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Abstract 

The COVID-19 pandemic has threatening implications for all individuals; and has been particularly unsettling for immigrants. 

Given their unique positionality in the U.S., the intersectional discussion about the impact of this pandemic on immigrants and 

issues of family violence is salient. The position of some groups of immigrant women is even more precarious due to the 

increased dependency on their spouse/partner for emotional, economic and immigration-related reasons. While immigrants 

have been on the frontlines as responders for COVID-19, there are limited policies that provide them with healthcare, 

employment guarantee, or benefits. Further, the immigration restrictions created by the U.S. Government have worsened the 

position of immigrants. All these stressors create unprecedented challenges for immigrants. Therefore, it is vital to delve into 

the family dynamics, unique challenges, and potential solutions that can provide support to immigrant families. This 

commentary highlights the atypical challenges of immigrants in relation to the pandemic and how these challenges may impact 

family violence. Through our discussion, we hope to encourage social work scholars, practitioners, and policy advocates, both 

in the U.S. and internationally to support and advocate for immigrants; especially, during the new normal under the COVID-

19 pandemic.  

Keywords: COVID-19, immigrant communities, family violence, domestic violence, sibling violence 

 

1. Introduction 

The year 2020 witnessed unprecedented and troubling 

times with the outbreak of the COVID-19 virus. Given the 

rapid spread and deadly outcomes of the virus, on March 11, 

2020, the World Health Organization (WHO) declared 

COVID-19 to be a pandemic (Cucinotta and Vanelli, 2020; 

Rochester Regional Health, 2020). Per the statistics provided 

by the Johns Hopkins University, as of late November a total 

of 13,393,166 COVID cases have been recorded in the United 

States (U.S.) alone. Of the reported infections, there have been 

266,932 deaths making these numbers the highest globally 

(Johns Hopkins University, 2020, November 30), although 

COVID-19 has also impacted high numbers of individuals in 

regions across the world (Johns Hopkins University, 2020).  

Owing to the lethal nature of COVID-19, its impact has 

been far-reaching on individuals and communities in the U.S. 

Yet this pandemic has had a particularly profound impact on 

diverse immigrant communities because of several factors that 

make them especially vulnerable both economically and 

physically. In this commentary, we highlight these factors and 

discuss how they, along with family dynamics and other key 

challenges that are unique to varying immigrant communities, 

may contribute to the incidence of family violence. We note 

that some of the factors we discuss play a part in all families, 

regardless of immigrant status. Further, we recognize that 

immigrants are not a single monolithic entity. There are 

differences between groups as well as within them, depending 

on factors such as acculturation. Therefore, whenever 

applicable and possible, we will identify the specific 

immigrant groups for which the contexts we discuss 

throughout this paper, may be relevant. While the focus of our 

paper is the U.S., the discussion and implications for 

immigrants may be partially relevant to other regions, such as 

the United Kingdom which houses a sizeable immigrant 

population as well. 
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2. Theoretical framework and foundation 

In this paper, we draw from theorists who highlight the 

multidimensional and intersecting aspects of identity 

including race, gender and class (Collins, 1990; Collins and 

Bilge, 2016; Crenshaw, 1991), as well as culture (Kapur, 

Zajicek and Gaber, 2017); and the way in which systems of 

power and individuals’ relationships to these systems are 

experienced differentially, based upon these aspects of 

identity and the subsequent social groupings in which 

individuals are situated. Intersectionality theory thus posits 

that based on an individual’s race, ethnicity, gender, class, and 

culture, their subsequent experiences, including their 

experience of violence (Cramer, Choi and Ross, 2017; Hattery 

and Smith, 2019) will differ. For instance, considering culture, 

race and gender, an intersectional framework suggests that an 

Asian immigrant woman may experience domestic abuse both 

similarly to and differently from a Caucasian non-immigrant 

woman based on factors such as the extent to which each 

woman’s culture views women’s status compared to men, the 

customary influence and involvement of in-laws, and identity 

factors such as immigration and employment status (Rai and 

Choi, 2018; Mahapatra and Rai, 2019).  

Through this commentary, we utilize intersectionality as 

our guiding framework to first deconstruct distinct cultural 

nuances and barriers unique to immigrants and then to 

consider how these might impact family violence experiences 

among this group. We partner this framework with social 

work’s person-in-environment perspective (Hare, 2004), to 

highlight both individual level and structural factors that may 

uniquely impact immigrants and their family violence 

experiences, specifically during COVID-19.   

2.1 Immigrant communities in the United States 

According to the Migration Policy Institute (Batalova, 

Blizzard and Bolter, 2020) there were more than 44.7 million 

immigrants in the U.S. in 2018. Immigrants, who comprise 

13.7% of the U.S. population, have significantly grown in 

numbers over the past few years (Batalova, et al., 2020). Most 

immigrants remain legally in the U.S.; however, estimates 

suggest that there are about 10.5 million unauthorized 

immigrants (Radford, 2019). Immigrants from South and East 

Asia account for 27% of all immigrants, which is close to the 

proportion of immigrants from Mexico (25%). While these 

two regions account for the highest proportion of immigrants, 

other regions make up smaller percentages such as those from 

Europe/Canada (13%), the Caribbean (10%), Central America 

(8%), South America (7%), the Middle East (4%) and Sub-

Saharan Africa (4%). Immigrants constituted as high as 17% 

of the American labor force in 2017 and are projected to drive 

the workforce population by 2035 (Radford, 2019). 

As high as 1 million immigrants arrive in the U.S. each 

year with those from India (126,000) being the highest in 

2017, followed by Mexico (124,000), China (121,000), and 

Cuba (41,000). Asian immigrants comprise the greatest 

number of immigrants since 2010 when trends by race and 

ethnicity are examined. By 2055, Asian immigrants are 

projected to become the largest immigrant group in the U.S. 

(Radford, 2019).  

The diverse groups of immigrants in the U.S. come from 

distinctive cultures, family values and lifestyles making their 

experience different from native born Americans residing in 

the U.S. Further, the collectivist family values of many 

immigrant communities, especially those from Asian 

countries, Mexico and Cuba, combined with immigration and 

acculturation challenges, may create conditions which make 

these communities particularly vulnerable to family violence 

(Balgamwalla, 2013; 2014; Goel, 2005; Voolma, 2018). 

Adding in the stressful conditions unique to immigrants 

related to the COVID-19 pandemic, coupled with some 

community norms such as support for patriarchal beliefs, 

keeping family matters private and the need for women to 

safeguard family interests before their own, the risk of family 

violence may be even higher among these communities at this 

time (Goel, 2005; Sabri, Simonet and Campbell, 2018).  

2.2 Meaning of family violence in immigrant families 

Generally speaking, family violence in immigrant 

communities is a complicated phenomenon. Family violence 

can include physical, emotional, verbal, and sexual abuse and:   

…is a subtype of interpersonal violence that includes 

violence among intimate partners (including dating 

violence), family members, and people known by the 

family who are often viewed as friends or extended family 

members (whether or not they are actual family members 

by birth, marriage, or adoption) (Lawson, 2013, p. 3).  

Interestingly, within the context of immigrant families, 

family violence has been used synonymously with domestic 

violence. While many immigrant cultures define marriage to 

include heterosexual relationships, the term domestic violence 

includes physical, emotional, verbal, financial, sexual and 

immigration-related abuse perpetrated on an individual either 

by their spouse or spouse’s extended kin (Futures Without 

Violence, n.d.; Rai, 2020a). As high as 21-40% of immigrants 

have experienced domestic violence in their lifetime, but, 

community-based experts point to much higher prevalence 

rates (Murugan, 2018; Soglin et al., 2020; Yoshioka, Gilbert, 

El-Bassel, and Baig-Amin, 2003). Data from the Bureau of 



Greenwich Social Work Review, 1(2) Rai, Grossman and Perkins  

 86  
 

Justice Statistics make clear that while both men and women 

can be victims of domestic violence, women are still the 

majority of victims (U.S. Department of Justice, 2015), and 

while the Bureau does not provide data by immigration status, 

data specifically on immigrant communities from other 

sources reflect this same trend of female victimization rates 

exceeding those of males (Ahn, 2002; Soglin et al., 2020; 

Yoshihama et al., 2011; Rai, 2020a). 

The victimization of women also makes their children 

vulnerable to child abuse and neglect (Bragg, 2003), 

increasing children’s experiences of depression, anxiety and, 

fear, thus impacting their behavior (Cohen, Brown and 

Smailes, 2001; Price, 2019; Phelps and Sperry, 2020). These 

imbalances in children’s behavior may lead to increased 

chances of sibling violence among those with siblings. 

Currently, research on sibling violence in immigrant families 

is scant. U.S. national estimates of physical sibling violence 

are around 30% for children and adolescents (Finkelhor et al., 

2015), however, estimates of sibling violence within 

immigrant families in the U.S. remain unknown. While no 

known research specifically examining sibling violence in 

immigrant families exists, Rapoza et al. (2010) conducted a 

study examining perspectives of sibling violence in an 

ethnically diverse (Latin/Hispanic, Asian Pacific, South 

Asian, Native American, African American, and European) 

sample of U.S. citizens. All participants noted that sibling 

abuse occurs in families with the most common types being 

physical and psychological. Though this sample did not 

include immigrants, it is likely that the variation of ethnic 

groups included in the study may provide support to the 

potential for sibling violence to occur in immigrant families, 

too. 

2.3 Factors impacting family violence in immigrant 

communities 

Owing to some cultural attributes like the dismissal of 

violence to protect family honor, gender disparity, and 

patriarchy, some immigrant families are more prone to 

experiencing family violence as compared to Western 

communities (Barnett, Miller-Perrin and Perrin, 2005; 

Viveiros and Bonomi, 2020; Yoshihama et al., 2011). For 

example, in many South Asian immigrant cultures, daughters 

are taught to be subservient to their fathers, brothers, and 

uncles before their marriage and to ultimately surrender to 

their husband after marriage. Sons, on the other hand, are 

provided with more opportunities all through their childhood 

(Goel, 2005; Rai and Choi, 2018). This imbalance in power 

translates into a difference in gender expectations and roles 

(Dasgupta, 2007). The “inferior” status of women forces them 

to stay dependent on their male partners after marriage. 

Further, some immigrant cultures, particularly certain Asian 

and Latin/Hispanic communities, may embrace collectivist 

family values (Shirwadkar, 2004) that can force women to 

safeguard the interests of the family before their own and to 

become silent victims of abuse, when violence is directed 

toward them. 

Along with cultural influences, there exist a multitude of 

structural barriers that immigrant women in the U.S. 

experience. A high proportion of those women are currently 

on a dependent visa type which means their legal status is tied 

to that of their husband or primary visa holder (Balgamwalla, 

2013; 2014; Voolma, 2018). Given this dependency, women 

are unable to maintain an independent bank account, seek a 

driver’s license, or hold independent residency in the U.S. 

(Balgamwalla, 2013; 2014; USCIS, 2017). Their dependent 

visa status, in some cases, also limits the employment seeking 

capability of some immigrant women as well as their ability 

to independently access the healthcare system (USCIS, 2017; 

Islas, 2020; Tahirih Justice Center, 2020). As a result, 

immigrant women are more prone to immigration-related 

abuse such as control over their passports and/or green cards 

by their spouse or spouse’s family. Such women may also be 

reliant on their spouse for their daily expenses, childcare, and 

insurance support.  Ultimately, this lack of agency may force 

women to continue staying in abusive relationships without 

seeking help (Ahmad et al., 2009; Voolma, 2018). Further, the 

current anti-immigration sentiment in the U.S. discourages 

immigrant women from contacting agencies or the criminal 

justice system even in cases of extremity (Laitner, 2020). They 

may fear having their partner/spouse deported or being 

separated from their children should they seek such contact 

(Yoshihama et al., 2011; Rai, 2020a). Therefore, reporting 

abuse is not an option available for many immigrant women. 

The next sections of this paper look specifically at the 

impact of COVID-19 on the immigrant community and then, 

at the intersection of immigrant status, COVID-19 and family 

violence. We conclude with recommendations for social work 

researchers, practitioners and policymakers in the hopes of 

addressing some of the problems highlighted here. 

3. Immigrant communities and COVID-19 

According to the Migration Policy Institute (Gelatt, 2020), 

foreign-born individuals are over-represented in the job 

sectors that were affected most immediately by shelter-in-

place (i.e. to limit the spread of COVID-19, many states 

implemented shelter-in-place or stay at home orders since the 

pandemic began. According to this order, residents are 

required to stay at home except for going out for emergencies 

and essentials like doctor’s appointment, groceries or to 
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purchase medical supplies [Gajanan, 2020]), policies 

including restaurants, hotels, office cleaning services, and in-

home health care. Depending on their migration status, 

immigrants in these sectors may not be eligible for 

unemployment benefits or many other safety-net programs 

once they lose their jobs (Gelatt, 2020). Further, 

undocumented workers have been altogether left out of federal 

relief programs specifically related to COVID-19 (Chishti and 

Bolter 2020; Narea, 2020a; Jordan, 2020) although more 

recently, some states have begun to take action in support of 

their undocumented immigrant populations by providing 

monetary benefits (Jordan, 2020).    

Immigrants also comprise large proportions of essential 

workers in industries that remain open during the crisis 

(Chishti and Bolter, 2020; Chishti and Pierce, 2020; Gelatt, 

2020). Not only are they among those who work in the grocery 

stores and pharmacies that have remained open, but they are 

also among those most critical to the pandemic response. For 

example, they comprise 29% of physicians, 22% of nursing 

assistants, 29% of housekeepers, and 24% of janitors, and 

building cleaners in the healthcare industry (Galett, 2020). 

While their representation in essential industries means they 

must work during the pandemic, immigrants are also less 

likely to have health insurance (Narea, 2020a; KFF.Org, 

2020). Consequently, if they become ill, they may be less 

likely to get treatment.   

Undocumented individuals may also fear getting tested, 

even though testing in the U.S. is now free, because of 

concerns about exposing their migration status or losing 

employment. Other conditions related to recent and current 

policies towards undocumented immigrants, including the use 

of detention centers that group immigrants together, also 

exacerbate the health risks for certain immigrant groups (Lee 

et al., 2020) although the numbers of detainees are reportedly 

declining (U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement, 

2020).  Chishti and Bolter (2020), also suggest that living 

conditions more typical of immigrant communities than those 

of White, native born citizens, including household 

overcrowding, make them more vulnerable to the virus. Along 

with these structural barriers, some groups, such as Asian 

Americans and Asian immigrants, specifically have been 

scapegoated for spreading the virus in several recorded 

incidents of xenophobia (Chishti and Bolter, 2020). This 

incrimination is bound to increase post remarks by President 

Trump calling COVID-19 the ‘Chinese virus,’ and ‘kung flu’ 

at his recent Tulsa rally and Presidential debate, among other 

occasions (Griffiths, 2020; Moreno, 2020). 

 

3.1 The impact of COVID-19 on family violence in 

immigrant communities 

Circumstances differ from family to family, but the 

COVID-19 crisis has serious implications for domestic 

violence in families, especially for families with histories of 

domestic violence. Social media has been flooded with the 

news of domestic violence cases surging under the pandemic 

(Davis, Gilbar and Padilla-Medina, 2020; Fielding, 2020; 

Tolan, 2020; Mittal and Singh, 2020). Further, responses to 

the pandemic, including increased sales of guns and body 

armor in some areas also mean increased risk of lethality when 

violence does erupt (Snyder, 2020). This could be harmful 

both for immigrant and non-immigrant victims of abuse. 

In many immigrant families, the abuser who as noted is 

usually the male partner, may control access to cellphones, 

laptops, and in several cases, the social interaction of abused 

women. Due to the limited social interaction with friends and 

family, immigrant women have fewer options for making 

safety plans to escape their abuser and seeking respite. Factors 

such as the urge to upkeep family honor as well as fear of 

seeking help from formal sources or the criminal justice 

system, may mean that immigrant women are more likely to 

seek help from informal resources such as friends or family 

members when domestic violence occurs (Ahmad et al., 2009; 

Mahapatra and Rai, 2019). However, stay at home orders and 

social distancing during the COVID-19 pandemic have meant 

that many women have been unable to reach out to friends and 

family for support, including support around violence (WHO, 

2020).  

The shutdown has also affected both immigrant and non-

immigrant survivors’ ability to access essential services like 

ongoing support groups or legal and court assistance. This is 

because agencies are closed or services are provided only 

online or by phone and victims cannot access technology or 

speak on the phone safely in their homes (Berger, 2020; Gupta 

and Stahl, 2020; Selvaratnam, 2020; Southall, 2020; United 

Nations Women, 2020b). Although many domestic violence 

shelters are set up to accommodate people in more isolated 

living quarters (Lang, 2020), some may be forced to limit the 

number of available beds because of social distancing 

demands (Gupta and Stahl, 2020). Further, survivors may 

resist going to shelters or staying with other family members 

or friends because they fear exposure to the virus in new 

settings (Southall, 2020). Some immigrant survivors may also 

be hesitant about seeking external help due to the taboo 

attached to conversations about domestic violence and divorce 

in immigrant cultures, more specifically some Asian and 

Latin/Hispanic groups (Dasgupta, 2007; Goel, 2005).  
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Serrata and Alvarado (2019) while discussing the impact 

of natural disasters on domestic violence, assert that the 

stresses associated with a disaster lead to higher rates of 

domestic violence and child abuse. While not a natural 

disaster, it is clear that similar stressors, including joblessness, 

strained finances and social isolation exist under the current 

pandemic. These stressors can affect all communities; 

however, their impacts are somewhat unique for immigrants. 

As noted previously, many immigrants were employed in 

those sectors of the economy that were affected immediately 

by the shutdown and many remain unemployed with little 

access to benefits. For skilled immigrant workers, things are a 

bit more complex but no less difficult. These workers come to 

the U.S. under the H-1B visa program and are sponsored by 

their employers. When someone loses their job, these visas are 

canceled, and the employee must find a new job with a 

company that is willing to take on sponsorship. The pandemic 

makes this even more challenging. 

Recent executive orders signed by President Trump have 

further restricted immigration by suspending green cards and 

limiting the number of H-1 visas for immigrants (Garcini et 

al., 2020; Kolakowski, 2020). These stipulations have been 

focused on creating more jobs for Americans to stabilize the 

economy, but they put immigrants in an even more precarious 

position than earlier, due to limited sponsorship options 

(Garcini, et al., 2020; Kolakowski, 2020). Undoubtedly, the 

stress of coping with a pandemic and the fear of losing or 

having already lost their sole means of livelihood, is troubling 

for immigrant communities at large. These pressures could 

lead to new and increased instances of domestic violence in 

impacted families. 

Another result of the pandemic and shelter-in-place orders 

is that due to the closure of schools, and daycare and activity 

centers, many parents now have childcare and homeschooling 

obligations. What is unique for families in several immigrant 

cultures, is that among those with rigid gender-role 

expectations (for example some Cuban, Mexican or 

South/East Asian communities), mothers, who are often the 

ones with caregiving responsibilities, must now also put in 

long hours at work and at home caring for children. While 

extended families among many immigrant groups provide 

additional help and support with childcare, concerns about 

spreading COVID-19 has likely limited their involvement at 

this time, potentially placing greater care-giving burdens on 

mothers. COVID-19 related travel bans have additionally 

restricted help by preventing families who are overseas from 

coming to the U.S., although this is now slowly starting to 

change (Chishti and Pierce, 2020; U.S. Embassy and 

Consulates in India, 2020). Most critically, failure in caring 

for children and meeting their specified gender ascribed roles 

may also lead to spousal frustration, creating new instances of 

domestic violence (Goel, 2005; Yoshioka et al., 2003).  

This same pattern of rigid gender-role expectations in 

some immigrant communities combined with the lack of 

extended family involvement thereby leading to decreased 

parental supervision may also result in an increased risk of 

sibling violence and conflict among siblings (Caffaro and 

Con-Caffaro,1998; Wiehe, 1997; Winters, 2019) particularly 

if the mother is the only caretaker and she cannot supervise 

her children. If children go unsupervised for longer time 

periods and are left to manage their sibling relationships on 

their own, they may be confronted with challenging 

interpersonal situations that can lead to violence, especially if 

knowledge of how to handle conflict appropriately is missing. 

Clearly, parental neglect of children can have long-term 

detrimental emotional and behavioral effects (Norman et al., 

2012), and the risk of child neglect may be higher for those 

immigrant families where the burden of caregiving is 

predominantly on mothers. Overall, this pandemic has created 

ubiquitous challenges for immigrant communities. 

4. Implications for social work 

4.1 Research implications 

Immigrants are facing atypical challenges in these 

unprecedented times. It is imperative to provide support to 

adults as well as children belonging to immigrant 

communities. Social work researchers and scholars in the U.S. 

and other foreign countries with a considerably large number 

of immigrants such as Canada, the United Kingdom and 

Australia are encouraged to engage in research with immigrant 

communities so that new empirical evidence about the unique 

circumstances faced by immigrants as well as their specific 

needs can be generated. However, research with immigrant 

groups, in general across countries and contexts, has unique 

barriers that are compounded by the challenges of specifically 

conducting research on domestic violence. Adding the issue 

of COVID-19 to the mix makes such research particularly 

daunting, and yet, as UN Women and the World Health 

Organization point out, data on violence against women 

during the pandemic is essential for understanding how and 

why pandemics may lead to an increase in violence as well as 

the services and supports that may be most important (Sexual 

Violence Research Initiative, 2020; United Nations Women, 

2020a). We note the following as implications and 

recommendations for ongoing research in this area. 

First, it is essential to distinguish between immigrant 

groups allowing disaggregation. Immigrants are not one 

monolithic entity and violence as well as its impact may look 
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different for different populations. Research instruments and 

data collection methods need to be sensitive to these 

differences as well as to variations in acculturation, 

generational position and, immigration status. For example, 

the Conflict Tactics Scale (Straus et al., 1996) which is a 

widely used measure to capture domestic violence 

experiences, may not be relevant for immigrant communities 

as it does not capture the unique cultural nuances that can 

perpetuate violence among immigrants such as immigration-

related abuse and abuse through in-laws (Goel, 2005; Voolma, 

2018; Rai and Choi, 2018).  New instruments that capture 

these tactics of family and domestic violence need to be 

developed and tested with immigrants. Further, samples in 

future research need to be large enough to allow for 

representation and analyses of sub-groups within specific 

immigrant groups and across groups.  For example, Agha and 

Rai (2020) noted that disaggregation is essential to explicate 

the unique nuances concerning specific communities, so 

scholars and practitioners can develop innovative ways of 

intervening with them.   

Second, given that we do not necessarily have access to 

violence survivors while quarantine and social distancing 

measures are in place, we need to be creative in thinking about 

sources of data and informants that can provide useful 

information. Clearly, we do not want to collect data in spaces 

where we cannot be certain that survivors are safe and that 

they have privacy (United Nations Women, 2020a). 

Alternatives might be to collect data about individuals’ 

perceptions of family violence, their challenges and resources 

that have been found to be helpful through social media such 

as Twitter, Facebook and Instagram or through mobile apps, a 

strategy used by researchers in the past (myPlan, 2019). 

Additionally, the UN Women and the World Health 

Organization, suggests sources such as key informant 

interviews with service providers and frontline workers as 

well as utilization of service-based data, case reports, media 

reports, and when possible, participatory data collection 

approaches (United Nations Women, 2020a). The latter may 

be especially helpful when working in immigrant 

communities. Immigrant survivors who participate in 

interviews may feel more comfortable talking with 

interviewers who are survivors and from similar ethnic 

communities. Language barriers may necessitate this 

arrangement. Indeed, including survivors as participants in 

crafting interview questions via community-engaged research 

and making design decisions, may ensure that the research is 

culturally appropriate and helps with recruitment and retention 

issues. 

It is essential that we make sure the data we collect are 

secure and that survivors’ identities as well as their locations 

are kept confidential. Modifications to data collection 

methods that have been necessary because of COVID-19, such 

as use of computer technologies mean that we need to be sure 

our computers have data protection systems and that any 

electronic communications we have with potential 

participants do not leave a trail (United Nations Women, 

2020a). Finally, we need to consider what the data we collect 

may tell us. There are varying reports about whether calls to 

hotlines are up or down (Selveratnam, 2020; Southall 2020; 

United Nations Women, 2020b). However, a decline in calls 

may not mean that violence has decreased. It may more 

accurately reflect that survivors do not have the freedom to 

access telephones in order to make calls (United Nations 

Women, 2020a). In other words, we need to consider the 

context and strive to learn as much as possible before 

concluding about what different patterns of behavior and 

service utilization may mean. These research implications and 

strategies can be relevant for researchers both in the U.S. and 

internationally who are engaging with immigrant 

communities. 

4.2 Practice implications 

Community-based organizations (CBOs) and service 

providers, both in the U.S. and internationally, that are 

engaged in work with immigrants and family violence issues 

are encouraged to partner with researchers to ensure that novel 

ways are being used to provide services to immigrant 

communities; such as through secure apps, online self-care 

classes, and using innovative code words to flag domestic 

violence cases (Futures without violence, n.d.; Kottasova, 

2020). Along with domestic violence victims, it is essential to 

make online classes and activities more accessible for children 

in particular (Clement, 2020). These remote online activities 

can help alleviate the burden of “parenting” from mothers in 

certain immigrant families. Activities of this nature may also 

provide more opportunities for children to become 

independent and self-reliant, which may be absent in some 

immigrant cultures. 

Social workers and advocates from CBOs are also 

encouraged to liaise and propose new and safe ways to check-

in with immigrant families. These check-in sessions can be 

used to facilitate remote meditation classes and self-care 

activities to help victims who may not be able to actively reach 

out for help, to manage their stress (Futures without violence, 

n.d.; Rai, 2020b). Such sessions can also help children learn 

how to address tense situations and provide parents and 

children resources to address sibling violence and prevent it 

from happening (Perkins and Shadik, 2018). It is pressing for 

community partners to take proactive measures to support 

immigrant families because the social distancing and home-
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schooling mandates may continue for a while across the world. 

While these strategies are being discussed in the context of 

immigrants in the U.S., they can be used with immigrants 

internationally as well, based on the extent of engagement of 

community organizations with immigrants and family 

violence issues. 

4.3 Policy implications 

Ultimately, the excruciating circumstances created by 

COVID-19 on immigrants' lives call for an urgent need for 

policy amendments related to immigrants. The anti-

immigration climate perpetrated by President Trump through 

his latest immigration ban worsens the position of immigrants 

(Garcini et al., 2020; Yang and Bloomberg, 2020). A 

significant proportion of immigrants have been impacted by 

the latest executive order issued on June 24, 2020 and have 

been separated from their families overseas (Kolakowski, 

2020). Several of those who remain in the U.S. without their 

families and/or spouses may now be struggling to maintain 

their legal status and be forced to go to work even when sick. 

This stipulation challenges the fundamental human rights 

available to immigrants. 

Also, the Violence Against Women Act (VAWA) needs to 

be made more accessible to victims. The onus of 

demonstrating victimization is on the petitioner, which can 

discourage victims from self-petitioning (USCIS, 2016). The 

increased complexities of gathering all documentation 

pertaining to submitting a VAWA petition may be impossible 

without a lawyer, eliminating thousands of eligible individuals 

from taking advantage of this legislation. Community 

organizations serving immigrant subgroups must therefore 

provide immigrants with more targeted information and 

support related to submitting self-petitions under VAWA or 

relevant acts in other countries.  Some immigrants may even 

face language barriers (Balgamwalla, 2014; Goel, 2005), so 

social workers can help prepare these documents on behalf of 

petitioning clients; and possibly also serve as liaisons during 

interaction with attorneys. 

Finally, based on the current stipulations of the VAWA, 

there are only up to 10,000 U-visas each year available for all 

victims who have experienced violence, as compared to the 44 

million and increasing immigrants in the U.S. (American 

Migration Council, 2019; Batalova et al., 2020).  Advocacy 

efforts focused on increasing the number of such visas are 

essential and provide a clear role for social workers who can 

collaborate with state and central federal bodies to petition for 

changes around this provision. There are similar laws in other 

countries which need to be examined as well. Social workers 

in other countries can also actively engage with their 

legislatures to petition for necessary policy changes. 

Given the aforementioned stress COVID-19 can have for 

families, parents within immigrant families also need to be 

made aware of policies within the U.S. which aim to protect 

children. The Child Abuse and Treatment Act of 1974 

(CAPTA, 1974) provides funding to States within the U.S. for 

the “prevention, assessment, investigation, prosecution, and 

treatment activities related to abused and neglected children” 

(Harfeld and Marlowe, 2017, p. 117). Exceptions to child 

abuse and neglect laws can exist due to religious beliefs and 

practices of parents regarding medical care (Committee on 

Bioethics, 1997), with 34 states and the District of Columbia 

having these exceptions (Sandstrom, 2016). However, this 

does not apply to violence directed toward children. 

Furthermore, in the case of physical and emotional sibling 

violence, while explicit policies do not exist to address this 

form of violence (Perkins and Grossman, 2020; Perkins, Cole 

and O’Connor, 2017), it has been suggested that failure to 

protect laws should consider including holding parents 

accountable when violence directed from one sibling to 

another occurs (Perkins and Barry, 2020). Parents from 

immigrant families may not be aware of such policies or 

mechanisms holding them liable for violence that occurs 

toward their children; thereby highlighting the need for family 

psychoeducation of existing policies and laws designed to 

protect children. Social workers working with immigrant 

families can also develop awareness education programs for 

parents; relating to sibling violence, child abuse and neglect 

so that they are more aware of the provisions and legal rights 

of their children. Further, older teenage children who are in a 

position to understand these policies and laws can also be 

included in separate educational programs designed 

specifically for them. It is imperative for children along with 

parents to be aware of the meaning and scope of sibling 

violence as well as child abuse and neglect. 

In tandem with policies that address survivors of violence 

and support their needs, policies that target immigrants' 

economic conditions are also essential as preventive efforts. 

This includes broadening income support to undocumented 

immigrants through federal policies replicating what is 

occurring in some states presently (Jordan, 2020), particularly 

related to unemployment insurance. The HEROES Act 

mandated that all immigrants with or without social security 

numbers would be eligible to receive stimulus payments 

(Narea, 2020b). Policy advocates and lobbyists must ensure 

that these provisions are actually reaching immigrants. Joint 

interventions where social workers and policy lobbyists can 

partner, may be critical in making these federal stipulations 

accessible to immigrant groups. 
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5. Conclusion 

Through this paper, it is our hope to draw attention to the 

unique and oftentimes excruciating circumstances faced by 

immigrants amidst the COVID-19 pandemic in the U.S. 

Despite assuming important positions in American society, 

making contributions to the American economy, and being on 

the frontlines, immigrant families overall and particularly 

immigrant survivors of violence have been severely 

disadvantaged due to the COVID-19 virus. Despite this paper 

being situated within the U.S., the implications as well as the 

vital role of social workers in advancing the well-being and 

ensuring the availability of resources to immigrants has global 

connotations.   

As we continue to remain in this pandemic, more access to 

resources, culturally responsive interventions and policy-level 

changes must be implemented for immigrant communities. 

Furthermore, researchers and scholars are encouraged to 

continue examining the unique challenges and needs of 

immigrant families to better inform individual, family, and 

community practice as well as policy. These collective efforts 

will hopefully lead to a reduction in domestic and family 

violence among immigrant communities. Our discussion has 

implications for other foreign countries as well that house a 

predominately high number of immigrant communities. It is 

imperative that social work professionals as well as those from 

other helping professions such as psychologists, and 

counselors pay special attention to immigrant communities 

and address their needs. Unique family violence interventions 

and support services need to be developed to adequately aid 

immigrant families during this global pandemic. 
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