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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY //  

F I V E  F I N D I N G S  E M E R G E D  F R O M  T H I S  R E S E A R C H :

How did undocumented immigrants and people with temporary immigrant visas (e.g., Temporary
Protected Status or TPS) experience the nation’s deadliest pandemic in history? What effect did 
the nation’s shutdown and ensuing economic fallout have on new Americans? We know very little
about the experience of undocumented people or people living with precarious immigration status
during the pandemic. This project seeks to better understand their experience and link them to 
contemporary public policy debates about public services, labor, mental health, and immigration 
reform. 

The pandemic had devastating effects on the finances of undocumented immigrants. When 
the nation began to grapple with the spread of coronavirus in early 2020, the adults who 
participated in this study felt the economic impact immediately. Some families relied on small 
savings, but others had to ration food and faced eviction. On top of paying bills, some people 
also had to send money to their home countries to help their families.

No public assistance existed for families with an undocumented person until January 2021, 
when stimulus payments became available to some families who had children born in the 
United States. This means that mostly sporadic and local forms of assistance helped these 
families survive. Interviewees spoke about the important role local non-profits played during 
the first months of the pandemic. 

More than half of our interviewees remained unemployed or under-employed one year 
into the pandemic, including a disproportionate number of female interviewees. This 
uneven effect on immigrant women, mostly mothers, is a part of the “she-cession” that 
emerged around the nation.

Adults interviewed for this study talked extensively about the emotional strain and fear asso-
ciated with a pandemic that lasted for months. The stress and uncertainty around job insecuri-
ty, taking care of children, homeschooling, paying bills, and trying not to get sick took an addi-
tional toll on the mental health of the people whom we interviewed. The 2020 election also 
emerged as a major stressor, as well as increased political tensions around the nation. 

Two barriers prevented people from accessing assistance. First, many public social services ask 
for identification and/or social security numbers from applicants, which deter the undocumen-
ted from seeking help. Second, where local or state programs exist for any person regardless 
of immigration status, this population still hesitated to ask for help due to fear of deportation 

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

https://www.uscis.gov/humanitarian/temporary-protected-status
https://www.uscis.gov/humanitarian/temporary-protected-status


and concern about how it might affect their future status.

Our interviewees relied on their spiritual beliefs and time with families to guide them through
the most difficult times.

6.

S E V E R A L  P O L I C Y R E C O M M E N D AT I O N S  A L S O  E M E R G E D :

Pass comprehensive immigration reform that would give undocumented immigrants a way to          
work legally, drive, and have access to health insurance.

Make public assistance available to those with a Tax ID, not only social security numbers.

Expand mental health services to all communities, including immigrants regardless of legal      
status.      

1.

2.

3.

INTRODUCTION1  //  

Most of the people who come here are workers, we come to  move
forward. But people do not see that, they only see us as invaders…
We did not receive help just because we do not  have a document,
people did not care if we had something to eat or for rent. It was cruel.

“   
”How did undocumented immigrants and people with temporary immigrant visas (e.g., Temporary 

Protected Status or TPS) experience the nation’s deadliest pandemic in history? What effect did the 
nation’s shutdown and ensuing economic fallout have on new Americans? We know very little 
about the experience of undocumented people or people living with precarious immigration 
status during the pandemic. This project seeks to better understand their experiences and link 
them to contemporary public policy debates about public services, labor, mental health, and 
immigration reform. 

The report documents how the pandemic affected the immigrant community in disproportionate 
ways. It confirms many national studies by sharing the lived experiences of undocumented immi-
grants in our county. Every person we interviewed suffered from financial difficulties during the 
shutdown and during much of 2020. They spoke of problems paying bills, feeding their families, and 
seeking medical care. More than half of our interviewees had not recovered from their lost jobs and    
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  1The authors would like to thank several organizations for their support. Franklin and Marshall College’s Center for the Sustained Engagement 
with Lancaster provided financial support for this project. Church World Service (CWS) and the Lancaster Neighbor Fund (LNF) also provided impor--
tant resources and guidance throughout the project. We are also very grateful to the people who shared their experiences with our research team.
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remain unemployed or under-employed one year after the shutdown. Men tended to recover their 
positions faster, especially because women took care of children finishing the school year at home 
through virtual learning. A disproportionate number of female interviewees remained unemployed 
or under-employed as of mid-2021. This uneven effect on immigrant women, mostly mothers, is a 
part of the “she-cession” that faces the nation.

At the same time, no federal or state assistance existed for any family with an undocumented 
person until January 2021, ten months into the pandemic. At that point, stimulus payments became 
available to some families who had children born in the United States to an undocumented parent. 
Mostly sporadic and local forms of assistance helped these families survive. 

Another finding lies in the extreme levels of fear, stress, and anxiety that plagued this group of 
people. Our interviewees feared for their health and safety. In terms of health, people avoided 
seeking care in hospitals and clinics due to high cost and fears of being deported. In terms of 
safety, many people spoke about the racism and discrimination that they had already faced 
during the Trump years and indicated that discrimination only got worse around the nation during 
the pande-mic. This experience confirms a Human Rights Watch 2020 report, which 
documents increased racism and xenophobia around the world. They write, “Several political 
parties and groups, inclu-ding in the United States...have also latched onto the Covid-19 crisis 
to advance anti-immigrant, white supremacist, ultra-nationalist, anti-semitic, and xenophobic 
conspiracy theories that demoni-ze refugees, foreigners, prominent individuals, and political 
leaders” (Human Rights Watch 2020). These patterns exist in Lancaster County as well. 

Almost all of our interviewees found solace in family and God during these difficult times. Many 
people whom we interviewed spoke about the important and unexpected benefits of spending 
more time with family in the early weeks of the shutdown. Most of these immigrants work long 
hours for low pay and rarely have days off. Some (although not all) spoke about how much they 
enjoyed spending this time together. Many also thanked God that they had been spared by the 
worst-case scenario of the pandemic: severe infection or death. 

This report elaborates on each of these findings in later sections. First, however, we provide some 
background information about the undocumented in the nation in general as well as in central 
Pennsylvania. We then explain why this case study—Lancaster, Pennsylvania—represents a 
microcosm of the American experience. After exploring the aforementioned findings in more 
depth, we conclude with a discussion of policy changes that would serve to make communities 
healthier and stronger, as well as to increase the labor supply during these challenging times. We 
then conclude with statements from several of our interviewees to amplify their voices.
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WHO ARE THE UNDOCUMENTED? //  

The United States government estimates that at least 46 million people living in the country are 
foreign-born, making up approximately 16% of the national labor force. According to a Pew 
Research Center study, as of 2018, an estimated 10 million (1% of the nation’s population) were 
undocumented, a number that had been slowly declining since 2007. This represents approximate-
ly 4% of the labor force in the nation (Open Society Foundation 2021). 

Although not widely known, there is ample evidence that undocumented immigrants strengthen 
communities and contribute to the economy. The Institute on Taxation and Economic Policy’s 2017 
report found that “undocumented immigrants contribute significantly to state and local taxes, 
collectively paying an estimated $11.74 billion a year…... Undocumented immigrants’ nationwide 
average effective tax rate is an estimated 8 percent. To put this in perspective, the top 1 percent of 
taxpayers pay an average nationwide effective tax rate of just 5.4 percent” (Gee et al 2017, 2). In 
Pennsylvania, undocumented immigrants contribute more than $134M annually to the economy. 
Of course, no one should be judged solely based on their contributions to the economy; we make 
this point to reiterate that immigrants are an important part of the fabric of the United States, 
including contributing to economic growth and job creation.

Highlighting the experience of undocumented immigrants is difficult. Our study is one of few studies 
that provide qualitative data and narratives about the experience of this population during the coro-
navirus pandemic. The team’s unique vantage point of having worked with immigrant communities 
before the pandemic provided the opportunity to contact people during the first part of the pande-
mic, and later, to interview them about their experience (see Appendix A).

https://www.pewresearch.org/hispanic/2018/11/27/u-s-unauthorized-immigrant-total-dips-to-lowest-level-in-a-decade/
https://itep.sfo2.digitaloceanspaces.com/immigration2017.pdf


WHY LANCASTER?   //  

Central Pennsylvania represents a cross-section of an urban area surrounded by farmlands and a 
robust agriculture sector. Tourism to visit the many attractions, including Amish farms, is active, 
which means that the area has a large number of service sector jobs. According to the US Census 
Bureau, Lancaster County has more than 500,000 residents, with 5% of the population foreign born. 
More than 40% of those not born in the United States come from Latin America (see here for a sum-
mary of the census statistics). We estimate that, like PA in general, around 1% of the population 
is undocumented, meaning about 50,000, mostly under the age of 65.2 

The county is classified as urban because of the county seat, Lancaster City and its environs. The city 
itself is much more diverse than the county, with 58,981 residents, almost 40% of whom identify as 
Hispanic. Twenty-four percent of the population lives below the poverty line (although that rises to 
32% for Hispanic identifying residents); 11% of the city population is foreign born, with 48% of that 
group from Latin America and 39% from Asia (World Population Review 2021). In 2014, New Ameri-
can Economy (2014) partnered with the Chamber of Commerce to undertake one of the few studies 
with concrete data about immigrants in the region. They found that in 2014, immigrants contribu-
ted $1.3B to the county’s GDP.

In some ways, Lancaster is typical of many counties in America. According to Central Focus, “The 
demographics of the area mimic the US population in: Median household income; Average hourly 
earnings; Median age; [and] Average family size…” (Central Focus n.d.). Because Lancaster is typical 
of many parts of the country, the residents living and working in the county have an important story 
to tell that resonates well beyond the county lines. 

    2See New American Economy 2016 for statistics from 2014.
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https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/lancastercountypennsylvania/PST040219
https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/lancastercountypennsylvania/PST040219
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The pandemic had devastating effects on the families' finances of undocumented immigrants. 
When the nation began to grapple with the spread of coronavirus in early 2020, the adults who 
participated in this study felt the economic impact immediately. Some families relied on small 
savings, but others had to ration food and faced eviction. On top of paying bills, some people 
also had to send money to their home countries to help their families.

No public assistance existed for families with an undocumented person until January 2021, 
when stimulus payments became available to some families who had children born in the 
United States. This means that mostly sporadic and local forms of assistance helped these 
families survive. Interviewees spoke about the important role local non-profits played during 
the first months of the pandemic. 

More than half of our interviewees had still not recovered from loss of job and remained 
unemployed or under-employed one year into the pandemic, including a disproportionate 
number of female interviewees. This uneven effect on immigrant women, mostly mothers, is a 
part of the “she-cession” that emerged around the nation.

Adults interviewed for this study talked extensively about the emotional strain and fear asso-
ciated with a pandemic that lasted for months. The stress and uncertainty around job insecuri-
ty, taking care of children, homeschooling, paying bills, and trying not to get sick took an addi-
tional toll on the mental health of the people whom we interviewed. The 2020 election also 
emerged as a major stressor, as well as increased political tensions around the nation. 

Two barriers prevented people from accessing assistance. First, many public social services ask 
for identification and/or social security numbers from applicants, which deter the undocumen-
ted from seeking help. Second, where local or state programs exist for any person regardless 
of immigration status, this population still hesitated to ask for help due to fear of deportation 
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THE 2020 SHUTDOWN IN PENNSYLVANIA   //

In March 2020, the nation began to realize that novel SARS-CoV-2, the virus that causes Covid-19, 
was not an isolated disease in Europe and Asia. Although the first case had been identified on 
January 20, the general population did not view the virus as a serious threat until late February when 
cases were spreading rapidly on both coasts. Pennsylvania (PA) officials identified the first case on 
March 6, 2020, and one week later closed schools temporarily. On March 16, Pennsylvania Governor 
Wolf took unprecedented action by closing all non-essential businesses at midnight. Only essential 
businesses, like medical establishments, gas stations, and grocery stores could remain open. By the 
end of March, almost all areas of PA were under “stay-at-home” orders, and everyone was encoura-
ged to isolate and stop the spread of the disease. 

The state government established parameters to allow some businesses to resume operations, then 
it set a timeline for reopening the state (Wolf 2020). By May 22, counties with low transmission rates 
were reopened and by June 1, 2020 the state moved into called the “yellow phase,” which allowed 
small gatherings and most businesses to operate with a mitigation plan in place. 

The economic effect of the shutdown was immediate. In April, the unemployment rate in PA rose to 
16%; then, it settled at about 13% from May to July that year. For the remainder of the year, it hove-
red around 7%, according to the US Bureau of Labor Statistics (U.S. Census Bureau. n.d). These sta-
tistics mirror national rates of unemployment (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2021). Nationally, 
unemployment rates increased for women and minorities. According to the US Bureau of Labor Sta-
tistics, the sharpest increases lay in the service sectors. 

The majority of our interviewees told us that before March 2020, life was stable and “moving along 
nicely,” as one person put it. People spoke about working several jobs, paying the bills, and feeling 
like they were in a relatively secure situation. One interviewee told us, “before the pandemic, 
everything was fine. Not as good as we hoped, but we had work to support ourselves and pay the 
bills.” This feeling of relative security changed quickly in March 2020.

https://www.cdc.gov/museum/timeline/covid19.html
https://www.witf.org/2020/05/15/when-the-state-stopped-a-look-back-at-how-we-arrived-at-a-new-normal-during-the-coronavirus-pandemic/
https://www.governor.pa.gov/process-to-reopen-pennsylvania/
https://www.bls.gov/opub/mlr/2021/article/unemployment-rises-in-2020-as-the-country-battles-the-covid-19-pandemic.htm
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HOW DID THE PANDEMIC AFFECT IMMIGRANTS
WITH PRECARIOUS LEGAL STATUS? //  
A large body of literature quickly emerged to document how the pandemic has changed communi-
ties and behaviors around the nation and the world. Researchers and experts knew that immigrants 
would be hit harder than others by the crisis, based on early surveys and data gathered from pre-
vious crises, such as the H1N1 pandemic. However, there are still very few first-person accounts 
regarding how the pandemic affected undocumented immigrants and immigrants with temporary 
legal status. 

All of our interviewees spoke about the negative effects of the shutdown and the ensuing months 
of uncertainty. These concerns were exacerbated by their vulnerable immigration status. When 
speaking to us, they mostly spoke about two specific areas of impact: financial and mental health. 
They also spoke of how much they appreciated time with family during the shutdown and of their 
faith in God throughout the crisis. 

1 )  F I N A N C I A L  I M PA C T

When the pandemic began, researchers expected immigrant communities, especially undocumen-
ted people, to experience severe financial impacts. Early in the pandemic, Clark et al (2020) write 
that “there is much concern that the COVID-19 pandemic will result in particularly high rates of 
unemployment and financial strain within immigrant communities...Because undocumented immi-
grants are ineligible for national unemployment benefits in addition to CARES Act benefits, job loss 
or reduced work hours due to the COVID-19 pandemic may lead to significantly decreased financial 
reserve in immigrant households.” These same authors find that “between February 2020 and April 
2020, the unemployment rate for immigrant women increased from 4.3% to 18% and for immigrant 
men from 3% to 15.3%, while for US-born women, it changed from 3.3% to 15.3%, and for U.S.-
born men, it increased from 4.3% to 12.8%” (Clark et al 2020). Thus, early on, experts expected 
negative financial repercussions for all immigrants, especially the undocumented. 

The United States Congress’ Joint Economic Committee documented similar expectations and out-
comes later in 2020. In a report on immigrant experience, they find that “foreign-born workers are 
more likely to be in the occupations that reached the highest unemployment rates during the onset 
of the COVID-19 outbreak” (service occupations among others), and that “three-fourths of undocu-
mented immigrants in the labor force are classified as essential.” Immigrants have lower coverage 
rates of health insurance and higher rates of poverty, yet “more than 15 million immigrants and 
persons living in households of mixed immigration status were ineligible for direct payments under 
the 2020 CARES Act” (U.S. Congress 2020).

Our study confirms the accuracy of these studies. Interviewees consistently and unanimously 



Another former restaurant worker in her 40s told us that, looking ahead, “the economic situation is 
going to improve, but it will take a long time...We have many debts. And besides, sometimes, the 
little we have is sent to our families [in our country of origin] for expenses there and to help relati-
ves in difficult situations, so it is very difficult to earn and save. There has also been an increase in 
the price of things.” For most of these families, the financial strain feels impossible to overcome. 

As of mid-2021, more than half of our interviewees remained unemployed or under-employed. As 
one housekeeper from Mexico told us, “I stopped working for three months, then I started calling 
my clients. Some said yes, others did not feel ready. My husband returned to the same job but they 
took away the hours, they still close earlier. We still have not recovered completely in financial 
terms.” 

Men tended to go back to work faster, especially because women were taking care of their children. 
The gendered nature of their experiences corresponds to the New York Times report that the 
pandemic had triggered a “she-cession” with “a predominantly nonwhite, female face” (Gupta 
2020). According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, “the employment situation deteriorated 
considerably more for women than for men during the early part of the pandemic...This pattern 
reflects employment changes in 2020 that were particularly acute for people in food services and 
serving related occupations, an occupational group in which women make up slightly more than 
half of employment, and personal care and service occupations, in which women represented more 
than three-fourths of employment” (2021).

These strains and experiences were shared by many Americans during the pandemic. What differed 
for our interviewees is their ability to seek public assistance. One married couple originally from 
Mexico told us that their small business “did not receive any support, no help, no guidance... 

“   
            

reflected on the pandemic’s devastating effects on their families' finances. When the nation began 
to grapple with the spread of coronavirus in early 2020, the adults who participated in this study 
felt the economic impact immediately. Some families relied on small savings, but others had to 
ration food and faced eviction. On top of paying bills, some people also had to send money to their 
home countries to help their families.

As one person told us, 

10

I felt like the world was ending at that time, mostly because we 
could not apply for government aid to pay rent or other aid. We
depended on ourselves to pay the rent, we had to work day to day
to survive, and we unfortunately did not have the same help as
other people with legal status..”

“



   
    ”

A mother of two also from El Salvador told us that the family did have a bad case of Covid-19, but 
that she was, “afraid to go to the hospital because I am undocumented; I was afraid and worried that 
they would not help me.” A woman in her thirties from Mexico noted that “the President was saying 
such bad things. We always had such fear that the government would deport us if we sought out 
help. We lived with this fear.”

Although no national or state assistance programs existed for to undocumented immigrants, some 
financial help did emerge locally from three sources: 1) nonprofits geared toward advocating for 
undocumented immigrants (e.g., the Lancaster Neighbor Fund, CWS, and CASA); 2) food provided 
by the public school system (which does not ask about immigration status); and 3) local churches 
and food banks. Many of our interviewees spoke about how grateful they felt for this assistance, 
which was quickly available, albeit sometimes in small amounts (between $150-$250). 

11

we believe because we are undocumented.” Another person asked in frustration, “Where is the 
check for immigrants? We work in this country too. We do the hardest jobs in the country.” Simply 
put, there were no public assistance programs, like the stimulus program, business recovery pro-
grams, or unemployment payments, available to undocumented immigrants. Another person 
stated, “we stayed outside the system. We could not access the programs that most Americans 
could get. It felt wrong because my kids are American; I think they deserve help.”

The lack of assistance led to increased fears around penalties and financing should a person get 
sick. Interviewees who contracted the virus feared going to the hospital due to costs and legal 
status. One interviewee from El Salvador who contracted Covid-19 told us, 

“ ”I preferred to die in the house than go to the hospital because of the bills.

   
    ”



”
And, “Thank God we had some help from CWS and CASA. It allowed us to survive even though it 
was not much, I felt really thankful because any help makes you feel good.”

Two barriers prevented people from accessing additional assistance. First, many public social servi-
ces (e.g., rent assistance programs) require identification and/or social security numbers from 
applicants. These requests deter the undocumented from seeking help. Second, where local or 
state programs exist for any person regardless of immigration status, this population still hesitated 
to ask for help due to fear of deportation and cоncern about how it might affect their future status. 
Accepting assistance could affect their status as part of the “public charge” stipulations. 

The “public charge” rule stipulates that an immigrant cannot adjust their status or enter the country 
if they are at risk of needing public assistance, or “likely to become at any time a public charge” (see 
INA § 212(a)(4)). In 2019, the Trump administration tightened the definition of who might be at risk 
of becoming a public charge. According to this change, any federal income assistance would count 
towards the calculation regarding whether a person would become reliant on public services, 
among other programs (U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services n.d.). In March 2021, the 2019 
rule was vacated and income assistance (like the stimulus checks) no longer counted towards these 
calculations. However, these are complex rules; many undocumented immigrants may not be 
aware that the rule has changed, or they may fear that the 2021 policy will change again in the 
future.

The fear of being labeled a public charge prevented many people from seeking assistance for which 
they did qualify. For example, at least three parents to whom we spoke did qualify for the second 
stimulus payment due to having U.S.-born children. However, they were hesitant to do the 
paperwork. One person summed up many of our interviewees' experiences, when telling us, 

“

In some ways, Lancaster is typical of many counties in America. According to Central Focus, “The 
demographics of the area mimic the US population in: Median household income; Average hourly 
earnings; Median age; [and] Average family size…” (Central Focus n.d.). Because Lancaster is typical 
of many parts of the country, the residents living and working in the county have an important story 
to tell that resonates well beyond the county lines. 
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For example, one woman told us, “I felt confident that things would reopen in 15 days. First a 
month went by, then another, they never called me back. I started to look for food at churches, 
luckily, I got assistance for rent from CWS which covered a month. Rent was around that 
amount... It was difficult, especially after losing my spouse.” Some spoke about the early 
assistance from the Lancaster Neighbor Fund, noting that, even though the amount was small, it 
had strong symbolic value.

The small gift card arrived first, it helped me so much. Then CWS. It 
helped a lot because it felt like help from Americans. Otherwise, we 
stayed outside the system.

”

https://www.uscis.gov/public-charge
https://www.uscis.gov/laws-and-policy/legislation/immigration-and-nationality-act
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”
“ The only help we received was food for our children; I did not ask 

for more help or money for fear of having more obstacles in the 
future if I am able to ask for papers. I don’t want them to have a 
reason to think that I am a public charge.

In sum, all our interviewees experienced financial hardships during the shutdown. Many of them, 
especially women in the service industry, had still not recovered to pre-pandemic levels of work one 
year later. They had very little assistance beyond local nonprofits. These problems contributed to 
the second most commonly mentioned issue: the effect of the pandemic on immigrants’ mental 
health.

2 )  I N C R E A S E D  A N X I E T Y A N D  S T R E S S  

Researchers have documented a wide range of physical and psychological health problems that 
have emerged during the Covid-19 pandemic in both the general population as well as smaller sub-
sets of the population, such as health care workers, women, high risk individuals, communities of 
color, and young people. For example, in 2020 adults in the United States reported symptoms of 
anxiety and depression at rates four times greater than those in 2019 (Panchal et al 2021). Black and 
Hispanic adults had higher levels of anxiety and depression, as do people who are experiencing job 
losses and income insecurity (Panchel et al 2021). Women, especially women with children, also 
experienced higher levels of negative mental health outcomes (Panchel et al 2021). However, there 
is much less known about the effect of the pandemic on the mental health of undocumented immi-
grants.

Adults interviewed for this study talked extensively about the emotional strain and fear associated 
with a pandemic that lasted for months. Of course, contracting the virus adds stress to any person’s 
life, and our interviewees were no different. One person told us, “I did get sick and I panicked; I was 



“We were also worried about our health. This is especially difficult because
 we don’t have insurance. If we get sick, we have to go to the hospital.

  ”Many people spoke about the long-term psychological effects on their children. One mother told 
us, “psychologically I felt like I fell into depression; emotionally I am not well; my children got bad 
because they were stressed and anxious…..psychologically, my daughter is still bad, she goes out 
and no longer wants to remove her mask.” Another mother from Mexico said, “Covid affected me 
a lot psychologically. I would have liked to have access to therapy for me and my kids. The pande-
mic affected my youngest the worst. We all needed mental health assistance.”

Even one year after the shutdown, many of our interviewees demonstrated high levels of stress. A 
father from Haiti told us that, after almost being evicted, “right now, I am stressed out thinking 
about the rent all of the time. We have kids, so we can’t be kicked out.” This suggests that undocu-
mented immigrants had and still have even higher rates of anxiety and depression than the general 
population, although much more research is needed to demonstrate this finding conclusively.

Researchers also predicted this outcome. Clark et al write that “the intricacies of poverty, limited 
access to healthcare, and fear of legal repercussions place vulnerable immigrant communities 
within the US at high risk for acquiring SARS-CoV-2 and developing severe COVID-19...Non-
Hispannic Black adults (48%) and Hispanic or Latino adults (46%) are more likely to report 
symptoms of anxiety and/or depressive disorder than Non-Hispanic White adults 
(41%)...” (2020). The participants in our study confirmed their prediction.

While the pandemic raged in the United States, the 2020 election also emerged as a major stressor, 
and political tensions increased around the nation. The outcome of the election would influence 
the future of many policies that directly affect undocumented immigrants. Many respondents 
talked about the racism and fear that they experienced during the last year of the Trump adminis-
tration, which exacerbated their stress. Several people told us that during the Trump administration 
they would go outside their home with fear and caution or minimize the number of times they 
would leave their home. They noted that Trump empowered racists and normalized racist agendas. 
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so anxious. It wasn’t a bad case but I did have a fever for several days. I had a lot of anxiety because 
it took a long time to recuperate.” Another 25-year-old man told us that “the pandemic affected us 
emotionally. I think I got depressed because I was alone a lot.” 

The stress and uncertainty around job insecurity, taking care of children, homeschooling, paying 
bills, and trying not to get sick took an additional toll on the mental health of the people whom we 
interviewed. One person told us, 

When the pandemic began, researchers expected immigrant communities, especially undocumen-
ted people, to experience severe financial impacts. Early in the pandemic, Clark et al (2020) write 
that “there is much concern that the COVID-19 pandemic will result in particularly high rates of 
unemployment and financial strain within immigrant communities...Because undocumented immi-
grants are ineligible for national unemployment benefits in addition to CARES Act benefits, job loss 
or reduced work hours due to the COVID-19 pandemic may lead to significantly decreased financial 
reserve in immigrant households.” These same authors find that “between February 2020 and April 
2020, the unemployment rate for immigrant women increased from 4.3% to 18% and for immigrant 
men from 3% to 15.3%, while for US-born women, it changed from 3.3% to 15.3%, and for US-born 
men, it increased from 4.3% to 12.8%” (Clark et al 2020). Thus, early on, experts expected negative 
financial repercussions for all immigrants, especially the undocumented. 

The United States Congress’ Joint Economic Committee documented similar expectations and out-
comes later in 2020. In a report on immigrant experience, they find that “foreign-born workers are 
more likely to be in the occupations that reached the highest unemployment rates during the onset 
of the COVID-19 outbreak” (service occupations among others), and that “three-fourths of undocu-
mented immigrants in the labor force are classified as essential.” Immigrants have lower coverage 
rates of health insurance and higher rates of poverty, yet “more than 15 million immigrants and 
persons living in households of mixed immigration status were ineligible for direct payments under 
the 2020 CARES Act” (U.S. Congress 2020).
Our study confirms the accuracy of these studies. Interviewees consistently and unanimously 



“ The biggest change was being more united as a family, knowing that God
 gave us life because we did not get sick.

 ”

Another former restaurant worker in her 40s told us that, looking ahead, “the economic situation is 
going to improve, but it will take a long time...We have many debts. And besides, sometimes, the 
little we have is sent to our families [in our country of origin] for expenses there and to help relati-
ves in difficult situations, so it is very difficult to earn and save. There has also been an increase in 
the price of things.” For most of these families, the financial strain feels impossible to overcome. 

As of mid-2021, more than half of our interviewees remained unemployed or under-employed. As 
one housekeeper from Mexico told us, “I stopped working for three months, then I started calling 
my clients. Some said yes, others did not feel ready. My husband returned to the same job but they 
took away the hours, they still close earlier. We still have not recovered completely in financial 
terms.” 

Men tended to go back to work faster, especially because women were taking care of their children. 
The gendered nature of their experiences corresponds to the New York Times reported that the 
pandemic had triggered a “she-cession” with “a predominantly nonwhite, female face” (Gupta 
2020). According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, “the employment situation deteriorated 
considerably more for women than for men during the early part of the pandemic...This pattern 
reflects employment changes in 2020 that were particularly acute for people in food services and 
serving related occupations, an occupational group in which women make up slightly more than 
half of employment, and personal care and service occupations, in which women represented more 
than three-fourths of employment” (2021).

These strains and experiences were shared by many Americans during the pandemic. What differed 
for our interviewees is their ability to seek public assistance. One married couple originally from 
Mexico told us that their small business “did not receive any support, no help, no guidance... 
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Another father told us, “at first we were very afraid of losing what little [money] we had when we saw 
that it was running out, but thank God we are here. The pandemic affected us psychologically 
because we did not know what was going to happen; we were frustrated and bored because we did 
not go out. We tried to be more positive; for example, we spoke more as a family.”

As the Covid-19 pandemic drags on into 2022, we know that the negative effects on mental health will 
not disappear. In fact, in the past, crises like these have had negative repercussions on mental health for 
years after the actual event. For example, when looking back at events like the Chernobyl nuclear acci-
dent in Ukraine or Hurricane Katrina, researchers find that “first responders had elevated rates of depres-
sion and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD),” which “were the most significant consequence of the 
disaster” over time (Savage 2020). The mental health of immigrant com munities needs to be addressed 
immediately to avoid long-term psychological disorders and a more severe national mental health crisis.

Many of the people with whom we spoke felt a lot more comfortable leaving their homes and have 
experienced less racism under the Biden administration. For example, a 42-year-old restaurant 
worker told us, “with Trump there was a lot of racism; he gave people the opportunity to be racist 
and discriminate...Once I went to a Starbucks and someone kind of threw the coffee at me, or 
sometimes they pushed me on the street. There has always been racism but with Trump, people 
became more empowered...now with Biden, I think the situation is better. There is more respect 
because they know that they cannot be so racist."

What coping mechanisms did people rely on during 2020? Our interviewees relied on their spiri
tual beliefs and time with families to guide them through the most difficult times. For example, 
many people talked about the unexpected value of having more time with family during the shut-
down. Although some family members, especially farmworkers, went back to work quickly, most 
did not. One person told us, “the pandemic helped us get closer, talk and meet as a family, it helped 
in some ways because we had more time together.” A couple from Mexico told us that “for some 
reason God made all this happen and the important thing is that we are not alone. We invented 
things at home to entertain ourselves, play games with the family or go for a run in the morning.” 
Many people spoke fondly about time for bonding and play that they otherwise would not have 
had. Although one mother told us that she reached the point of not having money for food and 
other necessities, she also told us that she enjoyed the family bonding that took place during the 
shutdown.

Many found strength in their religious beliefs as well. A woman who currently cleans houses told 
us that 
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS   //  

We asked our interviewees about policy suggestions with the following query: “What policies or 
programs would help you stay healthy, educate your children, and contribute to the economy?” 
Simply put, many people would like comprehensive immigration reform. This would give them a 
way to work legally, drive, and have access to health insurance. 

One mother told us, “I would simply like to work, to pay bills and rent. I’d like to not have pro-
blems paying rent and the bills and get my papers too. I just want to help my children.” Another 
woman from Mexico said more succinctly, “I would like the opportunity to stay here and give a 
better life to my children.” A 47-year-old day laborer from Haiti noted that “I would like to get a 
green card. That is the only thing we really need. We pray every day that the president will help 
us get green cards. Then we would be happy, happy, happy. Then I could go back home to visit 
my dad and my sister. I can’t go back. My family left and went to the Dominican Republic because 
of gang violence.” A farm worker told us, “I want to give a better life to all my children. You cannot 
live in Guatemala. There is a lot of evil; there is a lot of extortion. I would ask for documents or 
something that allows me to stay here longer without risking deportation and without having that 
fear.”

Another policy change lies in providing public assistance to anyone with a tax ID, not only a social 
security number. One couple from Mexico who owns a small business told us: “we would like to 
be taken into account more as people; we feel different, afraid of our situation and sometimes it 
is difficult for us to ask for help...we came to this country and would like to be considered as citi-
zens; we hope to be taken into account and receive aid just like a regular citizen.”  Another couple 
in their 40s from Mexico told us: “I would like there to be one or more organizations that will fight 
for the rights of immigrants. We are victims of discrimination because we are not from this coun-
try and do not have documents. I would like there to be organizations that say ‘enough, and stop 
this discrimination.’ If I had not had savings, I would have liked to have the same rights to stimulus 
and so on for all people. May aid be extended to immigrants.”

Finally, expanding mental health services to all communities, including immigrants, is imperative. 
The long-term effects of stress, anxiety, and depression can affect generations to come. All mem-
bers of our community deserve resources to allow them to thrive psychologically. All these sug-
gested policies have the benefit of creating healthier communities that will reduce the transmis-
sion of disease as well. 

”
  

”



And, “Thank God we had some help from CWS and CASA. It allowed us to survive even though it 
was not much, I felt really thankful because any help makes you feel good.”

Two barriers prevented people from accessing additional assistance. First, many public social servi-
ces (e.g., rent assistance programs) require identification and/or social security numbers from 
applicants. These requests deter the undocumented from seeking help. Second, where local or 
state programs exist for any person regardless of immigration status, this population still hesitated 
to ask for help due to fear of deportation and cоncern about how it might affect their future status. 
Accepting assistance could affect their status as part of the “public charge” stipulations. 

The “public charge” rule stipulates that an immigrant cannot adjust their status or enter the country 
if they are at risk of needing public assistance, or “likely to become at any time a public charge” (see 
INA § 212(a)(4)). In 2019, the Trump administration tightened the definition of who might be at risk 
of becoming a public charge. According to this change, any federal income assistance would count 
towards the calculation regarding whether a person would become reliant on public services, 
among other programs (U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services n.d.). In March 2021, the 2019 
rule was vacated and income assistance (like the stimulus checks) no longer counted towards these 
calculations. However, these are complex rules; many undocumented immigrants may not be 
aware that the rule has changed, or they may fear that the 2021 policy will change again in the 
future.

The fear of being labeled a public charge prevented many people from seeking assistance for which 
they did qualify. For example, at least three parents to whom we spoke did qualify for the second 
stimulus payment due to having U.S.-born children. However, they were hesitant to do the 
paperwork. One person summed up many of our interviewees' experiences, when telling us, 
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FINAL OBSERVATIONS   //  

Martin Luther King, Jr. said “the ultimate measure of a man is not where he stands in the moments 
of comfort, but where he stands at times of challenge and controversy.” Our interviewees told that 
our leaders did not stand up and protect some of the most vulnerable members of our communi-
ty. With some exceptions, our community failed to measure up. 

When we asked our interviewees for concluding thoughts, they asked to be treated with respect 
and allow them to work and give their children a better life. We conclude this report with their 
words.

A young person who had lived in Lancaster just a few years told us that

”
“ It is difficult to come to this country, risk everything for the future

of your family in Guatemala. A person doesn’t really belong here.
It is hard to get used to life here. It is expensive to live here. That
is what I would like people to know. 

“
”

Basically, I am invisible here. It is hard to find work. Things are not that 
different than before the pandemic though, a bit harder but I just focus
on moving ahead for my son.  

Her 27 year-old sister-in-law told us, 

Finally, a restaurant worker from Mexico who has lived and worked in Lancaster for more than 
15 years told us that 



The lived experiences of undocumented immigrants remind us that policy reform is urgent. Immi-
gration reform has been stalled in the United States Congress for far too long. The stories shared 
with us about the effect of the pandemic shows the deadly consequences of this political gridlock. 
Due to the lack of assistance, our interviewees often had returned to work prematurely to feed 
their families. This fueled anxiety and community transmission rates, among other problems. We 
can, and should, do better. 

Researchers have documented a wide range of physical and psychological health problems that 
have emerged during the Covid-19 pandemic in both the general population as well as smaller sub-
sets of the population, such as health care workers, women, high risk individuals, communities of 
color, and young people. For example, in 2020 adults in the United States reported symptoms of 
anxiety and depression at rates four times greater than those in 2019 (Panchal et al 2021). Black and 
Hispanic adults had higher levels of anxiety and depression, as do people who are experiencing job 
losses and income insecurity (Panchel et al 2021). Women, especially women with children, also 
experienced higher levels of negative mental health outcomes (Panchel et al 2021). However, there 
is much less known about the effect of the pandemic on the mental health of undocumented immi-
grants.

Adults interviewed for this study talked extensively about the emotional strain and fear associated 
with a pandemic that lasted for months. Of course, contracting the virus adds stress to any person’s 
life, and our interviewees were no different. One person told us, “I did get sick and I panicked; I was

”

“ We feel like we are living under a rug, we live in the shadows. If we 
had the same rights as a person from this country, we would be 
able to get ahead. My husband dreamed of starting a business, but 
couldn’t because he did not have papers. My dream is that when 
our kids are older, they can get our papers, then I can buy a house. 
We have integrity and want to work hard and provide a better life 
for our kids. We are not here to do bad things.
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Many people spoke about the long-term psychological effects on their children. One mother told 
us, “psychologically I felt like I fell into depression; emotionally I am not well; my children got bad 
because they were stressed and anxious…..psychologically, my daughter is still bad, she goes out 
and no longer wants to remove her mask.” Another mother from Mexico said, “Covid affected me 
a lot psychologically. I would have liked to have access to therapy for me and my kids. The pande-
mic affected my youngest the worst. We all needed mental health assistance.”

Even one year after the shutdown, many of our interviewees demonstrated high levels of stress. A 
father from Haiti told us that, after almost being evicted, “right now, I am stressed out thinking 
about the rent all of the time. We have kids, so we can’t be kicked out.” This suggests that undocu-
mented immigrants had and still have even higher rates of anxiety and depression than the general 
population, although much more research is needed to demonstrate this finding conclusively.

Researchers also predicted this outcome. Clark et al write that “the intricacies of poverty, limited 
access to healthcare, and fear of legal repercussions place vulnerable immigrant communities 
within the US at high risk for acquiring SARS-CoV-2 and developing severe COVID-19...Non-Hispa-
nic Black adults (48%) and Hispanic or Latino adults (46%) are more likely to report symptoms of 
anxiety and/or depressive disorder than Non-Hispanic White adults (41%)...” (2020). The partici-
pants in our study confirmed their prediction.

While the pandemic raged in the United States, the 2020 election also emerged as a major stressor, 
and political tensions increased around the nation. The outcome of the election would influence 
the future of many policies that directly affect undocumented immigrants. Many respondents 
talked about the racism and fear that they experienced during the last year of the Trump adminis-
tration, which exacerbated their stress. Several people told us that during the Trump administration 
they would go outside their home with fear and caution or minimize the number of times they 
would leave their home. They noted that Trump empowered racists and normalized racist agendas. 
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RESEARCH METHODS //  

APPENDIX A 

This research project emerged from a collaboration between Church World Service (CWS) and 
Franklin and Marshall College, with a four-member research team: Dr. Stephanie McNulty, Professor 
of Government at F&M; Kate Espinosa, from CWS; and Roger Avila-Vidal and Yuliana Tamayo, F&M 
student research assistants. For the project, the team interviewed twenty-six immigrants from Lancas-
ter County, 85% of whom are undocumented or hold temporary legal status. All interviews were con-
fidential; thus, we only identify people by where they are from or their age. 

During the early months of the pandemic, CWS partnered with the Lancaster Neighbor Fund (LNF) 
to provide emergency aid to immigrant families who could not receive government assistance 
during Pennsylvania’s shutdown. Additional CWS funding came from Pennsylvania Immigration and 
Citizenship Coalition and a partnership between the Lancaster County Community Foundation and 
the United Way in Lancaster as part of the Lancaster Cares initiative. In mid-2021 our research team 
contacted the recipients of this aid again to ask if they would be willing to be interviewed one year 
after the shut down. Each interviewee was asked a series of questions, using the protocol found 
here, during 30-45 minute time periods. 

The 26 participants ranged in age from 17-54, with a mean age of 40. A majority of the participants 
were female (77%) and latino/latina or Hispanic (96%). Most of the participants (85%)  were undocu-
mented immigrants or held TPS and 15% reported having a work permit or citizenship status. All par-
ticipants lived with family members, and the average number of family members was five; with some 
people having one family member in their home and others having eight. In terms of length of time 
in the U.S., participants ranged from two months to 25 years.  Regarding employment, 44% of the 
participants worked as restaurant workers before the pandemic, the other 56% worked as farm wor-
kers, cleaners, or other.

https://cwslancaster.org/
http://lancasterneighborfund.org/
http://paimmigrant.org/
http://paimmigrant.org/
https://www.lancfound.org/
https://www.uwlanc.org/
https://www.lancfound.org/lancastercaresgrantees/


Martin Luther King, Jr. said “the ultimate measure of a man is not where he stands in the moments 
of comfort, but where he stands at times of challenge and controversy.” Our interviewees told that 
our leaders did not stand up and protect some of the most vulnerable members of our communi-
ty. With some exceptions, our community failed to measure up. 

When we asked our interviewees for concluding thoughts, they asked to be treated with respect 
and allow them to work and give their children a better life. We conclude this report with their 
words.

A young person who had lived in Lancaster just a few years told us that

PARTICIPANT DEMOGRAPHICS //  

Gender
Male

23.1%

Female

76.9%

Nationality

57.7%
26.9%

Mexico
Guatemala

Puerto Rico
3.8%

El Salvador
3.8%

Haiti
3.8% Honduras

3.8%

Employment

Construction

7.7%

       Agriculture

      15.4%

Other

7.7%
Unemployed

11.5%

Restaurants/Service Sector

57.7%
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