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Abstract
We tend to overlook immigrant families in policy and program discussions related to the COVID-19 pandemic, yet they 
are some of the most vulnerable to the effects of this continuing crisis. This study examined the impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic on immigrant families in an upper Midwest state. We interviewed 19 human and social service providers from 
agencies serving Somali, Latinx, and Karen (refugees from Burma/Myanmar) immigrant families between June and August 
2020. Results analyzed for this paper focused on responses to questions asked about COVID-19-related financial and familial 
stress, and coping resources and constraints that providers were observing with their immigrant clients. Guided by the Family 
Adjustment and Adaptation Response Model (Patterson, 1988), we identified a pile-up of financial and relationship stressors 
including employment, housing, and family relationship strains, and resource access constraints. We found that job loss in 
already financially vulnerable immigrant families was particularly impactful. Housing insecurity soon followed. Immigrant 
families also faced significant constraints to resource access including lack of documentation, fear of making a mistake, 
language barriers, and lack of technology skills. We identified family and community resources that families used to meet 
demands, coping strategies, and glimmers of resilience. As we near the end of the pandemic, we urge family researchers to 
monitor long-term effects of the crisis on immigrant families. Findings can inform the creation of programs and policies that 
address immigrant family needs for resources and culturally relevant services to support their financial recovery post-COVID.
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Introduction

Although Covid-19 has affected all U.S. families, immigrant 
families are particularly vulnerable to stressors induced or 
heightened by the pandemic. Discussions about policies and 
programs that support family well-being in COVID’s wake 
tend to overlook this population. However, ignoring their 
unique needs could have long-term consequences for the US; 
approximately 56% of all immigrants work in industries that 
are vital to the U.S. economy, e.g., food services, health care, 
social assistance, and manufacturing (Kosten, 2018). The 

COVID-19 workforce is especially dependent on immigrant 
workers; 69% of all immigrants and 74% of undocumented 
workers in the U.S. workforce are essential workers (Kerwin 
& Warren, 2020).

Mass stressors disproportionality affect ethnic minori-
ties (Clark et al., 2020; Galea et al., 2002). Immigrants’ 
past trauma exposure during migration (and displacement 
experiences for refugees) may result in anxiety, depression, 
and post-traumatic stress symptoms (Mattar & Piwowarc-
zyk, 2020). Current rhetoric that blames immigrants for the 
COVID-19 pandemic and even hate crimes against them 
(Calma, 2020; Levine, 2020) leave them vulnerable to 
re-traumatization.

Additionally, immigrant families primarily work in 
a labor force stratum that does not provide living wages, 
benefits, or job security (Clark et al., 2020; U.S. Bureau 
of Labor Statistics, 2018a; 2020). Financial difficulties put 
families at risk for poor health and relationship violence (van 
Gelder et al., 2020; Yoshikawa et al., 2020). Moreover, jobs 
typically held by immigrants do not have telecommuting 
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flexibility. Pre-pandemic data show that only 16.2% of His-
panic workers’ jobs allowed them to work from home com-
pared to 31.4% of non-Hispanic workers (Gil et al., 2020; 
U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2018b).

According to the Family Adjustment and Adaptation 
Response (FAAR) Model (Patterson, 1988), families use 
their capabilities and resources to respond to stressors or 
demands that arise from a crisis, currently, the COVID-19 
pandemic. If the crisis continues and demands overwhelm 
the family, heightened and prolonged stress affects the phys-
ical and mental health and relational wellbeing of family 
members. Although immigrant families have demonstrated 
remarkable resilience through their migration and adaptation 
to America, they also have significant vulnerabilities that 
expose them to financial and relational wellbeing risk in the 
wake of the pandemic.

Immigrants are in all socio-economic strata of the U.S. 
demographic profile, depending on the nature of their migra-
tion path, their education, and the length of time they have 
lived in the US, etc. The focus of this paper is on a subset 
of the immigrant population who came to the US to seek 
economic opportunity, safety, and security, and find them-
selves struggling financially to meet daily living needs dur-
ing the first several years in their new homeland. Immigrants 
with refugee status receive short-term government financial 
support; other immigrants may rely on previously resettled 
family members for assistance. Non-profit organizations and 
faith communities provide social support and some non-for-
mal financial assistance when possible. The reality is that it 
takes substantial time to achieve economic self-sufficiency 
(O’Donnell et al., 2020; Tran & Lara-Garcia, 2020).

An unforeseen crisis like the COVID-19 pandemic dis-
proportionately affects immigrant families due to their 
already vulnerable financial situations; these families also 
embody strengths that allow them to weather these storms, 
though not without long-term impacts. It is therefore impera-
tive that we systematically document how immigrant fami-
lies are managing during the COVID-19 crisis. In the fol-
lowing section, we highlight immigrant family strengths and 
select economic realities exacerbated by the pandemic.

Immigrant Family Strengths and Economic 
Realities Pre‑COVID‑19

Family Strengths

Immigrant families, though very diverse, share some com-
mon characteristics that promote wellbeing. Generally, they 
develop and nurture family and community social capital 
to which they contribute and from which they draw both 
tangible and intangible resources. For example, they may 
share care responsibilities for children and elders; they may 

employ lending circles among trusted friends to save for 
large purchases; they may share food and clothing within 
and among families (e.g., see Ebaugh & Curry, 2000; Zhou 
& Xiong, 2005). Immgrant families are more likely than 
native-born families to live in multigenerational households 
and to share resources such as phones and cars with one 
another (Smets, 2018).

These characteristics are considered unique to immigrant 
families in that much of American culture has institution-
alized these behaviors, such as enlisting daycare organiza-
tions and nursing homes for child- and elder-care, banks and 
credit institutions for loans (versus non-formal community-
based lending circles), and government transfers such as 
the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) 
for food needs (versus community-based food sharing). The 
community social capital gained through directly engaging 
in these activities with trusted givers and receivers develops 
strong and enduring relationships that, in the dominant cul-
ture, primarily involve serial exchanges with neutral third 
parties. Marginalized immigrant families need to develop 
deep social capital to draw upon as they navigate unfamiliar 
and sometimes oppressive systems (Carson, 2009).

Jobs and Income

Immigrants comprised over 17% of the U.S. labor force in 
2019, almost half of which was Hispanic and one-quarter 
was Asian (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2018a; 2020). 
They were more likely than were native-born workers to 
hold service jobs (22.5%); natural resources, construction, 
and maintenance jobs (13.4%); and production, transporta-
tion, and material moving jobs (14.7%). Immigrants’ (for-
eign-born workers) median wages ($800) were 85% of those 
earned by native-born workers ($941).

Dependents

Immigrant families tend to be larger than families headed 
by U.S.-born natives and households tend to be a mix of 
nuclear and extended family members (Burr et al., 2010), 
which increases the demand on limited incomes. Immi-
grants are more likely than native-born Americans to live 
in a multigenerational household, 24.6% and 15.6% respec-
tively, with increasingly three or more generations under one 
roof (Pew Research Center, 2011). U.S. population-based 
research indicates children in larger families are more likely 
to live in poverty (Congressional Research Service, 2020).

Remittances

A study by Wilmsen (2013) found that immigrant par-
ticipants sent 19–65% of their income abroad, often sacri-
ficing necessities for their U.S.-based families to support 
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struggling family members back home. Sanon et al. (2016) 
found adverse health outcomes for remitting immigrants; 
they worked longer hours, tended to forego rest, and 
reported depression and/or anxiety, which led to poor 
management of their hypertension.

Housing

Limited incomes and immigrants’ larger than average 
households make finding safe and adequate housing dif-
ficult (Burr et al., 2010). As a result, immigrant families 
are likely to live in overcrowded conditions and may forgo 
home quality and neighborhood safety to meet family 
needs (Dearborn, 2008).

Immigrants’ documentation status can also affect hous-
ing location and quality. Studies have found that undocu-
mented immigrants live in poorer quality, overcrowded 
housing and face more housing challenges than do docu-
mented immigrants and native-born renters (Hall & Green-
man, 2013; McConnell, 2017). Once housing is secured, 
unscrupulous landlords may take advantage of immigrants 
who do not know their legal rights and protections (Byrne 
et al., 2018).

Desmond (2018) found that more than half of low-income 
renters are highly rent-burdened, meaning they pay more 
than 50% of their income on rent. Immigrant families bear 
more rent-burden than U.S.-native families (McConnell, 
2013); Black and Hispanic renters are disproportionately 
affected and undocumented Latinx immigrants experience 
41% higher odds of rent burden than do documented Latino 
immigrants (McConnell, 2013). Rent-burdened families may 
cut back on necessary expenses such as food or medicine to 
pay their rent, causing cascading negative effects on the fam-
ily’s finances, health, and wellbeing (McCue, 2018).

Macro‑Environment Factors

Systemic, structural factors also affect immigrant family 
wellbeing and resilience (Vesely et al., 2017), some directly 
relating to factors previously discussed—the lack of afford-
able, safe housing to accommodate large, multi-generational 
families, and jobs that pay less than a livable wage and pro-
vide no health or sick leave benefits. Additionally, we must 
consider the emotional and psychological effects of migra-
tion trauma exposure, the fear of deportation, and the social 
stigma that surrounds immigration. This puts immigrants at 
increased risk for health problems (Bhopal, 2020; Cholera 
et al., 2020; Garcini et al., 2020; Page et al., 2020), and 
they may be deterred from accessing critical resources and 
services for which their U.S.-born citizen children qualify 
(Vesely et al., 2017).

The Present Study

Two overarching aims focused our research project. First, 
we aimed to conduct a rapid assessment study to identify 
immigrant families’ unique relational and financial stress-
ors, and barriers to access resources, and bring them to the 
forefront of policy and program discussions as the pandemic 
continued. Second, we aimed to amplify immigrant families’ 
unique relational and financial resources that would contrib-
ute to the growing literature on immigrant family strengths.

Materials and Methods

Study Design

This was a qualitative study designed to gather data effi-
ciently and effectively to learn about the impacts of COVID-
19 on immigrant family finances and relationships as the 
pandemic was occurring. Our aim was to interview human 
service providers who served immigrant communities in 
both urban and rural areas of the state to capture their per-
spectives about most pressing stressors faced by immigrant 
families and learn about the resources families were using 
to cope with those stressors. We chose to focus on providers 
who served clients from three of the largest immigrant com-
munities that continue to receive new families in an upper 
Midwest state: Latinx, Somali, and Karen.

Immigrant Community Groups

Although a comprehensive description of each immigrant 
group is impossible due to this paper’s scope, it is impor-
tant to know something about each group to provide a basic 
context for the experiences that are shared by the service 
providers.

Latinx Immigrants  Latinx families are migrants seeking bet-
ter jobs, education, or safe environments for their families; 
their community receives a continual influx of new arrivals. 
Latinx families first arrived as migrant farm workers in the 
1800s and have been a major presence for many decades 
(Eisenberg et al., 2019). Immigrants, primarily of Mexican 
origin (72% in 2014) (Culture Care Connection, n.d.), have 
been drawn to the state for job opportunities in food process-
ing, construction, and manufacturing. Their long-term pres-
ence in the state leads to a complex mixture of stable, suc-
cessful Latinx families and those who are recent immigrants 
who struggle with high rates of poverty and lack access to 
healthcare. Latinx cultural strengths include a sense of loy-
alty among extended family and their larger kin network and 
a deep respect for others, especially elders and those in posi-
tions of authority (Culture Care Connection, n.d.).
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Somali Immigrants  Somalis began arriving as refugees in 
large numbers in the 1990s, after the onset of their coun-
try’s civil war (Abdi, 2014). They are predominantly of 
one culture, language, and religion (Islam), though they are 
divided socially and politically by clans along paternal line-
age (Centers for Disease Control [CDC], n.d.). The war dev-
astated Somali infrastructure including schools, so literacy 
of first-generation immigrants is quite low; approximately 
50% for men and 26% for women (CDC, n.d.). Somali fami-
lies faced discrimination in their new homeland, especially 
after 9–11, when some Americans reacted with fear of a 
generalized Middle Eastern and/or Muslim ‘other’, which 
caused Somalis to be concerned for their personal safety 
(Ali, 2011). Somali family strengths include a strong sense 
of kinship and support from immediate and extended fam-
ily, values of interdependence and sharing resources, and a 
strong oral tradition and value of hands-on learning (Center 
for Advanced Studies in Child Welfare, 2014).

Karen Immigrants  Karen refugees are a minority popula-
tion from the Karen State in Burma. There are also small 
numbers of Karenni and Mon refugees, also from Burma 
near the Karen State. These three groups of people were 
forced to flee to nearby Thailand refugee camps to escape 
ethnic persecution. They began arriving in the US in 2002 
(Karen Organization of Minnesota, n.d.; Power et al., 2010) 
and continued until the U.S. restrictive refugee resettlement 
policy was implemented in 2017. Most Karen in the state in 
which this research was conducted identify with a Christian 
faith tradition, though there are also Buddhist, Muslim, and 
Animist Karen. Karen family strengths include values of 
cooperation, humility, and education, as well as resourceful-
ness and craftsmanship such as in weaving traditional cloth-
ing (Ranard & Barron, 2007). Given their relatively recent 
arrival, Karen language and culturally adapted services are 
still being developed.

It is also important to mention that we did not include 
another large immigrant community in the state, namely 
the Hmong community. Families first arrived post-Vietnam 
War and few new Hmong refugee families have arrived in 
the state since 2004 when the last Thai camp, Wat Tham 
Krabok, was closed. Although many families still struggle, 
the community is well-established, and we chose to focus in 
this study on newly arrived immigrant families.

Study Procedures

We sent an introductory email to agencies who served 
immigrants from the three aforementioned groups that were 
identified from the research team’s network of community 
partners, to request that they ask their staff if they would 
be willing to be interviewed for the study. Due to the need 
to gather data expeditiously, we did not have time to build 

relationships with new partners. We note that immigrant 
communities are likely to have experienced institutional 
betrayal and to be slow to trust institutions (Vesely et al., 
2017). Therefore, we made the decision to recruit from 
within our existing network. If staff were interested, their 
contact information was shared with the research team, who 
contacted them, described the study in more depth, and if 
they agreed to participate, set up a time for a Zoom-based 
interview. The study was deemed exempt by the University’s 
human subjects’ office, therefore, no consenting process was 
necessary.

Two research team members conducted Zoom-based 
semi-structured interviews between June and August 2020 
with 19 health and human service providers who had worked 
with immigrant communities for 7  months to 29  years 
(M = 6.32 years, SD = 8.66). Eight providers served Somali 
communities, six served Latinx communities, three served 
Karen communities, and two served multiple groups. Ten 
providers were located in urban areas, and nine were in rural 
locations. We thanked participants with a $100 e-gift card.

We asked agency staff to describe their generalized 
knowledge about the experiences of the immigrant families 
they had been serving since the onset of COVID-19, and 
importantly, their perceptions of these families’ stressors, 
coping strategies, and overall well-being. The interview 
protocol addressed six broad domains including (1) jobs, 
(2) housing, (3) food, (4) health and health care access, (5) 
family relationships, and (6) coping strategies. This paper 
focuses on responses related to financial and familial stress 
and coping resources.

Analysis

We used an inductive content analysis strategy to analyze 
interview data, first conducting open coding and writing 
headings to describe the content (Elo & Kyngäs, 2007; Hsieh 
& Shannon, 2005). Two researchers read all the transcripts. 
Then they coded half an interview together to arrive at initial 
consensus, assigning as many codes as necessary to describe 
the narratives’ content. They iteratively coded small batches 
of interviews, then met together to review questions, estab-
lish further consensus, and code a small section together, 
before coding another batch independently. After coding five 
interviews, they grouped the lists of codes into higher- and 
lower-order groups. Then the full research team met to dis-
cuss the themes to determine if similarly coded sections of 
text held the same meaning for both coders (Elo & Kyngäs, 
2008).

Based on our goal of reporting shared experiences across 
families, we decided to retain a code only if it appeared in at 
least two distinct interviews. We note that this was an analytic 
decision and does not discount the significance of an experi-
ence that was reported only once. We also acknowledge that 
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our limited sample may have prevented us from hearing an 
experience more than once. However, within the purpose and 
scope of this paper, we report results that reflect experiences 
that were reported by at least two providers.

Because our goal was to get a fairly quick read on how 
COVID-19 was affecting immigrant families in general, and 
because our sample of informants was fairly small and limited 
to providers who served only three of the immigrant com-
munities in the state, we report our findings in the aggregate, 
across immigrant groups and locations. This yields an overall 
picture of immigrant families’ stress and coping during the 
early period of the COVID-19 pandemic. Subsequent analysis 
beyond the scope of the current paper will compare experi-
ences by groups and location.

Trustworthiness

We employed trustworthiness criteria throughout research 
design, data collection, and analysis stages of our study (Mor-
row, 2005). We maintained an audit trail of original codes, 
analysis decisions, and personal memos used to document 
interviewer reflexivity. Two independent coders each coded 
a manuscript with 80% agreement to the original codes; typi-
cally, adjacent coded statements captured disputed codes. At 
each coding stage, we discussed areas of disagreement as a 
team and made adjustments. Additionally, we conducted mem-
ber checks with participants to report our broad categories, 
check agreement with how we coded their responses, and ask 
what we had missed. We present all data with contextualized 
quotes to center the voices of participants.

Results and Discussion

Providers reported that immigrant families faced significant 
challenges following the onset of the pandemic, particu-
larly job loss or unsafe working conditions and subsequent 
housing insecurity. They also experienced barriers such as 
limited language and technology literacy that affected their 
ability to access formal government programs. Providers 
reported that immigrant families and communities shared 
and adapted their resources, allowing many to remain rel-
atively stable even during times of trial. In the following 
section, we highlight components of the FAAR Model (Pat-
terson, 1988), namely the pile-up of stressors, resources, and 
coping that were prevalent among immigrant families at the 
onset of COVID-19.

Significant Contributor to Stressor Pile‑Up: 
Employment Strain

Job Loss

Job loss was the primary stressor facing immigrant families, 
and it had cascading effects. Immigrants in the US experi-
enced higher unemployment after COVID-19 than U.S.-born 
workers (Kochhar & Bennett, 2021), and undocumented 
immigrants’ job loss far exceeded that of both U.S.-born 
workers and legal immigrants (Borjas & Cassidy, 2020). 
Providers reported that on average, 70% of their clients had 
lost their jobs. Nearly all immigrant families worked pre-
pandemic and often multiple people from the same family 
held jobs. As mentioned in our introduction, immigrants 
frequently work in industries such as hospitality and manu-
facturing that have been partially to completely shut down 
throughout the pandemic. The pandemic exacerbated the 
existing stressors of insecure jobs without many benefits or 
protections. One provider shared:

….. there’s no place to work. They just closed their 
restaurant. They closed everything. Those are big, big 
employers. Distribution got stopped, so a lot of the 
drivers, too, end up with no jobs. The guys that helped 
load and unload also ended up with no jobs.

If workers lost their jobs, it was clear from providers’ 
narratives that their clients wanted to return to work as soon 
as possible. In fact, at the time of our interviews in summer 
2020, some had already gone back to work. Yet others could 
not find jobs in the sectors in which immigrants and refu-
gees typically work. Another dilemma raised was that “We 
had participants who couldn’t go back to work because their 
children now are at home and they don’t have childcare.”

Although unemployment benefits helped to mitigate the 
income lost from jobs, many workers were not eligible to 
draw unemployment compensation due to ineligibility or 
complications with documentation. We further explore these 
barriers later in our paper.

Unsafe Employment Conditions

Other immigrants were able to keep jobs. However, many 
felt they had no viable choice but to remain in jobs, even 
when doing so endangered their health and that of their fami-
lies (i.e., employers not establishing or enforcing pandemic-
safety guidelines such as social distancing and mask wearing 
in the workplace). They could continue to work to keep their 
family’s income stream flowing or stay home to take care of 
their health and that of others, but consequently lose income 
in the short-term and perhaps their job in the longer-term.
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The fear of losing their jobs and the corresponding loss 
of critically needed income for their families affected how 
immigrant and refugee workers dealt with illness and poten-
tially having COVID-19. Providers noted that there was little 
protection for workers in some workplaces and/or employees 
felt they had no power to resist employer demands. Employ-
ees felt pressured to go back to work, even when showing 
symptoms of COVID-19 or awaiting results of a COVID-
19 test. A provider quoted a client’s explanation of their 
dilemma:

I've been sick for, I might have taken already 7 days 
of the 14 days I'm supposed to be because this started 
back in so and so. It's still at that stage where I'm going 
to lose my job if I just say I feel achy, I don't know yet. 
Instead of going in to get it tested and staying home. I 
might lose my job, so let me talk to my work first and 
figure out what they think. And if they tell me, then, 
to get tested, then I'll go get tested.

Significant Contributor to Stressor Pile‑up: Housing 
Strain

Insecure Housing

Providers immediately linked job loss to clients’ inability to 
pay rent and fear of losing housing. They reported that an 
average 38% of their clients could not afford rent or mort-
gage. Two providers also noted that some clients would be 
uncomfortable about sharing this type of information, so 
it is likely that the percentage of families who struggled to 
pay rent or feared they would lose their housing was higher.

Immigrant vulnerabilities during the pandemic also 
emerged in conversations about rent and discussions with 
their landlords. Some clients were threatened with eviction 
during the moratorium, despite the federal mandate that this 
be prohibited (CDC, 2020). A provider vividly described 
client-landlord interactions:

The landlord like yell at the clients to pay rent. The 
landlord also say things like, you need to move out by 
this date if you don’t pay your rent. It’s really painful to 
hear that. Because when you don’t speak the language, 
people might take advantage of you.

Bill Pile‑up

If families did not feel threatened with immediate eviction, 
the overwhelming thought of a significantly accruing rent 
bill loomed large. Although they appreciated the eviction 
moratorium, they knew they would need to pay all past-due 
rent once the moratorium ended. As one provider stated:

It’s understandable that there was this opportunity 
from the state saying, if you cannot afford the rent, 
you cannot be evicted, but nothing else. Later on, it’s 
going to pile up and if I don’t have a job, the second 
biggest concern [after spreading COVID to family], if 
I don’t have a job, how am I going to go back and pay? 
Eventually, I’m going to be evicted.

One provider underscored how important paying rent was 
to her immigrant clients:

And I'm sure you guys know, as far as immigrants 
go, paying off rent is very important to these fami-
lies. Before even putting food on their plate, rent is 
important. Before even getting stuff for their kids, rent 
is important. I felt like they're being able to keep their 
housing status for now just because that's their mental-
ity. Nowhere else does money go before rent.

Crowded Living Conditions

Many families moved in with other family members to 
prevent homelessness. One provider shared, “So the first 
concern was, where am I going to live. 17 families that I 
know have decided to move out and not renew contract and 
move with family members.” Another provider stated, “Out 
of 80 families, they have 31 families that are considered 
homeless now because they moved with relatives”. (Note: 
The McKinney-Vento Homelessness Assistance Act (2002) 
includes “sharing the housing of other persons due to loss of 
housing, economic hardship…” in their definition of home-
lessness). In addition to the strain this puts on relationships, 
overcrowding can lead to increased risk of spreading the cor-
onavirus to family members (Page & Flores-Miller, 2021).

Significant Contributor to Stressor Pile‑up: Family 
Relationship Strain

Many families grew closer during the pandemic (described 
in the “Coping” section below). However, families faced sev-
eral relationship stressors, including the inability to support 
family in their home country, small spaces and few options 
for outside activities, and in some cases, family violence.

There were different issues for youth who seemed to be 
frustrated by the constraints of COVID-19 and social iso-
lation at a time in their development when some level of 
autonomy and interaction with peers is important. One pro-
vider commented:

So there's definitely—a lot of our youth right now feel 
like they don't have any privacy, feel like they don't 
have any freedom because a lot of our parents are 
being now more strict because—to keep each other 
safe.
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At-home teens presented special challenges, as a provider 
explained:

But also the reality is for teenagers, perhaps, they 
couldn’t be anywhere. With the teenagers it’s a lit-
tle different. Now I’m at home for four months and I 
haven’t been able to see my friends and I haven’t been 
able to do anything. Or not about—they graduated this 
year from high school. And not being able to do the 
things that other teenagers do like graduation.

Parents Exhausted by Their Children’s Needs

While children were at home, parents needed to find ways 
to meet all of their needs without the normal outside 
activities or supports. One provider described parents’ 
dilemmas:

Because we knew that they were saying, what do I 
do? It’s so many hours in the day. I can’t just—and I 
live in the third floor. I’m not in a big house. I don’t 
have a big yard where my children can go out and 
run.

Parents’ stressors piled up and took a toll, as a provider 
described, “Our parents are also exhausted because they 
can't find a job and their kids need X, Y, Z.” This parenting 
toll was experienced by native-born and immigrant com-
munities alike. However, the increased unemployment in 
immigrant communities significantly added to their parent-
ing stress. Family members with better English skills were 
more likely to have jobs outside the home, so family mem-
bers who remained at home to care for children were less 
able to navigate school activities or access outside resources 
to meet their children’s needs.

Inability to Support Family in the Home Country

COVID-19 also affected transnational family members, 
those who remained in the home country, which in turn, 
affected family members in the US. A provider explained 
their presence in the everyday lives of immigrant families:

Back home, they work a lot because—now, we see in 
United States America, one of the greatest country, 
biggest country, it's big for everything, it's struggling 
with COVID-19. What do you think is going to hap-
pen in Africa, especially in Somalia that doesn't have a 
strong central government? So they worry a lot. They 
worry for their families. They worry for their loved 
ones. They worried for what's going to happen back 
there, the ones that they left. They cannot do any-
thing for them. They cannot travel. If they travel, that 
requires a lot of money to spend. They worried for 

their health if they go there. They worried they might 
get infected with COVID-19. So there are so many 
things that they are worried about in terms of financial 
and health.

Immigrant families share a common experience of feel-
ing responsible to financially support their family members 
living in the home country. Income loss associated with 
COVID-19-related job loss rendered sending remittances 
home nearly impossible and caused distress and strain for 
many immigrant families. A provider described it this way:

For the families that were able to continue that, I 
mean, nothing has changed in that area. But the ones 
that are no longer employed, they can barely keep 
their own roof, let alone, help another family. It's 
been a lot to deal with. They're having a hard time 
with themselves to not be able, because that overseas 
person that was dependent on them, they were their 
only source of making it to the next day or the next 
month. And they feel like they've failed because they 
can't do that.

Significant Contributor to Stressor Pile‑up: 
Constraints to Resource Access

Government supports are available to citizens to address 
financial stressors, such as unemployment benefits, SNAP 
benefits (Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program for-
merly known as Food Stamps), and the pandemic EBT 
(P-EBT; a temporary food benefit for children who would 
have received free or reduced meals if schools were open). 
When immigrant families were eligible and received these 
benefits, they were important and stabilizing resources. 
One provider said, “I think what we're seeing is a lot of 
the people that have become unemployed, if they're eligible 
for unemployment, some of them are doing—they're doing 
okay.”

Generally, all limited-resource families faced barriers of 
limited available funds and long wait times when govern-
ment-based financial support during the pandemic. How-
ever, immigrant families faced additional barriers due to a 
variety of cultural and contextual factors. In the following 
section, we amplify the interconnected barriers reported by 
providers.

Values of Collectivism and Self‑reliance

Perhaps because many Asian-, African-, and Latinx-origin 
immigrants share a culture-based collective worldview that 
emphasizes sharing resources with others in need (Weng & 
Lee, 2016), providers noted that unless they were desperate, 
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their clients were hesitant to access the resources available 
to them. They also noted that many of these families have a 
sense of pride in being able to overcome many obstacles of 
resettlement and/or post-migration to be able to provide for 
their families without dependence on government assistance. 
COVID-19 presented new obstacles over which they had vir-
tually no control. One provider described why she thought 
that the Latinx families she served weren’t taking advantage 
of many of the government assistance programs. “They don’t 
ask for help. They work for what they have. They’re not used 
to asking for that kind of assistance.”

Documentation‑Related Fears

The ability to access resources depends on immigrants’ visa 
status and documentation. Many government programs such 
as SNAP, unemployment benefits, and financial assistance 
are unavailable to those with work visas or without docu-
mentation. Applying for any service is scary for families 
without documentation, with mixed documentation within 
the family, or when the public charge rule may affect a 
families’ path to citizenship, even if documentation is not a 
qualifying criterion for a specific service (Bernstein et al., 
2020; Perreira et al., 2018; Wilson et al., 2020). A provider 
explained:

Part of it is fear, and part of it is because of public 
charge. So they fear that if they, say, you get EBT ben-
efits for a few months, that it'll permanently eliminate 
their chances of ever becoming a US citizen, becoming 
naturalized.

A different provider shared an immigration status-related 
example of a barrier to resource access:

We’ve been trying to do the application, the emergency 
application of XXXX County. So, there are some fami-
lies who refuse to do it, because they are also scared 
of what they’re asking, their immigration status. So, 
some don’t want to complete it, so they don’t do it and 
we try to look for other options.

Fear of Making a Mistake

A few providers reported that some of their immigrant cli-
ents did not apply for benefits such as unemployment com-
pensation, because they feared being accused of intentional 
fraud if they made a mistake or were determined ineligible. 
One provider explained:

What applying for unemployment entails, where 
that information goes, what will be received back 
whether—I think a lot of times, there's also a fear that 
if you apply for unemployment and you're ineligible, 

that you've done something wrong. Or that you've tried 
to somehow abuse the system.

Another provider shared the case of a client who had 
received unemployment compensation, but was later deter-
mined ineligible due to inadequate income. By the time the 
government discovered the error and asked her to repay the 
money, she had already sent some of it to her family over-
seas. A provider described the untenable situation she faced:

…. a real mental health challenge for her… she’s fail-
ing there, she’s failing there; she's failing here. And 
it's an extreme, heavy burden on her to continue on 
because now it's zero income for her household. And 
zero income for worse overseas.

Lack of Technology Skills

Providers described that many of their clients did not know 
how to use technologies such as smartphones or computers, 
that were required to set appointments, have conversations 
with providers, or to apply for resources or services. This 
discouraged families from seeking appointments and made 
it difficult to access resources without someone to help them 
through the process. One provider explained, “And then to 
create those accounts, you need to have an email. And some 
of the Karen clients don't have email. Mostly all the Karen 
elders, they do not have emails, so that's hard.” Not sur-
prisingly, immigrant elders found technology particularly 
challenging.

Language Barriers

Language was a barrier to resource access for many immi-
grant clients served by providers in our study. Applications 
for benefits and phone numbers for helplines or resource 
distributions typically have English or perhaps English and 
Spanish options. Landlords who did not speak their tenants’ 
languages made it difficult for families to explain rent chal-
lenges or understand lease terms. A provider who strug-
gled to connect clients to appropriate assistance helplines 
explained:

And then, if they’re looking for other resources, they 
ask me and I search for them and I call them back, or 
I call the number, because there’s a lot of numbers 
that only have the English option and they don’t speak 
English.

When families struggled with complicated interactions 
and paperwork due to language barriers, they became frus-
trated and experienced great difficulty at best, or at worst, 
discontinued the process, thus missing access to impor-
tant resources to meet their family’s demands. This find-
ing is consistent with research that English proficiency is 
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associated with both health-care seeking behaviors and qual-
ity of care. In a recent study of COVID-19 testing, non–Eng-
lish-speaking patients were tested less frequently and had a 
higher burden of infection (Kim et al., 2020).

It is important to note that the language barrier perhaps 
undergirds many of the aforementioned barriers. Without a 
command of English, immigrants are likely to struggle to 
understand written instructions or their technical and legal 
implications, leading to increased fear that missteps would 
violate rules and lead to dire consequences. Similarly, lan-
guage literacy is needed to use technology such as email, 
websites, and automated phone lines.

Resources to Meet Stressors

Immigrant communities have responded to COVID-19 
stressors with remarkable strength and resilience. This is 
due in part to the family and community resources they 
create and share with one another. A commonly held 
worldview motivates immigrants from many collectivist 
cultures to willingly share their resources with each other 
in good times and in times of need (Weng & Lee, 2016). 
Therefore, their stock of resources extends beyond that 
which they individually own. They have wealth in fam-
ily and community resources, such as shared incomes and 
housing, faith, role flexibility, time together, and shared 
values of collaboration.

Immigrant-serving health and human service agencies 
were a key resource for families. They recognized emerg-
ing needs created by the pandemic and the barriers to 
accessing formal support from government and other civil 
society sources. They were flexible and adapted their ser-
vices to meet those needs in culturally appropriate ways.

Agencies raised money to provide additional rent sup-
port for families, started community-specific resources, 
and provided additional support when making referrals to 
address language and literacy barriers. A couple of agen-
cies noted that even when encouraged, their immigrant 
family clients were reluctant to use local food shelves or 
pantries because the groceries provided were unfamiliar 
and did not fit their family’s food culture. In response, 
they raised money to create food pantries that stocked 
culture-specific food items for their clients. This paper’s 
page limitations prohibit an inclusive list of resources. If 
interested, please see https://​innov​ation.​umn.​edu/​immig​
rant-​refug​ee/​covid-​report-​immig​rant-​famil​ies/ for the full 
report. In the following section, we highlight the ways 
immigrant families and immigrant-serving agencies used 
resources to cope with the stressors created or intensified 
by COVID-19.

Coping

Sharing Family Resources

Providers in our study reported that the first source of help 
for many immigrants during COVID-19 was family mem-
bers who offered a place to live when income became tight 
(as described in the housing section). They also offered other 
financial support. One provider stated, “A lot of the families 
had to turn out to their families to loan money, too.” In some 
cases, children’s jobs became more central to the family 
income. As one provider described, “It's more so adult kids 
supporting their parents that are older and are unemployed 
right now.”

Sharing Family Role Responsibilities

Older children, elders, and other relatives juggled child-
care as a shared task with parents. One provider shared, 
“The older parents [are] now babysitting the children so 
that the parents of the younger children can continue work-
ing.” Children also took on more family responsibilities to 
navigate the new challenges.

Spending Time Together

Although forced togetherness at home due to out-of-work 
parents and children's remote learning circumstances cre-
ated stress for some families, which we addressed in a 
previous section on relationship strain, many immigrant 
families found that more time together was also positive. 
Instead of working their usual multiple jobs, unemployed 
immigrant parents were available to spend time with 
their children, who heretofore, were in school all day. An 
agency provider explained how immigrant families made 
meaning out of this newfound togetherness:

I want to say it's right down the middle of it's been 
very beneficial and it's been not so great. I think 
probably half of the patients that I'm seeing, it's 
been really nice to have our family together. Yeah, 
we can't go anywhere, but we're doing more things 
together. We're reading more. We're playing games. 
We're cooking together, or just spending time bond-
ing, finding things to do as a family that they didn't 
have time to do before.

Bentley et al. (2020) similarly documented social con-
nection as a resilience resource in the Somali community 
during COVID-19.

https://innovation.umn.edu/immigrant-refugee/covid-report-immigrant-families/
https://innovation.umn.edu/immigrant-refugee/covid-report-immigrant-families/
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Focusing on Solidarity

Providers shared that many families reframed their situ-
ations to find positive outcomes amidst the difficulties 
wrought by the pandemic. Choosing to focus on the 
importance and long-term benefits of social distancing 
improved attitudes and perceptions about the socially tax-
ing COVID-19 restrictions. A provider explained:

They talk a lot. They have a lot of communications 
with their families back home. We have some clients 
that had plans already of returning on a vacation to 
visit their families before COVID started, and they 
just had to put it on hold. But a lot of the families 
are so united, and they know that we’re all in this 
together, and it’s pretty much everyone is in the same 
circumstances, so they keep in touch a lot.

Another provider explained how being there for one 
another was a way to cope with the uncertainty. “I think 
being there for each other, trying to help each other, trying 
to stay in touch with their families abroad during the crisis”.

Leaning on Faith

Families may lean on their faith as a source of strength and 
resiliency when faced with stress (Bentley et al., 2020). A 
provider who works primarily with Muslim Somali families 
reflected:

I think historically it has been the faith communities, 
although during COVID, the mosques were closed to 
the public, similarly to any of the other religious build-
ings in the area. They’re slowly beginning to open up 
at diminished capacities. They were doing a “call to 
prayer” yesterday. There were a few people going in, 
but not in the same numbers.

Drawing From Community Solidarity

Neighbors and community members also responded to needs 
with direct help in the form of meals, produce, and transpor-
tation. One provider commented:

I think in our community everyone supports each other 
like if someone is sick the other would come and help, 
either family or friends. I think that’s the best way they 
support each other, or if someone has more food and 
the other family doesn’t have food, they will share.

Trusting Community Agencies

Local non-profit agencies such as the ones represented 
by our provider participants are trusted resources in their 
communities. They became a primary locus of support, 

particularly for immigrants who were trying to navigate the 
challenges of accessing resources. One provider put it this 
way, “Because most of the clients, they trust our work and 
the job that we’re doing. So they keep contacting us or they 
keep coming back to us with any systems for help they’re 
needing.”

Family Adaptation

Immigrant families demonstrated remarkable resilience dur-
ing the pandemic. Many immigrant families became closer 
during this time. A provider working with youth noted:

Yeah. So a lot of my students are now working at 
home—sorry, now doing a distant learning at home, 
and so that has been a challenge, they are now most 
of the time. And I don't really hear of any relationship 
issues within the family. So I do know that they do 
spend more time together. A lot of my students and 
their family, their parents were able to go out fishing 
together on a weekday.

Another provider noted strengths and positive response 
through the challenges:

Obviously there are challenges, but the patients that we 
see are also very happy. It's interesting because they're 
dealing with all these different things. And once we 
have conversation with them, you realize that they're 
very grounded; that even though all these different 
things are going on, they're still very happy. And they 
always have a smile on their face, and they'll tell you 
jokes.

Sometimes They Grew Closer; Sometimes They had Conflict

Several providers described that some families with whom 
they worked drew closer together and others experienced 
more conflict. One person shared this specific example:

Right now, the relationships is good, because the 
father is at home, the mother is at home, children are 
at home. Some of them are saying it’s good, and some 
of them are saying, We are having a problem with 
the kids, because before, most of the time they were 
in the school, and maybe the dad or the mom was in 
work. So, they used to see each other. Right now, it’s 
less than before. It’s two different groups. Some of 
them are saying, This is the best relationship that we 
ever had, because the dad is staying home, the mom is 
staying home, the kids are good. So, the whole family 
stays.

We note that providers were aware that family violence 
was still occurring in the community during COVID, and 
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that it was difficult to track. Agencies offered support when 
families disclosed family violence.

Systemic stressors faced by immigrant families can over-
whelm family relationships, leading to maladaptive coping. 
However, despite the build-up of stressors, many immigrant 
families demonstrated remarkable resilience, drawing closer 
together during the crisis.

Limitations and Future Directions

The focus of this research was to conduct a rapid assessment 
of immigrant families’ financial and relational stressors, 
resources, and coping strategies from human service provid-
ers serving three of the largest immigrant communities in both 
urban and rural parts of an upper Midwestern state. The small, 
convenience sample of 19 providers shared their point-in-time 
observations and experiences with us during the early months 
of the COVID-19 pandemic, June through August 2020.

The decision to sample service providers to garner infor-
mation about immigrant families facilitated the desired rapid 
assessment. However, we acknowledge that even though 
most of the service providers who participated in our study 
were immigrants themselves, they were privy only to what 
their clients were willing to share with them at a particular 
point in time. In turn, what we heard was a summation of 
providers’ filtered perception of families’ realities. We did 
not hear about day to day struggles of living with pandemic 
stressors from immigrants themselves. Moreover, our sam-
pling decision limited our ability to generalize beyond the 
three selected communities and the subset of families within 
those communities who were served by the providers in our 
study.

Another limitation may stem from our request to provid-
ers to share their broad assessment of their clients’ experi-
ences. As a result, we most likely heard the most frequent 
challenges they heard from their interactions with clients; we 
may have missed less frequent experiences that nonetheless, 
may have been important.

Future Directions

The research team is conducting a comparative analysis of 
the current data to see whether stressors, resources, and cop-
ing strategies differ by immigrant community (i.e., culture) 
and locale (i.e., urban or rural). For example, one rural pro-
vider described struggles with transportation for medical 
appointments, and that buses in their rural area ran only once 
a day. A comparative analysis could reveal useful differences 
in stressors and resources based on location.

It will be important to apply a longitudinal lens to moni-
tor long-term financial and relational effects of this global 
crisis on immigrant families as the pandemic ensues and 

eventually ends. Using the current research as a baseline 
assessment, the research team would like to conduct a study 
in which we would recruit immigrant families, conduct an 
initial retrospective interview to enhance our initial find-
ings from providers and gain a deeper understanding of their 
financial and relational experiences to-date, and periodically 
follow up with them to track how they are doing.

Implications

Practice

Our interviews highlight four best practices that family-serv-
ing professionals can employ when working with immigrant 
families as they cope with pandemic-generated financial and 
relationship challenges. First, we learned that it is important 
to keep in mind that immigrants’ financial and relationship 
stress reaches beyond family members living in the US; the 
global pandemic similarly affects their extended families 
abroad who perhaps have fewer resources and less support 
than those living in the US. In essence, those who work with 
immigrants must hold a comprehensive understanding of 
family that reflects their local and global diasporic commu-
nities. Professionals can ask clients to describe their family 
system, including all members they support and care for, 
regardless of where they are physically located. They can 
then assess pandemic-generated financial stress in ways that 
reflect immigrant families’ complex demands and resources. 
Finally, family-serving providers can explore how identified 
financial stressors have affected family relationships across 
the family diaspora.

Second, family-serving professionals can refer clients to 
critical resources and services and provide technical assis-
tance to reduce access barriers such as language literacy, 
technical literacy, fear of making mistakes, and documenta-
tion concerns. Rather than merely providing a phone num-
ber, providers could make the call with a client, walk fami-
lies through the process, and address common questions.

Third, based on our finding that some families drew 
closer together during the pandemic, it is important for fam-
ily professionals to explore not only the problems faced by 
families, but also the ways they exhibit resilience, empha-
sizing families' strengths as reported in this paper, such as 
flexible family roles and a collective or a pooled approach 
to resource-sharing of income, housing, and child. This can 
encourage families to build on their strengths as they seek 
solutions to their problems.

Finally, family professionals can share the aforemen-
tioned examples of resilience and family strengths with other 
struggling families to encourage them in their struggles. 
These ideas can be used more broadly to mobilize resources 
to meet the needs of the community, through partnering 
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with mutual aid organizations and building collaboration 
capacity (Dominguez et al., 2020). For families that experi-
ence increased conflict in times of crisis like the current 
pandemic, family professionals can identify the buildup of 
financial stressors and consider ways to alleviate them at the 
same time as they are addressing the relationship conflict.

Policy

It was clear from providers’ interviews that housing was by 
far the highest cost-burden for immigrant families and the 
fear of losing housing created the most stress. Study find-
ings reemphasize the need for family-serving professionals 
to advocate for increasing the availability of safe and afford-
able housing, especially for larger, extended families as are 
fairly commonly found among immigrant populations.

Our conversations with human service providers also 
highlighted their own importance as a critical, culturally-
relevant, and trusted safety net for immigrant families. As 
immigrants themselves in most cases, providers are often 
the primary liaisons with government programs, services, 
and resources needed to survive in times of crisis. Family-
serving professionals can advocate for adequate funding 
for staff and programming in mutual aid organizations and 
immigrant-serving agencies so that they are able to offer the 
culturally relevant programs and services that are critically 
needed.

Conclusion

This pandemic has significantly affected the economic real-
ities of immigrant families. Investing in their recovery is 
critical; the success of the U.S. economy depends on their 
contributions. Our rapid assessment of 19 human service 
providers revealed that the immigrant families they served 
confronted a unique pile-up of stressors in the wake of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. They simultaneously experienced 
unique barriers to resources they needed to cope with those 
stressors. Further, providers reported that these families 
showed strength and resilience by leaning on each other, 
their communities, and local agencies. We can use this base-
line information to inform continued monitoring. Moreover, 
we can share what we learned to inform the development of 
culturally relevant policies and programs that address evolv-
ing needs to ensure that immigrant families can thrive when 
we reach some new state of normalcy.
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