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Abstract

Living under chronic uncertainty, fear, and isolation is the experience of many undocumented 

immigrants particularly under the recent sociopolitical climate. Yet, despite facing chronic 

adversity and an uncertain future, undocumented immigrants are highly resilient. This paper 

draws upon the clinical and research expertise of leading Latinx psychologists working with 

diverse undocumented communities across the United States. Qualitative data from seven focus 

groups with undocumented Latinxs and 15 in-depth interviews with key informants were used 

to complement clinical insights to identify and highlight strategies of undocumented Latinxs that 

promote their resilience. Overall, six primary strategies emerged including cognitive reframing, 

behavioral adaptability, acceptance, sociability, courage, and ancestral or cultural pride. Within 

each of these primary strategies, two-to-five additional facets emerged. We also identified the 

positive effects of the aforementioned strategies, including the fostering of meaning, purpose, 

and hope. Our findings are essential to address biases and stigmatization against undocumented 

immigrants, as well as to inform strength-based interventions and services, as well as culturally 

and contextually sensitive resources. Health services providers working with undocumented 

Latinxs can identify and build on strengths in their patients to demonstrate accurate cultural 

understanding and also to support resilience.

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Luz M. Garcini, Joe R. and Teresa Lozano Long School of Medicine, 
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Living under chronic stress stemming from uncertainty, constant threats, loss and social 

disadvantage, racism, discrimination, marginalization, and stigmatization is a common 

experience for many undocumented immigrants. Most undocumented immigrants live under 

constant fear, including facing threats of deportation and family separation (Garcini et 

al., 2016). Premigration trauma in the form of exposure to violence and abuse, including 

severe poverty, often becomes exacerbated during the migration journey; thus, adding to 

the complexity of compounded stress faced by undocumented immigrants (Tummala-Narra, 

2014). Postmigration trauma stemming from racial discrimination and other forms of 

oppression often impact undocumented immigrants’ sense of belonging and safety further 

contributing to chronic stress. Indeed, the psychological experiences and harsh living 

conditions faced by undocumented individuals before, during, and after migration have been 

associated with high levels of comorbid stress, depression, and anxiety (Gonzales et al., 

2013).

The detrimental effects resulting from chronic and prolonged exposure to distressing and 

adverse experiences are well documented. From a physical health perspective, long term 

chronic stress may reduce the capacity of the immune system to fight off illnesses, 

thus placing people at greater risk for becoming ill and having more severe courses or 

complications arising from infectious or chronic diseases (Dhabhar, 2014). Chronic stress 

can lead to inflammation in the body which has been associated with cardiovascular disease, 

strokes, cancer, autoimmune disorders, and the frailty syndrome, the last of which increases 

the risk for catastrophic declines in health and functioning as people get older (Fioranelli 

et al., 2018; Rohleder, 2019). Additional effects of chronic stress on the body include 

cardiovascular issues that can impact one’s blood vessels and the neurotoxic effects of 

stress hormones on the brain, which may be associated to cognitive deficits in aging 

(Fioranelli et al., 2018; Lupien et al., 2018). From a mental health perspective, chronic stress 

is known to exacerbate trauma-related symptoms, lead to severe depression, debilitating 

anxiety, increased substance use, and diminished level of functioning that can contribute 

to disability, job loss, interpersonal instability, and other severe effects increasing the risk 

of suicidality (Brady & Sinha, 2005; Scott et al., 2015). Among children and adolescents, 

additional implications of chronic stress include failure to meet developmental and academic 

milestones, increased risk for unhealthy behaviors (e.g., substance use, disordered eating, 

and aggression), and unsafe practices (e.g., gang involvement and promiscuity; Beato-

Fernández et al., 2007; Broderick & Jennings, 2012; Hughes et al., 2017). Identifying 

protective factors and behaviors helpful to reduce and manage chronic stress is essential to 

diminish the aforementioned physical and mental health risks.

Despite facing compounded chronic stress and adversity, most undocumented immigrants 

are extremely resilient (Gonzales et al., 2013). For example, even in the face of the current 

coronavirus 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic and anti-immigrant climate, many undocumented 

immigrants have continued to show strength and resilience by performing essential jobs in 

Garcini et al. Page 2

Psychol Serv. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2022 April 08.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



many different sectors of the workforce (Jawetz, 2020). A population-based phenomenon 

that has been used to document and explain the resilience of immigrants is the “immigrant 

paradox.” This paradox is based on health and social science research showing that recent 

immigrants, particularly those of Mexican origin, have better physical and mental health 

outcomes, as well as better conduct and crime-related outcomes, when compared to U.S.-

born natives and more established immigrants (Alcántara et al., 2017; Vaughn et al., 2014). 

The irony in this phenomenon is that recent immigrants experience more desirable outcomes 

despite facing significant adversity and social disadvantage. Several hypotheses have been 

proposed to explain the health advantage of recent immigrants, including self-selection, 

so that only the strongest immigrants would migrate; the salmon bias, or proposition that 

immigrants who are ill or old return to their home country to die, thus not accounting 

for lower mortality rates; and high levels of social support as a protective factor (Medina-

Inojosa et al., 2014). Studies among Latinx immigrants have also suggested healthier 

lifestyles and diets as protective factors to the health of recent immigrants (Teruya & 

Bazargan-Hejazi, 2013). Immigrants may use specific cognitive or behavioral strategies 

that may build resilience and facilitate coping with adversity, particularly in the face of 

unprecedented events. A study among 20 leaders working with immigrant and refugee 

communities highlighted that individual values, such as hopefulness, persistence, having a 

focus, accepting suffering as part of life, and having a vision of the future, are constructive 

strategies used by immigrants to cope with adversity (Yakushko, 2010). Likewise, attributes 

such as having the ability to build social connections and to be giving towards others have 

been found to be helpful strategies to cope with immigrant-related stress (Yakushko, 2010). 

Although research has shown that the immigrant health advantage eventually deteriorates 

with longer time living in the U.S., possibly as a result of continued exposure to stress, 

developing a better understanding of specific strategies that help build resilience among the 

most vulnerable and in the face of adversity, could help inform intervention efforts and 

resources that may be generalized to other at-risk populations facing adversity.

The purpose of this paper is to identify and highlight protective factors, specifically 

strategies of undocumented Latinx immigrants, that promote resilience and facilitate coping 

in the face of adversity. Our work is guided by the Hispanic Immigrant Paradox framework 

(Teruya & Bazargan-Hejazi, 2013) and the expertise of leading Latinx psychologists 

working with diverse undocumented communities. Strategies in this paper are defined as 

cognitive and/or behavioral manifestations used by the immigrant to cope with adversity. 

These strategies can help buffer the negative effects of threatening environments to facilitate 

the functioning of the immigrant, their social interactions, and the social exchanges that 

take place within communities (Shonkoff & Meisels, 2011). Information about protective 

factors is essential to reduce stigmatization of this marginalized population, and to guide 

intervention efforts, services, and resources that are culturally and contextually appropriate.

Method

Data were extracted from seven focus group discussions with undocumented Latinx 

immigrants (n = 20) and 15 in-depth interviews with key informants in the Fall of 2014. In 

this study, key informants refer to knowledgeable individuals who have experience working, 

serving, and/or interacting with undocumented immigrants and who can provide insight into 
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risk and protective factors to their well-being. Focus groups ranged in size from two to 

five participants. We used a phenomenological approach and were guided by principles of 

community-based participatory research. The study focused on engaging community leaders 

and representatives of the undocumented Latinx community across all stages of the research 

process and in all phases of community efforts (Wallerstein & Duran, 2010). The San 

Diego State University/University of California San Diego Institutional Review Board (IRB) 

provided approval for this study.

Positionality Statement

The research team was composed of eight scholars affiliated with research universities. All 

members of the research team were of Latinx and immigrant background, including three 

formerly undocumented immigrants. While engaging in data analyses, the researchers often 

discussed how the themes in the analyses compared to their own immigrant experiences 

as a way of further validating the data. Five out of eight of the researchers identified as 

women, and seven out of eight spoke Spanish as their first language. The gender makeup 

of the team may have sensitized the researchers to the experiences of immigrant women in 

the study. In addition, Spanish-fluency allowed the team to analyze interviews in Spanish 

and discuss themes in this language as well. All of the researchers are actively engaged 

in community-oriented scholarship, clinical services, and advocacy efforts for immigrant 

health, which may have helped attune them to the themes emergent in the study.

Focus Groups

Participants—Participants in the focus groups were undocumented Latinx immigrant 

adults (ages 18 and over) varying in sociodemographic and immigration characteristics. 

Most participants in the focus groups were of Mexican-origin. Among undocumented 

immigrants in the focus groups, the majority were women (74%), married (79%), and had 

an average age of 44 years (SD = 12.5). Most had a lower than high school education 

(54%) and approximately half were employed (49%). On average, undocumented immigrant 

participants had lived in the U.S. for approximately 21 years (SD = 9.9; see Table 1).

Procedure—Purposeful sampling was used to recruit participants for the focus groups to 

facilitate greater group discussions (Palinkas et al., 2015). Specifically, participants for the 

focus groups were recruited using network-based referrals from community partners and 

collaborators. Specific strategies used in the recruitment of focus group participants were 

active (i.e., electronic mailing lists, snowball sampling, social networks, and venue-based 

recruitment) and passive approaches (e.g., the distribution of flyers by trusted sources). 

Recruitment materials invited individuals to participate in a “community health study,” and 

included information about the study name (Proyecto Voces), study location, compensation, 

and a contact number for participants to call to determine eligibility. For safety, neither 

the description of the study, nor the requirements for participation were provided in the 

recruitment materials. Study recruitment for focus group participants took place in a region 

near the U.S.–Mexico border. To determine eligibility for participation in the focus groups, a 

brief screener in Spanish was presented to potential participants prior to participation.
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Data Collection—To ensure the security of participants, focus groups were conducted at 

locations identified as safe by collaborators and community organizations. Participants filled 

out a demographic questionnaire prior to participation in a focus group. For participants 

unable to read and/or write, the questionnaire was read in private by a research assistant. 

Verbal informed consent was obtained prior to participation and participants were informed 

that the groups were going to be audiotaped and transcribed. A bilingual facilitator and 

two research assistants conducted the focus groups and all focus groups were conducted 

in Spanish. The focus groups lasted 2–3 hr. Participants received a $20 incentive for 

participation. Questions for the focus groups were semistructured and were aimed at 

fostering discussion pertaining to: (a) the experiencing of distress and related health 

concerns among undocumented Latinx immigrants and (b) the identification of risk and 

protective factors to the well-being of undocumented Latinx immigrants (see Table 2). 

Audiotapes from the focus groups were transcribed by a professional service to facilitate the 

analysis of data.

Key Informants

Participants—Among key informants, half were women (50%), most were married (65%), 

and had an average age of 42 years (SD = 12.9). In contrast to undocumented immigrant 

participants, most key informants had a greater than high school education (85%), and 

approximately 34% were community leaders (i.e., faith-based, indigenous, and activists), 

27% health providers to undocumented immigrants, 20% research experts on the health of 

undocumented immigrants, 13% legal experts or attorneys, and 7% employers. On average, 

key informants reported working with undocumented immigrants almost every day of the 

week (M = 5 days/week; SD = 1.5) for approximately the past 13 years (SD = 11; see Table 

3).

Procedure—Key informants were recruited using existing networks from academia, 

community partners, and collaborators who facilitate outreach, research, and the provision 

of health, social, and legal services for undocumented immigrants. Key informants were 

recruited nationwide.

Data Collection—In-depth interviews with key informants were held at private locations 

convenient to the key informant or via teleconference for those who resided away from the 

study location. Key informants filled out a demographic questionnaire prior to participation 

in the in-depth interview and verbal informed consent was obtained prior to participation. 

Interviews were conducted in English or Spanish depending on preference of the key 

informant. Key informant interviews lasted on average 1 hr. Key informants received $20 

as incentive for participation. The same questions that were asked in the focus groups 

were asked to the key informants. Audiotapes from the interviews were transcribed by a 

professional service.

Data Analysis

Quantitative data from the demographic questionnaires were analyzed using descriptive 

statistics (i.e., frequencies and measures of central tendency) to develop a demographic 

profile for participants in this study. Qualitative data from the focus groups and key 
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informant interviews were analyzed through systematic methods (Morrow & Smith, 2000). 

The research began with specific questions previously developed and then proceeded 

through the steps of data reduction, data display, and conclusion drawing and confirmation. 

The qualitative Spanish transcripts were analyzed by the principal investigator (PI) and 

three bilingual native-Spanish speaking research assistants. Initially, the PI and one research 

assistant independently coded four of the focus group transcripts to come up with a 

coding frame to highlight primary codes and subcodes, including developing definitions and 

examples for the codes identified. Agreement in coding was achieved through discussion 

of overlaps and divergences. The coding frame and definitions were shared and discussed 

with community partners for feedback, and adjustments were made to the coding frame. 

Subsequently, the coding frame was used to code the rest of the transcripts. Each transcript 

was analyzed independently by two coders and collaborative weekly team meetings were 

used to check results for clarification. In addition, triangulation of multiple data sources 

and agreement checks were used to ensure trustworthiness, credibility, transferability, and 

accuracy of the qualitative findings. This qualitative approach was particularly beneficial 

given the exploratory nature of this study.

Results

Six primary codes representing different strategies emerged: (a) cognitive reframing; (b) 

behavioral adaptability; (c) acceptance; (d) sociability; (e) courage; and (f) ancestral or 

cultural pride. As illustrated in Table 4, different facets arose in each of the six strategies 

identified, including protective effects. Transcript segments were translated into English 

from Spanish for readers’ convenience.

Cognitive Reframing

This refers to an immigrant’s ability to shift their mindset or attitudes to interpret their 

experience in a new, often more positive, light, which facilitates adaptation. Overall, 

cognitive reframing fosters, meaning in the immigrant experience, enhance purpose in 

their life, and build hope in the midst of adversity. Within cognitive reframing, five 

subcodes emerged: (a) optimism, (b) relativity, (c) impermanence, (d) future-focus, and 

(e) spirituality. Optimism is the ability to expect or hope for positive outcomes regardless of 

the challenges faced. To describe optimism, an immigrant emphasized, “It is about believing 

that life goes on and that it will get better … wherever a door closes, I look to find an open 

window … hope is our friend, which mitigates our sorrow and enlightens our paths.”

The second subcode that emerged was relativity, or the ability to consider or see events 

relative to a frame of reference, which in this case is the immigrant’s view of life through 

the lens of their past history. In this regard, an immigrant declared, “Even if I am poor here, 

I think it’s a thousand times better than living in Mexico; it was so bad where I came from, 

that it cannot be any worse here.”

In comparing their present situation to their past living conditions in their country of origin, 

undocumented immigrants often find contentment regardless of their current difficulties. 

Somewhat similar to relativity is the subcode of impermanence, which is the belief that 

situations are not everlasting and that change for the better is possible. This facilitates 
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finding comfort in the present moment. For example, an immigrant asserted, “Even though 

it’s difficult, unbearable at times, [my situation] will change … I know that things will be 

different even though it doesn’t feel like it at the moment.” Likewise, being future-focused 
or having a strong conviction to anticipate what is coming, rather than dwelling on results 

from the past, also emerged as a protective factor. In this regard, an immigrant stated, “We 

have to look forward, because to look back, it’s not possible.”

Moreover, spirituality, specifically the belief or trust in God’s protection and justice, was 

identified as another subcode that is essential to coping with distress. For example, an 

immigrant affirmed, “Nothing is going to happen [to me]. I am protected by God. God has 

a destiny for me, and in that I trust.” Along these lines, another immigrant described that 

it is through spirituality that the undocumented community finds strength, encouragement, 

comfort, relief, and forbearance day after day. Significantly relevant to spirituality is the 

ability to become accepting of the current situation while relying on God’s grace. This was 

captured in a young immigrant’s statement: “I just know that I will hand it over [to God]. I’ll 

let it be what it’s supposed to be and I won’t let my mind be bothered by it … being spiritual 

has really helped me stay strong and cope.”

Data gathered from key informants also confirmed optimism, spirituality, and impermanence 
as strategies of undocumented immigrants that help them cope with adversity. For example, 

a legal expert stated, “Sometimes [undocumented immigrants] don’t have a lot of resources, 

but they have optimism that everything will be better.” In another comment, a key informant 

explained the link between optimism, spirituality, and impermanence as effective coping 

strategies,

I feel that optimism comes in the form of faith, having faith in God or whoever this 

entity might be would make [things] better … even though it’s difficult, unbearable 

at times, [undocumented immigrants] see [their situation] as impermanent … it’s 

like things would get different, things would cease to be even though it doesn’t feel 

like it at the moment … it is a form of optimism.

Behavioral Adaptability

Behavioral adaptability refers to the ability to change actions and behaviors in response 

to changes in the external or internal environment of the immigrant. Broadly, behavioral 

adaptability facilitates opportunities for the immigrant, helps to build their self-confidence, 

and increases self-reliance. Within behavioral adaptability, flexibility emerged as an 

important subcode. In this regard, an immigrant stated, “Whatever comes my way, I am 

here. Give me any work and I will do it … 3 A.M., with cold, hot, danger, whatever it 

takes.” In being flexible undocumented, immigrants are able to alter their behavior to adapt 

to uncertainty and changing situations while also embracing opportunities.

Consistent with this definition, data from key informants also confirmed flexibility 
as an important coping strategy of undocumented immigrants. For example, a key 

informant emphasized, “Flexibility is key, as well as having willingness without fear … 
[undocumented immigrants] are not afraid of work, any type of work at any time of day.”
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Information from key informants helped to identify another subcode that emerged as a 

protective factor related to behavioral adaptability: creativity or the ability to imagine, 

generalize, recognize, or develop novel ideas and possibilities to solve problems. In this 

regard, a mental health provider with expertise working with undocumented communities 

emphasized, “Their willingness to move forward is great, and they are super creative in how 

they do things and how they think about life … their creativity is incredible and helps them 

survive.” As described by a key informant, creativity among undocumented immigrants 

includes “thinking outside the box,” and despite having limited resources, developing 

alternatives for problem solving to find “a way out.”

Acceptance

Acceptance refers to the acknowledgement of one’s potential, abilities, situation, and/or 

context. Broadly, acceptance helps these immigrants by increasing a sense of satisfaction 

and positive affect. Two subcodes emerged within acceptance. The first was gratefulness, 

which involved being appreciative or thankful for what one has. In this regard, an immigrant 

commented, “I am here and I am grateful for my work, my truck … it’s an old truck but 

before I didn’t even have a bicycle.” While another immigrant mentioned, “I have two hands 

and two feet so that I can work … I believe that is a good strength.”

The second subcode that emerged was contentment, which involves feeling satisfied with 

what one has, whatever or, however, little or not ideal that may be, although it does not 

imply losing a desire to strive for more or loss of ambition. Contentment can be easily 

appreciated in an immigrant’s comment when she said,

I live happy … even when I have problems in my marriage because most marriages 

do … and I have my job … my job helps me because if I have problems at home, I 

get distracted at work and then I forget.

Similarly, another immigrant stated,

I don’t feel fully accomplished, but I feel good and I think I am going to be even 

better. I can work, I can speak English, I am self-employed, and I have learned a lot 

to get ahead. I feel that I am an intelligent person that likes to learn so I try my best 

and things are good.

Sociability

Sociability pertains to the ability of being gregarious or willing to talk and engage 

in activities with other people in a friendly manner. It is essential for undocumented 

immigrants in that it helps build a sense of community and cohesion among people, as 

well as facilitates the acquisition of resources. It helps facilitate connections with others, 

build support systems, and reduce loneliness and a sense of isolation. Within sociability, four 

subcodes emerged. The first was kindliness, or having an attentive, generous, considerate, 

and non-judgmental attitude towards others, particularly those less fortunate. It also refers 

to the sincere and voluntary use of one’s time, talents and/or resources to better the lives 

of others and to show love. Kindliness is particularly important, because not only does it 

improve the quality of life of the person being kind, but also of those around them. An 

immigrant commented,
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I try to provide others with support, advice, and help so that they can keep moving 

forward. I don’t judge them or lecture them or tell them what they are doing wrong. 

That is what is most needed … we need someone that understands us and that can 

guide us to keep moving forward or how to overcome our problems.

The second subcode was responsiveness, which refers to having a willingness to react 

quickly and positively to the needs of others. In this regard, an immigrant commented,

Our community is very small, but if something happens to a Honduran, we 

immediately collect money among ourselves to help, and if immigration takes him, 

we send him the money.

Responsiveness is about being present to attend to someone else’s needs, which helps build a 

sense of community.

The next subcode that emerged was friendliness or being easily approachable. To illustrate, 

an immigrant commented, “We support each other … for example, my friend brings her 

friends and then her friends brings their friends and then our group grows bigger and bigger 

and that is how we support each other.”

Finally, the fourth subcode was good sense of humor, which refers to having an ability to 

see things or events, even those that are negative or harsh, in a more positive light. A good 

sense of humor reflects the ability to see humor in everyday situations and to appreciate 

life’s irony. It helps to defuse tense and aggressive situations that otherwise could lead to 

distress and negative emotions. A sense of humor is appreciated in the following story told 

by an immigrant while laughing,

I went to a job that a friend recommended and there was this very pretty girl that 

discriminated me because they saw me as fat and ugly … and this girl was very 

pretty … well, immigration got her and they didn’t get me.

Courage

Broadly, courage refers to having the mental or moral strength to face adversity, fear, and/or 

difficulties. Courage is helpful to maintain motivation despite fear and it helps withstand 

hardship. Two subcodes emerged within courage. The first was tenacity, which refers to 

having an unconditional disposition or willingness to endure hardship to achieve a desired 

goal. For example, an immigrant stated, “We are very strong. We don’t give up easily 

regardless of how difficult our lives are. We need to remain strong; with enough effort, 

anything is possible.” It is the belief in their inner and physical strength that undocumented 

immigrants find reassurance that they will be able to withstand calamity while still coming 

out victorious.

The second subcode under courage was fortitude. Although somewhat similar to tenacity, 

fortitude refers to an immigrant’s fearlessness and ability to be realistic about the hardships 

to be faced in working towards the ultimate goal of achieving the American Dream and a 

better life. An immigrant captured this construct by commenting,
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Not being afraid is an important value. I am going to start from zero, I am going 

to face hardship, I am going to face risks, I am going to face hunger, but it doesn’t 

matter. I am going to do it, I am going to try, I have to do it.

Several key informants agreed about the importance of fortitude, with one of them stating 

that undocumented immigrants “are willing to give it all to gain it all.”

Ancestral or Cultural Pride

This refers to the epicenter of a person’s values and sense of identity that helps to foster 

dignity, self-respect, and self-esteem. It also facilitates connections among people of similar 

backgrounds. Within ancestral or cultural pride, two subcodes emerged. The first subcode is 

pride in cultural/ethnic identity and values. This refers to being proud about one’s place of 

origin and/or ethnic/racial group, as well as of the endorsement of a person’s cultural values 

and traditions. For example, to highlight pride in familismo, a Latinx value that emphasizes 

dedication, commitment and loyalty to the family, an immigrant commented,

We are very traditional and believe in the unity of the family … one day, a 

co-worker was making fun of me by saying, [Mexicans] bring the grandma, the 

kids, and everybody to the beach … I told her that this is the way we are and that I 

treasure it.

The second subcode that emerged was pride in immigrant identity, which centers around 

building one’s self-image on the lessons learned from the immigration experience, including 

courage and resilience. The following quote by an immigrant exemplifies this subcode by 

highlighting, “We are a people that know how to stand up in the face of difficulties. We 

know that where there are difficulties, there are also possibilities, and we carry that in our 

veins.”

Discussion

Undocumented Latinx immigrants use specific strategies to cope with uncertainty and 

hardship. Our findings provide support to previous research while also furthering our 

understanding of how specific strategies can be helpful in promoting resilience among this 

marginalized population. For example, consistent with research that highlights cognitive 

reframing as an important protective factor that helps undocumented immigrants cope with 

adversity (Benuto, Casas, & Gonzalez, 2018; Garcini et al., 2016), our findings emphasize 

how these immigrants use optimism, focus on the future, and perceptions of the relativity 

and impermanence of undesirable situations, as ways to reframe hardship to find meaning, 

purpose and hope. Similarly, in line with research showing that social support is an essential 

factor that promotes the well-being of immigrants (Brietzke & Perreira, 2017; Cano et al., 

2017; Garcini et al., 2016), our findings identify and define specific sociable traits that 

help undocumented immigrants succeed in building support networks, such as being kind, 

friendly, and responsive to others. Furthermore, in accordance with research supporting the 

positive effects that adherence to cultural values and to ethnic/racial identity have on the 

health of undocumented immigrants (Cobb et al., 2019; Garcini et al., 2016), our findings 

illustrate how cultural and ancestral pride enables immigrants to protect their self-esteem 

and increase positive emotions in the midst of hardship. Our findings highlight how courage 

Garcini et al. Page 10

Psychol Serv. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2022 April 08.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



and flexibility, paired with acceptance and gratitude, help undocumented immigrants cope 

with adversity while remaining resilient.

Considerations to the strategies identified in this study can be useful to inform interventions, 

services, and resources for immigrants at risk, and for other populations facing uncertainty 

and hardship. Although strategies, such as optimism, sociability, and courage, have been 

often considered to be innate characteristics, research shows that the strategies highlighted 

in this paper can be learned or acquired by experience (Abela et al., 2004; Pury, 2008). 

For example, courage may be developed by building self-efficacy and using cognitive 

techniques, such as asking people to remember the past experiences of success when facing 

challenging situations or fears, as well as by helping people reflect on the purpose of 

being courageous with personal motivating factors in mind (e.g., provide for the needs 

of the family; Pury, 2008). Similarly, to increase strategies, such as optimism, cognitive 

behavioral techniques, such as self-disputing negative or maladaptive beliefs, learning to 

put things in perspective, and setting attainable goals, can be effective (Gillham & Reivich, 

2004). Moreover, to increase sociability, behavioral training focused on the development of 

communication and social skills, recognition of other people’s emotions from behavioral 

cues, and building prosocial concerns for others has been shown to be useful (Waytz & 

Gray, 2018). Particularly relevant to the current pandemic is that skills such as sociability 

can be implemented despite social distancing restrictions that are needed to reduce the 

spread of the COVID-19 virus (Van Orden et al., 2020). For example, technology or online 

means can be used to build support groups and a sense of community, or to bring people 

together to raise awareness or money for a joint cause (Falicov et al., 2020; Waytz & 

Gray, 2018). These findings are particularly valuable in the context of liberation psychology, 

a theory that provides guidance for community mobilization and individual intervention 

(Chavez-Dueñas & Adames, 2021; Chavez-Dueñas et al., 2019; Comas-Díaz & Torres 

Rivera, 2020). Developing and disseminating interventions, programs, and resources aimed 

at helping immigrants at-risk foster or build upon the strategies identified in this study is 

needed to help nurture resilience during challenging and uncertain times.

Culturally Competent, Strength-Based, and Resilience Building Approaches

Findings from the study underscore the need to train psychologists in cultural competencies 

that are responsive to their clients’ lived experiences, and that bolster existing strengths 

and resilience. The literature on training culturally competent psychologists suggests that 

there is still much room for growth in this area of work (Benuto, Casas, & O’Donohue, 

2018; Benuto et al., 2019), and that psychologists may benefit from integrating multicultural 

and social justice competencies to meet the needs of immigrant clients, who may perceive 

them as not being highly culturally competent (Rogers-Sirin et al., 2015). Our findings 

also suggest the helpfulness of strength-based approaches, which focus on developing 

and building upon a person’s strengths, qualities, and motivation to foster resilience and 

a positive self-image (Smith, 2006). Prior studies support the effectiveness of strength-

based approaches in increasing positive feelings (i.e., happiness) and diminishing negative 

affectivity (i.e., depression; Rashid, 2015).
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In addition, ancestral or cultural pride may perhaps inform ways to foster desirable 

attributes, such as responsiveness, kindness, sociability, resourcefulness, ingenuity, 

creativity, bravery, contentment, gratefulness, appreciativeness, and a sense of humor. Being 

able to elicit and consider the stories immigrants tell as a platform for exploring and 

strengthening ancestral wisdom, pride, and resilience is a strength-based approach that 

psychologists, social workers, and medical providers may use as an effective culturally 

inclusive intervention when working with immigrant and undocumented communities 

(Cadenas et al., 2021). Ancestral or cultural resilience as a construct can be described 

as one’s line of ancestry filled with a history and stories that connect our past and our 

present. The stories that immigrant people tell are used for knowledge sharing as well as 

healing, which bonds people through struggle and resilience. Ancestral resilience, which 

also incorporates intuition, is a compass of survival and gratitude for life. For example, 

the Spanish saying, “lo llevamos en las venas” [we carry it in our veins], is a cultural 

concept of ancestral resilience that embodies a collective and inherited form of ingenuity, 

creativity, bravery, gratefulness, appreciativeness, and a desire for life. Story-telling through 

testimonials can be helpful to build ancestral resilience and cultural pride. In reflecting 

upon one’s life journey, individuals may increase their self-awareness and self-perception of 

resilience despite the social limitations imposed by harsh living environments (Cadenas et 

al., 2021), which in turn can foster identity formation and cognitive reframing. Indeed, it is 

in reflecting upon one’s past challenges, difficulties, and the lessons learned that people can 

see things in a new light and often find renewed meaning, purpose, and hope in the midst 

of adversity. Facilitating ways for undocumented immigrants to build on ancestral resilience 

and cultural pride could be helpful to increase perceptions of resourcefulness and strength, 

which is needed to endure uncertain situations and threatening environments.

The strategies identified in this study are a promising focus for strength-based interventions 

at various systemic levels (Paat, 2013). Strength-based interventions, services, and resources 

aiming to bolster the strategies highlighted in this paper may prove helpful to meet the 

immediate (e.g., low access to resources) and long-term needs (e.g., coping with ongoing 

systemic challenges) of undocumented immigrants. Psychologists, medical providers, social 

workers, counselors, public health workers, and other allied health professionals serving 

undocumented immigrants may find it helpful to read the recently published Guide for 
Providing Mental Health Services to better serve this population (Cadenas et al., 2020). 

The guide highlights many of the strategies discussed in this study and provides practical 

information on how to incorporate these into assessment, practice, and community-based 

approaches. In addition, the guide highlights strategies for how health providers may make 

use of trauma-informed care, multicultural and social justice competencies, develop their 

understanding of legal and political contexts, and develop communities of support to bolster 

immigrants’ strategies.

Evidently, undocumented Latinx immigrants use a number of strategies that provide positive 

effects for them, as they develop resilience to cope and thrive in the face of compounded 

stressors. Although these strategies are used among immigrants, they are not exclusive to 

them, and they may be fostered and developed among other vulnerable populations facing 

adversity. Importantly, the significant increase in unemployment rates and widespread fear 

and loss due to the COVID-19 pandemic may place large numbers of individuals into 
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new positions of vulnerability, disempowerment, and newfound marginalization, which may 

impact their psychological and physical well-being (Blustein & Guarino, 2020; Blustein et 

al., 2020). In addition, intersecting stressors may foster racial battle fatigue and burnout 

among communities maintaining the movement for racial and social justice in the U.S. 

and globally, and thus, individuals participating in these movements may also benefit from 

strength-based and affirming mental health and health services (Gorski & Erakat, 2019). We 

see that the strategies shared by participants in this study, and the practice recommendations 

to foster them, have relevance/application, and may be useful to alleviate distress and 

promote health equity among vulnerable individuals and communities at-risk.

Overcoming the Stigmatization of Being Undocumented

Anti-immigrant climate and harmful rhetoric brings tremendous distress to many immigrant 

communities, including undocumented immigrants. Undocumented immigrants have often 

been portrayed as dangerous, a threat to economic stability, a drain to society, and more 

recently as disease carriers and a public health hazard within the context of the COVID-19 

pandemic (Garcini et al., 2020). Biased information about who these immigrants are, and 

a poor understanding of the immigration experience has perpetuated the aforementioned 

stereotypes and its associated negative consequences (Garcini et al., 2020). The strategies 

identified in this paper highlight the many positive abilities and skills that undocumented 

immigrants have; thus, providing us with valuable knowledge and lessons learned as to what 

it takes to survive adversity in the face of uncertainty and hardship.

While it is important to recognize that the aforementioned strategies provide a counter 

narrative to anti-immigrant rhetoric, it is also critical to stress that undocumented individuals 

need not be subjected to a counter narrative that reinforces the “good immigrant narrative” 

(Campos Ramales, 2019). Our focus on strengths is intended to focus on the practical 

aspects of building resilience without implying that immigrants are deserving of a just 

immigration policy, because they are good or worthy immigrants. By focusing on the 

positive qualities and resilient factors of undocumented communities, providers and policy 

makers can learn the many ways in which individuals who experience oppression and 

hardship not only overcome conditions that are harmful to their health, but also transform 

their social conditions from a state of surviving to one of thriving. It is essential to 

recognize that immigration policy should not just be dependent on how much individuals 

can endure, survive, or contribute economically, but rather, focus on individual protections 

from exposure to traumatic events, such as ongoing discrimination, stigmatization, racism, 

and ethnoviolence. The strategies identified in this study require us to understand people 

as whole human beings experiencing an array of individual and collective, physical, and 

psychological processes as a response to adversity.

Limitations

Our study provides notable findings to elucidate the mechanisms through which 

undocumented Latinx immigrants develop resilience in the face of uncertainty and crisis. 

Regardless, it is prudent to consider our study in light of its limitations. One limitation is the 

regional specificity of the sample. Given that all participants resided in a border region in 

the West of the U.S., our findings may specifically speak to the psychological experiences 

Garcini et al. Page 13

Psychol Serv. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2022 April 08.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



of undocumented Mexican immigrants in that region. Future studies will need to explore 

the resilience-building mechanisms among other groups of undocumented immigrants, such 

as those originating from other Latin American countries, Asian, and Africa. Nonetheless, 

findings from this study are validated by the clinical insights of leading psychologists with 

expertise working with undocumented communities throughout the U.S.

Conclusion

This manuscript highlights strategies and protective effects that contribute to resiliency 

in the face of adversity for undocumented immigrants. The results of this study remind 

us of the power of the human condition and the collective experience of suffering. The 

underserved and marginalized communities we work with offer untold contributions that 

unfortunately can go easily unnoticed. The immigrants that live within these communities 

are models of determination and courage, and as such, should be treated with the respect, 

kindness, and the dignity that they deserve. These communities can provide us with a 

multitude of lessons on how to successfully face and navigate the hardship and uncertainty 

in life, particularly during catastrophic times, such as the COVID-19 pandemic. The 

interviews in this study crystallize for us the power each and every individual has to 

overcome adversity and the fact that our country is at its best when diversity prevails.
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Impact Statement

Undocumented Latinx immigrants are highly resilient, making use of six strategies 

to cope with chronic problems: thinking differently (cognitive reframing), adapting to 

new challenges (behavioral adaptability), acceptance, sociability, courage, and ancestral/

cultural pride. These coping tools were observed in 15 interviews with undocumented 

informants, and from clinical insights from psychologists. These coping tools can 

be helpful to those developing clinical practices, programs, and policies to support 

undocumented Latinx immigrants.
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Table 1

Characteristics of Participants in Focus Groups

Variables Sample characteristics

Number of focus groups (N) 7

Total number of participants (N) 20

Sex: % women 74

Age (M, SD) 43.5 (12.5)

Marital status: % married 79

Education: % below HS 54

Employment: % working 49

Age of arrival to the U.S. (M, SD) 22.2 (9.1)

Years in the U.S. (M, SD) 21.4 (9.9)

Social network: % undocumented 59
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Table 2

Focus Group and Key Informant Guided Focus Group Questions

Domain Questions

Contextual 
stressors

• What comes to mind when you hear someone talk about the stress faced by [your community/undocumented 
immigrants]?

• What are some constant stressors that [your community/undocumented immigrants] face?

Coping and 
resilience 
factors

• Overall, how do [members of your community/undocumented immigrants] cope with the stressors identified [or 
the chronic stress that they face?]

a. What are some strategies that help [members of your community/undocumented immigrants] keep 
strong in the face of adversity?

b. What are some social abilities or characteristics that help [members of your community/
undocumented immigrants] cope with adversity?

c. What are additional ways in which [members of your community/undocumented immigrants] cope 
with stress and adversity?

• What needs to be done to help protect the well-being and health of [members of your community/
undocumented immigrants]?

• Do you have any suggestions or recommendations as to how you would improve the well-being of [your 
community/undocumented immigrants] in the face of adversity?
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Table 3

Characteristics of Key Informants

Variables Sample characteristics

Number of key informants (N) 15

Sex: % women 50

Age (M, SD) 42.0 (12.9)

Marital status: % married/living as married 65

Education: % below HS 15

Key informant role/work

 % research 20

 % Health service provider (CHW) 7

 % Mental health provider 20

 % Spiritual/religious leader 20

 % Indigenous leader 7

 % Legal/political expert 13

 % Employer 7

 % Community activist 6

Knowledge of undocumented community

 Years serving the undocumented (M, SD) 13 (11)

 Days per week interacting with the undocumented (M, SD) 5 (1.5)

 % of undocumented immigrants served 73
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