocate to 

the community stemmed from the descriptions of these relatives and friends. Participants were 

driven by two primary reasons to relocate. The first one was knowing someone that could help 

with jobs and housing or provide other assistance,1 which was mentioned by 11 respondents. The 

second reason was to reunite with family members. Two men had come primarily to be with 

their grandchildren and two women had come to reunite with their parents. Only one of the male 

 
1 It is important to note that the concept of “help” (ayuda) was defined differently by gender – while men referred 

to “help” exclusively in terms of jobs and housing for themselves, women conceptualized “help” even further and 
in more abstract terms. “Help” included relatives or friends providing them with information, rides, company, 
family responsibilities, and health care as well as jobs. Women did not distinguish whether these jobs were for 
themselves, their partners, or both. 
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participants chose the community because he visited and fell in love with the scenery. This 

finding suggests that migrants chose this community based on their social connections rather 

than the intrinsic qualities of the place. Learning about this community is accidental in the sense 

that if it was not for their social networks these immigrants will have not known about it and 

therefore not considered it. 

Although most respondents heard glowing accounts of the community from the person 

who was trying to convince them to move, many did not like it at first. Leyla experienced the 

kind of isolation that many women in new destinations face: “I didn’t know how to drive, so I 

was like trapped in [town], because we don’t have bus, we don’t have store, we don’t have gas 

station, we don’t have anything.” Hernando felt lost without the network of friends and services 

he had relied on in California: “When I got here I started to see, because in California I earned 

well, I had all the services. I fought with my wife, I said ‘Where did you send me? Look I do not 

know anything!’” And Sandra simply hated her first experience with a rural area. She reported 

that she told the sister who encouraged her to move: “What is this? There is nothing here. It 

smells like cow…this place is horrible…You will never be able to convince me [to stay].”  

Although half of the respondents described challenges of settling in a rural new 

destination and negative feelings that emerged through the experience, the participants also 

described that finding a job made a difference in their perception of the place. The concept of 

“stability” was also very important in respondents’ increasing attachment to the community. 

They defined stability as composed of job security, social connections, and everyday knowledge 

while in a beautiful, calm, and secure place for them, but more importantly for their children. 

Attachment to the community occurred once the participants felt that they had reached 

“stability.” Sandra, for example, intended on only a short stay in Northern Utah; she needed her 
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sister’s care during a difficult pregnancy. “When we came here, for some reason all the pieces 

started fitting together and [my husband] found a job and I found a job. Going back to where we 

came from wasn’t even an option anymore. We made our life here, my son was born and that 

was it.” Referencing her earlier assertion that her sister would “never” convince her to stay in 

such a small town, Sandra laughingly said “The fish dies through its mouth. So I am here and I 

love it!” Luisa also suggested that stability was an important aspect in her growing attachment to 

the community: 

I am very into family, my partner. If my partner has a good job and the people are 

not bothering you, and you are calm (tranquilo) in one place, you don’t have the 

necessity to move. Thanks to God we are stable, we have our daughters, we have 

been in this apartment for a few years. For me this town is very good because my 

husband has a good job. 

 

 In Search of “La Vida Tranquila”: Narratives of Community Satisfaction 

Despite the difficulties that adjusting to life in a rural new destination presented, nearly 

all the respondents (both men and women) ended up with a deep fondness for the community 

specifically because of its rurality. That fondness was expressed in three themes that showed up 

in nearly every interview. First, respondents were attached to the natural landscape. Carolina 

expressed a common sentiment when she said: “The place in itself is physically beautiful, the 

mountains, the cute trees, when it snows it looks incredible, when the flowers come out too.” 

While most respondents appreciated the landscape aesthetically, several were also attached to the 

inexpensive recreational activities it afforded, whether hiking, picnics, taking kids to the park, or 

simply going for a walk or a run. Indeed, the opportunity for children to spend time outside was a 

significant part of the community’s appeal. Pedro, who was unhappy with his work life in 

Northern Utah, did not want to leave because of his child: “The kid can be playing outside. Since 

the houses are apart there are more spaces for the baby to be entertained….For me [this] is the 
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place that I like the most for raising my son.” 

Second, the low cost of living in a small community was appealing to our respondents, 

particularly to those who had previously lived in larger cities in California or elsewhere in the 

U.S. In particular, they valued the higher standard of living that lower costs (especially lower 

housing costs) allowed them to achieve. Leyla, for example, was extremely proud of the house 

that she and her ex-husband had built in one of the county’s smaller towns. Leyla’s house was 

not large, but it was modern, carefully decorated, and had a yard, and she could not imagine 

being able to afford anything similar if her family had remained in their previous residence in 

Florida. Rodolfo had a similar story. He had always wanted to buy a house and stop “wasting” 

money on rent, but houses in California were out of reach. In Utah, however, he was able to 

achieve his dream of home ownership. Even those not able to buy homes (in some cases because 

of legal status) still felt that low costs allowed them a higher standard of living. 

Finally, and most importantly, a significant majority of the respondents described the 

community by referring to the northern Utah town as a tranquil place - un lugar tranquilo. 

Although most commonly translated into English as quiet or tranquility, our respondents used 

tranquilidad to describe a general sense of comfort and wellbeing, and was especially used to 

describe a sense of safety. Sandra stated: “I can go to sleep tranquila knowing that nothing is 

going to happen to me nor my kids. I can go out with my children to walk and everything will be 

okay.” Similarly, when Pedro was asked to elaborate on his comment that the community was a 

tranquil place, he stated:  

As I said, I can have my door open. Sometimes I have forgotten the keys outside 

and then they are still there. I live in a house where I have my own space. I can go 

out and be outside. I mainly think about that, when I am in the house, I don’t have 

to worry about “Is the door open?”; “Is the car still open?” 

 

The comparison between Northern Utah and previous places of residence heightened the value of 
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Northern Utah’s tranquility. Camilo, who had left Mexico initially for Los Angeles, felt that Los 

Angeles could hardly be considered an improvement: “Almost the same as in my country, 

wherever you go, you see gangs, violence…It was not a very suitable place for [my daughter] to 

grow up.” For Camilo and other respondents, Northern Utah was closer to the idealized version 

of the U.S. that they had once imagined, and a chance at the vida tranquila that they longed for. 

 Being a member of the LDS Church influenced the ways in which respondents expressed 

their attachment to the community. Hernando, for example, felt that Northern Utah was an ideal 

place to raise children because of the example set by members of the Church. Carolina expressed 

satisfaction at the opportunity to live in an area where so many people shared her faith. But we 

found no evidence that Church members were more satisfied with the community overall, and 

the themes of tranquility, safety, beauty, and low cost of living were relevant across all religious 

faiths. The same was true for legal status. While several of the documented respondents 

expressed concern over how difficult life was for their undocumented friends and neighbors, 

current and formerly undocumented respondents were no less positive about Northern Utah. 

While several did have very negative experiences in the past related to their undocumented 

status, all had happened in other parts of the country. 

Discrimination and Community Attachment 

 While overall assessments of life in Northern Utah were positive, most of our 

respondents still had some negative feelings about the community. A lack of well-paid or 

prestigious job opportunities, a lack of stores, bars or other things to do in a small town, and the 

cold winters were frequently mentioned as negative aspects. But the single most common 

negative aspect of the community mentioned was discrimination or racism. Of the 16 

respondents, 8 reported personal experiences of discrimination, either as immigrants or people of 
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color (or in one case, as a non-Mormon). Many of the discriminatory instances mentioned were 

relatively mild, but persistent. For example, Anabel explained that both she and her white, Utah-

born husband spoke to their children in Spanish, but that they were treated very differently when 

they did so in public. 

So if I’m at Walmart, and I’m speaking Spanish to my kids, I so often get the 

comment: “It’s America—English.” Or, “It’s disrespectful, speak English to your 

kids.” Or, “It’s rude.”…I get those comments so often it is now a part of my life, I 

just ignore them. But my husband, if he’s speaking Spanish to them in Walmart, 

he gets, “Oh, your kids are so lucky, you’re teaching them Spanish, wow, they are 

going to be bilingual, that’s awesome!” 

 

Camilo shared a similar story about being criticized for speaking Spanish in public. Others 

reported more serious discrimination. Andres and Maritza, who both spoke English well, felt that 

their accents led employers to view them as less capable and had struggled to find employment 

in their desired field.  

Of the 8 respondents who reported discrimination, 3 did so only after probing, and were 

quick to point out that the discrimination had no effect on their daily lives. Camilo was 

dismissive of the people who criticized him for speaking Spanish: “There are always going to be 

ridiculous people. But as I said, for me, it doesn’t interest me nor affects me.” The idea that 

racism was unavoidable, but that one could choose to let it affect them or not, was shared by 

Mario and Natalia as well. Of the 5 respondents who both reported discrimination and did not 

choose to downplay it (Andres, Anabel, Carolina, Maritza, and Sandra) it is important to note 

that only one was a man. Men were both less likely to report discrimination even with probing, 

and more likely to downplay it when they did. While men were less subject to, or less sensitive 

to, discrimination, being a member of the LDS Church did not protect immigrants from 

experiences of discrimination. In fact, of the five respondents who were most harshly critical of 

racism, four were Church members. Possibly, the increased opportunities to interact with local 
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whites that come with LDS practice actually increased immigrants’ exposure to discrimination. 

Experiences of discrimination did not seem to have much effect on overall levels of 

community satisfaction. Sandra and Maritza, for example, were the harshest critics of local 

racism. When asked if there was anything she didn’t like about the community, Sandra replied, 

without hesitation: 

There are many racist people. There are many people that... this can sound bad. 

There are many uneducated people, people that have their minds closed, people 

that don’t go out. There are many students and they are ok. But with the people 

that are native to here, it is people that are very closed minded, they don’t travel, 

they see you as someone that is invading their territory.  

 

But when she was asked for an overall assessment of the community, her reply was: “It is truly 

beautiful. I tell people that it is really ugly so that they don’t come [laughs], so that it doesn’t get 

crowded…But it is truly a beautiful place, it is gorgeous, I love that the traffic is not traffic, we 

don’t have a freeway, wherever I want to go I can get there in minutes.” Maritza’s overall 

assessment of Northern Utah was equally positive, and no less positive than those who reported 

no discrimination.  

 One reason that experiencing discrimination did not seem to decrease community 

satisfaction was that respondents felt that they would be subject to discrimination anywhere in 

the U.S. Some respondents had personal experience of much worse situations. Anabel, for 

example, was visibly irritated when she described being harassed at Walmart for speaking 

Spanish. But when she later described a much older incident where she was humiliated by a 

teacher in Texas, she was nearly in tears and had to break off the interview for a few minutes. 

Andres, on the other hand, had never lived anywhere else in the U.S., but he knew many people 

who had, and he was an avid consumer of news. He had no illusions that a dark-skinned Spanish-

speaker could live anywhere in the U.S. without facing hostility. 
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Gender Differences in Long-term Residence Plans 

 A desire to continue residing in a community for the long-term is an important aspect of 

the community attachment literature, and important for understanding how and whether new 

destinations retain immigrant residents. This is the area of our research in which gender 

differences appeared most dramatically. As Table 2 shows, four of the 16 thought it unlikely that 

they would still be living in Northern Utah in 10 years time, and all four were women. Another 

three women and four men felt that they would almost certainly remain in Northern Utah in the 

long term, with another two women and three men uncertain about their long-term plans. In the 

cases of uncertainty, the respondents felt torn between their attachment to Northern Utah and the 

feeling that they or their family members would have better employment opportunities 

elsewhere. Although women were happy with this community, in our sample, they were much 

less likely than men to express an intention to stay here. Women were not just more uncertain 

about their futures, several of them had specific plans to leave. None of the men in our sample 

thought it most likely that they would leave, although a few considered it possible. 

 Why do women not intend to stay? Table 2 shows a potential association between 

women’s greater experiences of discrimination and their lesser attachment to Northern Utah. Of 

the four women who gave the strongest narratives of discrimination (Anabel, Carolina, Maritza, 

and Sandra), none definitely planned to stay. This association did not appear among the men. 

Andres, the only man who told a story of discrimination without downplaying it, was also one of 

the most committed to staying in the community: “My wife insisted on moving. But I said no. 

No, I like the place.” Of the three men who were uncertain about staying, two listed limited 

employment or business opportunities as the most negative aspects of the community, and 

directly attributed their uncertain future plans to these limited employment opportunities. 
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 Nevertheless, we are hesitant to conclude that women are less attached to the community 

because they are more exposed and attuned to discrimination. None of the women who 

experienced discrimination listed that discrimination as a reason that they might want to leave. 

Most of them, in fact, highlighted that they would leave only reluctantly, generally for family 

reasons. Anabel’s husband wanted to switch careers, and had not found any opportunities in the 

new career locally, so was looking in bigger cities. Sandra’s husband currently had satisfying 

work locally, but she was not convinced that his employment was stable, and if he needed new 

employment she thought they might leave. She jokingly “touched wood” during the interview to 

demonstrate her hope that her family would not have to leave. Carolina, in her late 30s and 

single, thought that her romantic prospects would be better in her home country. 

 Indeed, several women thought that it was likely or possible that family reasons would 

draw them away from Northern Utah, even though they were very happy there. Leyla, for 

example, could only come up with the winter snows when asked to list negative things about her 

community. She ran a fairly successful small business and owned a house that she loves. Leyla’s 

teenage daughter, on the other hand, disliked the conservative culture of Northern Utah, and was 

vocal about her desire to live elsewhere once she finished high school. Leyla expected that once 

her daughter left, she would follow within a few years, as she could not imagine being separated 

from her. Women’s lesser attachment to the community in this sample seemed to reflect their 

greater dependence on the decisions of husbands and children, more than gender differences in 

the experience of discrimination. Men like Andres felt more able to articulate plans based on just 

their own desires. 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 
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 In some respects, gender differences in the perceptions of desirable and undesirable 

aspects of a community were smaller than we expected. Both men and women expressed very 

high levels of satisfaction with Northern Utah, and the reasons that they were satisfied were 

similar across our entire sample. Not only did gender have no effect on community satisfaction, 

but other factors such as LDS Church membership and legal status also had limited effect. Many 

respondents had experienced some level of racism in the community, and women seemed 

particularly prone to it and sensitive to its effects, but neither men nor women saw it as a reason 

to leave the community. The most striking gender difference was in long-term plans; women 

expressed much less certainty that they would remain in Northern Utah over the long term. This 

difference in community attachment seemed to be related to women’s greater dependence on the 

decisions of other family members, and not due to any gender differences in community 

satisfaction. 

 These findings raise a number of questions. First, why were respondents so universally 

satisfied with the community? In part, this may simply be selection effects; people who are not 

interested in the tranquility of a small community and have a strong preference for urban 

amenities may not come to Northern Utah in the first place, and those who are not happy there 

may simply leave. Nevertheless, the immigrants studied by Schmalzbauer (2014) and by Deeb-

Sossa and Mendez (2008) would have been similarly selected, and both of those studies found 

significant gender differences in community integration, with women experiencing social 

isolation and—in Virginia—feeling “trapped”. One factor may be state policy; Utah has allowed 

undocumented immigrants to obtain drivers’ licenses for more than 10 years, in contrast to both 

Montana and Virginia. All but one of our respondents had both a license and access to a car, 

which also made it possible for them to be employed and prevented the type of socio-spatial 
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isolation described in many new destination studies (Deeb-Sossa and Mendez 2008; Hiemstra 

2010; Mendez and Nelson 2016; Schmalzbauer 2014). Another potential explanation is the LDS 

majority in the community. Because a substantial number of Latinx residents in this community 

are LDS, local white Church members have substantial opportunities to get to know their Latinx 

neighbors. The social bonds formed through religion may have spillover effects that lead to 

friendlier relationships even with Latinx immigrants who are not Church members. 

 Second, why did women experience (or at least report) more perceived discrimination? 

This is contrary to the literature on perceived discrimination among Black Americans, where 

men consistently report more discrimination (Ifatunji and Harnois 2015). This also contradicts 

the findings of Flippen and Parrado (2015) in North Carolina, where men and women reported 

similar frequency of discrimination, although from different sources. The women in our sample 

reported more opportunities for interaction with locals than men did, in part because more of the 

women were members of the LDS Church, but also because women went shopping, registered 

children for school and attended school events, and visited places like the bank. Although such 

activities are generally positive signs of integration into a community, they also opened women 

up to discriminatory comments and actions. 

 This research had a number of limitations. The sample comes from a small pilot study, 

with only 16 respondents. In some areas, such as the perception of tranquility and the tendency to 

downplay experiences of discrimination, 16 interviews did reach saturation. In other areas, it 

may not have. For example, the possible link between experiences of discrimination and 

attachment to the community may have become clear in larger sample. Another limitation of the 

sample is that a majority of the respondents had been living in the community for more than 10 

years. This almost certainly biased the sample towards those immigrants who were most attached 
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to the community, as those who struggled to integrate or did not like the area are more likely to 

have left after a short residence. Our findings, therefore, can only be interpreted as relevant to 

long-term Latinx residents. Despite these limitations, our findings raise two important issues 

about gender and community attachment in new destinations. 

 First, gender differences in perceptions of what makes a destination desirable or 

undesirable are not a promising avenue for explaining why some new destinations are more 

attractive to women immigrants from Latin America. Instead, Northern Utah appears to be 

particularly attractive to Latina women because both men and women perceive it as a desirable 

place to settle down and raise a family. While our respondents compared Northern Utah 

favorably to traditional destinations in California, Texas, and Florida, none had lived in any of 

the new destinations of the Southeast. Future research could consider why Southeastern new 

destinations have been slower to attract women and families, and the extent to which factors such 

as perceived tranquility and attachment to the natural environment influence that process. 

 Second, our findings are notable for the very high levels of community attachment that 

our respondents present. While high levels of immigrant community satisfaction and integration, 

particularly in new destinations and particularly in the West, are not uncommon in the literature 

(Brazil 2019; Nelson and Hiemstra 2008; Schmalzbauer 2014; Smith and Winders 2008), our 

respondents were extremely positive about Northern Utah. This positive picture is all the more 

notable given the timing of the interviews (summer 2018), when anti-immigrant rhetoric and 

government policies were more prominent in the U.S. than it had been in the pre-Trump era 

when most existing research was conducted (Lopez, Gonzalez-Barrera, and Krogstad 2018). 

Respondents were well aware of this negative political climate, and in many cases fearful for 

their own or their friends’ and family members’ futures in this country. Yet their fears, and their 
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anger at the national political climate, did not seem to affect their attachment to the local 

community. Politically, this could have important implications for local communities dealing 

with growing immigrant populations. Attachment, it seems, can be fostered at a local level, even 

in an unfavorable political climate. 

  Future research should consider the factors that promote community attachment for 

immigrants at the local level. In our sample, respondents had multiple opportunities for both 

employment and interaction with locals. Although those interactions were not always positive, 

they seem to protect immigrants, particularly women, from social isolation. In the absence of 

more comparative research, we can only speculate as to why this community generated more 

integration and attachment than others did. Possible candidates for future research include the 

role of state and local policies (particularly access to drivers’ licenses), the role of common 

cultural or social institutions such as churches, women’s employment opportunities, and the 

accessibility of outdoor amenities such as walkable neighborhoods, parks, and playgrounds. 
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