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EPISODE 3 - BECOMING AMERICAN (29 mins)
Recent Mexican immigrants, although poorer, tend to be healthier than the average American.
They have lower rates of death, heart disease, cancer, and other illnesses, despite being less
educated, earning less and having the stress of adapting to a new country and a new language.
In research circles, this is sometimes called the Latino paradox.
But the longer they’re here, the worse their relative health becomes, even as their
socioeconomic status improves. After only five years in the U.S., they are 1.5 times more likely
to have high blood pressure – and be obese – than when they arrived. Within one generation,
their health is as poor as other Americans of similar income status.
In Kennett Square, Pennsylvania, about 40 miles south of Philadelphia, Mexican immigrants like
Amador Bernal now make up a quarter of the town’s population. After almost 25 years in the
U.S., Amador has never been to a doctor. And he’s not alone.
Some researchers believe that most immigrants come to the U.S. with a health advantage, even
if their native country is poor. That’s because people who are able to move to another country
must be in good physical and mental health to begin with.
Public health advocate Tony Iton has a related theory: “Immigrants bring to this country aspects
of culture, of tradition, of tight family social networks and community social networks that
essentially form a shield around them and allow them to withstand the deleterious, negative
impacts of American culture.”
But that shield has an expiration date. Dr. William Vega’s research with Mexican immigrants in
California shows: “The levels of all major mental disorders increased when we looked at people
who had been in the country over 13 years. So you see these protective factors begin to wear
down.”
For Amador Bernal and his family, support from extended family and friends is central to their
ability to stay mentally and physically healthy. But more importantly, their health is protected by
the union at the mushroom farm where Amador works, which helps guarantee a decent wage,
vacation days, health insurance and safe working conditions; by the social service agency that
runs a free clinic on the farm premises for workers; and by the community center that keeps the
children safe after school and provides them with friends, after-school tutoring, computer access
and a path to a better future.
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