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Abstract

As a vulnerable population, immigrants can be disproportionately affected by disasters. Because of their legal and migratory
status, immigrants may have different challenges, needs, and possibilities when facing a disaster. Yet, within disaster studies,
immigrants are rarely studied alone. Instead, they are often considered part of the large heterogeneous group of racial and
ethnic minorities in the United States. This racial classification points to a gap in the literature and in our understanding of
how disadvantaged groups may cope with disasters. To address this gap, the current study hypothesizes that: (1) Immigrants
have unique experiences and disaster impacts compared to the broader aggregated category of racial and ethnic minorities
in the U.S. and (2) There are variations in disaster experiences and impacts across different types of immigrant subgroups
beyond refugees. To explore these hypotheses, a study of the literature across six databases from 2018 to 2023was conducted.
The review identified a total of 17 articles discussing immigrant experiences during disasters. Major cross-cutting themes
on immigrant disaster experiences include fear of deportation, restrictive immigration status, excessive economic burden
and labor exploitation, employment rigidity, adverse health outcomes, limited informational resources and limited social
capital, selective disaster relief measures, and infrastructural challenges as regards to housing and transportation. Many of
the themes identified are unique to immigrants, such as the fear of deportation, restrictive immigration status and visa poli-
cies, and selective disaster relief measures.

Keywords Systematic literature review - Disasters - Immigrants - Refugees

Introduction

Socially vulnerable populations encompass a wide range
of demographic groups. This includes low-income house-
holds, single-parent families, elderly residents, individuals
with disabilities or pre-existing health issues, and racial and
ethnic minorities who often face social marginalization or
discrimination [1-5]. Disaster vulnerability among these
populations often arises from complex interactions between
historical, socioeconomic, health, demographic, and geo-
graphic factors that create disparities between different
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societal groups [1]. These dynamics increase susceptibility
to harm from disasters, crises, and stressors [1, 5-10]. A
growing vulnerable population is that composed by immi-
grants. Comprising over 46.1 million people (about twice
the population of New York) in the US, immigrants make up
13.9% of the total population according to the 2022 Ameri-
can Community Survey.

An immigrant is defined by the United States (U.S.)
Department of Homeland Security as “[a]ny person lawfully
in the U.S. who is not a U.S. citizen, U.S. national, or person
admitted under a nonimmigrant category”. Yet, refugees and
other classes of migrants are differentiated in current leg-
islation, a fact that contrasts with broader common-sense
interpretations that are popular in the media and everyday
interactions. While the formal definition of immigrant often
excludes those who are foreign-born noncitizens and who
unauthorizedly reside in the U.S., known as undocumented
immigrants, both terms may be and are often conflated. In
this article, we use immigrants to refer to the broader class
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of foreign-born individuals who have made the U.S. their
permanent home.

In addition to challenges related to their legality and
their distance from their home country local networks,
immigrants face several disadvantages that undermine their
capacity to respond to disasters. Because immigrants inter-
sect with multiple vulnerable groups, their susceptibility
to experiencing negative effects from events such as hur-
ricanes or floods can be amplified [11, 12]. For example,
migrant women faced compounded vulnerabilities distinctly
shaped by both of their identities as migrants and women.
Additional gender-based inequalities surrounding domestic
labor burden and gender-based violence risk exacerbated by
containment and pandemic management policies increased
their vulnerability [13].

Immigrant communities face growing threats from the
escalating frequency and severity of disasters along the
coast. Historically drawn to coastal states such as California,
Texas, New York, New Jersey, and Florida [14—17] by eco-
nomic opportunities, social networks, transportation access,
and more affordable housing, these immigrant populations
now find themselves increasingly vulnerable to the rising
risks of flooding, heat waves, and extreme temperatures [18].

However, very little is known about the strategies and
challenges that these groups are facing when adapting or
responding to climate-related threats. Previous disaster
research studies have often examined immigrants within the
larger heterogeneous group of racial and ethnic minorities
in the U.S. or exclusively focused on refugees. The distinct
experiences and concerns of immigrant subgroups are often
overlooked due to the conflation of categories, neglecting
the understanding of how support can be built through both
local and international networks [19-21]. Immigrants face
unique needs and barriers compared to native-born racial
and ethnic minorities [22, 23], and may also exhibit different
coping strategies, which is crucial information for planning
recovery and mitigation policies.

Furthermore, research on the impacts of disasters on
temporary migrants with nonimmigrant visas or lawful per-
manent residents (LPRs) who are not naturalized citizens
is limited. This paper aims to highlight the experiences of
immigrants during disasters and identify potential knowl-
edge gaps through a systematic literature review.

Background

Disasters are recognized as disruptive events that severely
impact societies and their normal functioning [24-27],
affecting social structures, relationships, and contexts [28,
29]. Disasters are also multifaceted, involving physical con-
ditions, social constructions, and organizational dynamics,

and can originate from natural hazards or be human induced
[30].

Weather and climate-related disasters have increased
in frequency and intensity in the past decades due to the
interaction of global climate change and anthropogenic pres-
sures such as population growth, agricultural intensification,
and urban development [31, 32]. The change in what was
once seen as purely natural events has resulted, in turn, in
increased levels of exposure and vulnerability of the world’s
most vulnerable populations [33]. For instance, in 2021
alone, over 16 million people globally were displaced by
weather-related disasters [34]. Climate is now considered a
key driver of global migration and population mobility, with
projections suggesting the internal displacement of 216 mil-
lion people in six world regions by 2050 [35, 36].

In the U.S., the umbrella term “immigrants” commonly
refers to many subpopulations with different legal statuses
and periods of residence. The formal definition of immi-
grant adopted by the government and immigration authori-
ties, however, clearly distinguishes between these groups
for legal, administrative, and fiscal purposes. Immigrants
encompass naturalized citizens; foreign-born individuals
who have fulfilled various requirements to become natural-
ized as U.S. citizens [37-39]. In fiscal year 2022, nearly
970,000 individuals became naturalized U.S. citizens, rep-
resenting a 20% increase from 2021 and the highest number
since 2008 the majority of the immigrant population in the
U.S. annually.

Lawful permanent residents (LPRs) also known as "green
card" holders, are considered immigrants for legislative and
administrative purposes. This population refers to non-U.S.
citizens who have been granted legal permanent residency
status and authorization to live and work in the U.S. There
are several pathways to obtaining LPR status, including fam-
ily reunification, employment-based preferences, refugee or
asylee status, the diversity visa lottery program, or other
humanitarian programs [40]. However, family reunification
accounts for most new lawful permanent residents (LPRs)
admitted annually [41].

Temporary migrants, known as visitors, refer to foreign
nationals who have been granted time-limited admission to
the U.S. for a specific purpose, such as work, study, or tour-
ism. Awarded with a visa that may exclude intent to migrate,
major authorized categories include tourists, business visi-
tors, students, specialized workers, cultural exchange visi-
tors, and agricultural laborers. In fiscal year 2019, there were
81.6 million non-immigrant I-94 admissions, but this num-
ber plummeted to 37.2 million in 2020 and 13.6 million in
2021 due to pandemic restrictions [42—44].

Migrants with refugee or asylum status have unique con-
siderations. According to the Immigration and National-
ity Act (INA), a refugee is an individual who is unable or
unwilling to return to their country of origin or nationality
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due to persecution or a well-founded fear of persecution
based on their race, religion, nationality, membership in a
particular social group, or political opinion. In contrast, an
asylee meets the definition of a refugee but is already present
in the U.S. or seeking admission at a port of entry while
their refugee claim is still pending [45]. As of 2021, the U.S.
hosted approximately 340,000 refugees and have over 1.3
million pending asylum seekers [46].

Unauthorized migrants, also known as undocumented
immigrants, are foreign-born noncitizens who either entered
the U.S. without inspection or have overstayed their visas
after entering legally as a temporary migrant [47]. The
unauthorized population rose to 11.35 million in January
2022, up by 1.13 million from January 2021 [48]. Although
unauthorized migrants are the focal point of many policies,
there is evidence to suggest that they are not the majority of
the immigrant population in the U.S. annually. There were
11 million undocumented immigrants in the U.S. in 2011,
accounting for 23% of the total immigrant population in the
country [47].

Although immigrants face social vulnerability during
disasters, it is inaccurate to characterize all immigrants in
the U.S. as universally disproportionately impacted [49, 50].
This is true across all socially vulnerable populations in the
U.S. [1]. For instance, some individuals have high levels
of human, social, and economic capital that enable greater
integration into the receiving countries [42, 51]. Therefore,
immigrants like other marginalized populations with strong
educational backgrounds, English language skills, financial
assets, and professional networks face fewer barriers and
vulnerabilities [52-54]. Still, marginalization may occur
based on discrimination, racism, and xenophobia. In the US,
immigrants from historically marginalized populations com-
prise 87.2% of the foreign-born population, such as those
from Latin America, Asia, and Africa. Those from Europe,
Northern America, and Oceania constitute 12.8% of the total
immigrant population. This indicates that racial and ethnic
minority immigrants may still face disproportionate risks
and barriers [55, 56].

Addressing barriers that increase social vulnerability
for immigrants is crucial to ensure equitable access before,
during, and after disasters [7, 57]. For instance, migrants
fleeing humanitarian crises, violence, instability, poverty,
and climate change impacts in their home countries also
face heightened risks and barriers when displaced, includ-
ing trauma, lack of local community ties, language barriers,
precarious legal status, lack of resources, and reliance on
overwhelmed social services [58-61].

The social and political ecology theory of disasters
focuses on exploring the interactions within social systems
that may enhance or mitigate disaster risks, including the
role of power differences and inequality and how disrup-
tions to social structures can affect disaster recovery at the
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community and household levels [62—67]. Resource scar-
city following a disaster can create competition in access-
ing recovery and emergency support, especially among
socially vulnerable groups lacking robust social networks
and financial, medical, material, educational, and informa-
tional assets [5, 68, 69]. Competition can lead to an uneven
recovery process where minority and immigrant subpopu-
lations can end up on the losing side of the equation.

Experiencing greater risks of physical harm and prop-
erty destruction due to housing and financial precarity,
these groups are often left disesmpowered and incapable of
receiving aid [64]. Research shows the existence of recov-
ery disparities across areas like housing, infrastructure,
technology, and employment, consistent with the theory’s
premise that social inequalities shape competition for
scarce post-disaster resources [70, 71]. Furthermore, find-
ings underscore that social networks and resource access
mediate impacts to aid leading to uneven outcomes across
households and social groups [65, 72-74].

This article attempts to survey and explore individual
experiences of disaster among immigrants as found in the
published literature. The following are the hypotheses
explored:

e H,: Immigrants’ experiences related to and impacts
from disaster can differ from those of the broader
aggregated category of racial and ethnic minorities in
the U.S.

e H,: Disaster experiences and impacts can vary across
different types of immigrant subgroups.

These hypotheses contend that to fully understand the
complexity of immigrant disaster experiences, research
must examine this population separately from other ethnic
minority groups while accounting for within-group dif-
ferences across diverse immigration related factors and
demographics [75-78].

Methods

The study employed Preferred Reporting Items for Sys-
tematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) criteria to
conduct the review [79]. Systematic reviews often high-
light a need for knowledge of widely accepted principles to
make them replicable and scientifically accurate [79-81].
The PRISMA standard, peer-accepted technique strictly
adhered to in this paper included a checklist of guidelines
to help ensure the quality and replicability of the revision
process [79, 82]. A review protocol was created, outlining
the criteria for selecting articles, the search strategy, the
data extraction process, and the data analysis procedure.
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Data Sources and Search Strategies

A structured literature search was performed in November
2023 across six electronic databases. For all databases, the
exact following keywords were used: (immigrants OR refu-
gees) AND (disasters OR natural disasters") AND ("United
States"). The search was limited to articles published
between the periods 2018 and 2023. The 2018-2023 time-
frame captures a period of significantly increased frequency
and financial impact of disasters in the U.S., including
28-billion- dollar weather and climate events in 2023 alone
[83, 84], along with the COVID -19 pandemic [85]. Also,
2018 marked the beginning of a critical recovery period fol-
lowing the devastating impacts of Hurricanes Harvey, Irma,
and Maria in 2017. Hurricane Harvey in particular, stands
out as the second costliest hurricane in U.S. history [86, 87].

This period also saw substantial shifts in immigration
policy, such as the Trump administration’s “Zero Tolerance”
approach, expansion of the "public charge" rule, attempts
to terminate DACA, and travel bans, as well as the Biden
administration’s reversal of many of these policies and pro-
posed reforms, including ending the "Remain in Mexico"
policy and advocating for a path to citizenship for undocu-
mented immigrants [88-90]. These policy changes likely
heightened immigrant vulnerability. A total of 392 research
articles were obtained and processed according to the fol-
lowing inclusion and exclusion criteria.

Inclusion Criteria

Peer-reviewed research articles in English with available full
text were included. A two-stage screening process assessed
eligibility, reviewing titles, abstracts, and full text to ensure
articles focused on immigrant and refugee experiences dur-
ing U.S. disasters.

Exclusion Criteria

Articles were excluded if they were published before 2018,
were not research articles, did not focus on immigrant or
refugee experiences during U.S. disasters, or were not writ-
ten in English.

Results
Characteristics of the Literature
The keyword search yielded 208 articles in JSTOR, 73 in

PUBMED, 70 in Academic Search Ultimate, 24 in Web of
Science, 14 in Environment Complete, and 3 in Greenfile,

totaling 392 articles across the six databases. As shown in
Fig. 1, the initial screening excluded 323 records for the
following reasons:

o 54 were not research articles: These included abstracts,
bibliographies, chronologies, commentaries, essays, edi-
tor’s notes, fiction, legislation, memoirs, policy papers,
presidential addresses, preprint, and story tales.

¢ 147 were not centered on experiences within the U.S.:
Many articles focused on migrants from regions such as
Africa, South America, and the Middle East. Others
addressed crises abroad, including food security, mental
health disorders, and women’s education in the Muslim
world.

e 61 were not about immigrants or refugees: The
excluded articles focused on the general population
rather than specifically on immigrants or refugees, cov-
ering topics such as nightclub shootings of LGBTQ
individuals, psychological trauma in children and young
adults, global warming socio-politics, evacuee service
coordination challenges, global food security, and hous-
ing stability.

e 62 were not about disasters: Other excluded articles
covered various topics, including the criminalization
of terrorist financing, criminal justice system, multilat-
eralism, interdependence, internal brain drains, border
profiteers, public cost of unilateral action, corporate
renewable investments, Trump’s zero-tolerance policy,
transitions, antibiotic use, trustworthy government, and
legitimating beliefs.

In the second-round screening, 41 full-text research arti-
cles were assessed for eligibility, with 24 records ultimately
excluded for the following reasons:

e Five records were excluded due to the inaccessibility of
the full text.

e Nine records addressed immigrant and/or refugee experi-
ences unrelated to disasters.

e 10 articles mentioned immigrants and/or refugees but did
not focus on their challenges during disasters.

A total of 17 contributions were deemed eligible for full-
text analysis and inclusion in the systematic review. Of the
17 articles included for analysis, 12 had an immigrant-spe-
cific focus, while the rest examined broader ethnic minority
groups that included immigrants. The low number of contri-
butions and the reduced proportion of articles that directly
explored immigrants’ experiences reinforce our assertion
that these populations are not often considered as a distinct
group, obscuring their differential vulnerability.

A range of immigrant groups and nationalities were
examined in these studies. Six articles focused on Latin
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Fig.1 PRISMA flow diagram of a systematic review on the experience of immigrants during disasters in the US (2018 — 2023)

American immigrants from Mexico, Honduras, Puerto Rico,
Cuba, Venezuela, El Salvador, and the Dominican Republic.
Three studies each centered on Vietnamese Americans and
Chinese immigrants. Other populations included immigrants
from Africa, Korea, the Philippines, and Cambodia. Four
studies did not identify nationality or focused broadly on
immigrant status.

The articles covered a range of subpopulations including,
undocumented migrants, first-generation immigrant chil-
dren, international graduate students (temporary migrants or
visitors), naturalized immigrants, and refugees. Specifically,
the studies emphasized migrant workers, migrants who relo-
cated after disasters, and broader categories like Hispanic /
Latino or Asian immigrants and Low English.

Proficiency (LEP) groups were also a focus in some of
the studies.

The methodologies employed included a mix of quanti-
tative (n=38), qualitative (n=6), and mixed method (n=3)
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approaches. Quantitative studies used surveys (n=>5), analy-
sis of census or administrative data (n=23), descriptive and
inferential statistics (n=26), regression modeling (n=3),
and causal inference methods (n=1). Qualitative studies
utilized interviews (n=35), focus groups (n=2), participant
observation and ethnographic fieldwork (n=2), case studies
(n=3), and community meetings/feedback sessions (n=1).
Sample sizes varied from 36 participants in a focus group
discussion to 42,862 from the World Trade Center Health
Registry. Additionally, one study had over 7 million tweets
but did not have direct study participants. There were three
studies with an unspecified number of participants. Differ-
ences in sample sizes and recruitment policies suggest that
we cannot meaningfully learn about intergroup differences
nor make clear statements about potential biases that may
be introduced across groups.

Disasters examined in the articles include natural hazards
such as the EF3 tornado, the Thomas wildfires, COVID-19,
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and hurricanes Katrina, Harvey, and Maria. Additionally,
the 9/11 terrorist attacks, a human-induced disaster was the
focus of one study (Table 1).

Thematic Analysis of Inmigrant Experiences

. 2 provides a comprehensive overview of the key themes
and challenges identified through the literature review,
organized into four interconnected areas of vulnerability
separated into quadrants: (1) excessive economic burden,
(2) legal status, (3) limited informational resources and (4)
structural challenges The arrows in the diagram illustrate
how these factors influence and compound one another,
creating a complex web of vulnerabilities for immigrants
affected by disasters in the U.S.

Excessive Economic Burden
Labor Exploitation

Pre-existing vulnerabilities are exacerbated when immi-
grants (especially undocumented immigrants) provide vital
manual labor in disaster response, recovery, and rebuilding
efforts. However, they often lack workplace rights, protec-
tions, and access to aid. For instance, Lara et al. (2021),
discussed how immigrant Hispanic day laborers were con-
centrated in high-risk construction occupations. Contractors
intentionally violated safety laws, failed to provide protec-
tive equipment, and exposed workers to dangerous condi-
tions during debris clean-up and rebuilding after disasters
like Hurricane Katrina. These issues align with the “Labor
Exploitation” and “Economic Precarity” aspects highlighted
in the first quadrant of Fig. 2.

Nevertheless, fear of deportation deters reporting inju-
ries, unsafe working environments, and wage theft. Lan-
guage barriers and lack of familiarity with labor regulations
among immigrant workers enable exploitation by employ-
ers according to Lara et al. (2021). Similarly, Méndez et al.
(2020), described the plight of undocumented immigrant
farmworkers forced to labor in ash-filled fields with mini-
mal protective gear during the California wildfires. Their
precarity as irregular workers inhibited complaints despite
hazardous respiratory exposures.

In addition to language and cultural identity, gender also
mediates experiences. For instance, though post-Katrina
New Orleans attracted Latino migrants with construction job
prospects, women were segregated into lower-paid domestic
roles, such as cleaning and caregiving, which were subject
to strict control and oversight, limiting their autonomy and
opportunities for advancement. In contrast, men initially
accessed higher-tier rebuilding jobs with greater flexibil-
ity and potential for upward mobility until wages declined.
Women’s avoidance of construction work was partly due to

gendered expectations around family care responsibilities,
demonstrating how the unequal distribution of household
and childcare duties can shape disaster labor outcomes and
reinforce gender disparities in the workforce [91].

Economic Precarity

Pham et al. (2023), found that Vietnamese Americans
affected by Hurricane Harvey in Houston exhibited notably
low average scores on physical and mental health compo-
nents a year after the storm, indicating sub-optimal health
likely related to economic stressors inhibiting recovery.
Meanwhile, Lara et al. (2021) worked with immigrant His-
panic day laborers rebuilding New Orleans after Hurricane
Katrina exposed precarious pre-disaster livelihoods, with
laborers exploited by contractors who ignored occupational
safety laws and failed to provide benefits. COVID-19 only
intensified the economic marginalization of undocumented
immigrants concentrated in insecure service occupations,
as described by Méndez et al. (2020). They were deemed
“essential workers” yet excluded from unemployment ben-
efits, paid leave protections, and federal relief payments in
the CARES Act, forcing continued unsafe work while sick
to avoid income loss [92, 93].

Multiple studies documented substantial job and income
losses experienced by immigrants during disaster events,
which federal policies then excluded them from recoup-
ing. For instance, Calvo and Waters (2023) found the older
Latino immigrants interviewed lost jobs or work hours due
to pandemic closures, could not access unemployment insur-
ance, and avoided other governmental pandemic aid even
when eligible due to confusion over the proposed Public
Charge rule. Also, economic recovery programs like FEMA
assistance or federal disaster loans administered through the
Small Business Association had strict eligibility require-
ments regarding immigration status, credit history, and col-
lateral that excluded many immigrants.

Several studies pointed to language barriers, lack of
awareness of programs, and stringent regulations of gov-
ernmental authorities as obstacles that prevent immigrants
from accessing economic assistance post disaster. Chu et al.
(2021) observed that ethnic media played a pivotal role in
informing Chinese immigrants about pandemic economic
aid. Local organizations had to step in to provide cash
assistance to undocumented immigrants during wildfires in
California partly because governmental agencies failed to
disseminate information about relief in languages other than
English [94]. Kozo et al. (2020) recommended linguistic and
cultural tailoring of economic recovery programs to ensure
equitable immigrant access.

Immigrants also utilized informal networks to economi-
cally cope after disasters in the absence of governmental
support. Calvo and Waters (2023) described how older
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Latino immigrants shared pensions and Social Security
income with unemployed family members and sought
assistance from churches and nonprofits. Strategies also
included taking out high-interest payday loans or credit
card debt to cover necessities [92]. Savings from remit-
tances previously sent to home countries pre-disaster
helped temporarily sustain some immigrant households
after job loss [95]. While exemplifying resilience, such
makeshift solutions left immigrants vulnerable to spiraling
debt and compounded economic precarity long after the
initial disaster event.

non-Hispanic Whites from the World Trade
Center Health Registry

tions
Included 4721 Asian Americans and 42,862

# Study participants
Not specified

Adverse Health outcomes

Unaddressed language barriers, cultural isolation, dis-
crimination, and social marginalization contribute to immi-
grants’ disproportionate risk of disaster-related morbidity
and mortality. Several studies revealed lingering psycho-
logical distress, anxiety, depression, psychiatric problems,
and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) persisting or
even worsening over time in groups ranging from Vietnam-
ese, Hispanic, and African immigrants to Asian American
minorities [97-100]. This aligns with evidence of overall
poorer self-rated health among immigrant children after
disasters [101].

As indicated by Fig. 2, immigrant status emerged as a
critical factor that intersects with minority race/ethnicity
to confer greater susceptibility to both mental and physical
health declines following disasters. Pre-migration trauma
combines post-migration challenges and sociocultural
dynamics to exacerbate disaster impacts as immigrants
adjust to their new society [96, 97, 100]. For instance, a
higher prevalence of anxiety, depression, and PTSD was
observed among Cambodian immigrants after disasters com-
pared to the general public [97]. This aligns with evidence

munities living along the Gulf Coast of the
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Fig.2 Depiction of the over-
arching themes and immigrants
specific challenges during a
disaster

Legal Status

The second quadrant in Fig. 2 illustrates how restrictive
immigration policies and visa policies coupled with fear of
deportation creates legal challenges for immigrants. These
legal barriers correlate strongly with increased economic
hardship and limited access to critical information resources,
highlighting the interconnected obstacles immigrants face in
their new environments.

Restrictive Immigration Status and Visa Policies

Restrictive immigration policies and tenuous legal status
exacerbate vulnerabilities for immigrants affected by dis-
asters in the U.S. writ large. According to Calvo & Waters
(2023), undocumented immigrants are restricted in terms
of receiving federal disaster relief and aid despite paying
taxes due to their unlawful status. Similarly, immigrants
with legal status may avoid seeking government assistance
after disasters because of confusion over eligibility or fear
of negative consequences under restrictive policies. One
such example is the proposed Public Charge rule under the
Trump administration. The form, which was eliminated dur-
ing Biden’s administration, cultivated fears that using public
benefits could jeopardize green card or citizenship applica-
tions, deterring disaster aid access [91].

Restrictive immigration enforcement predominantly
threatens immigrants who lack permanent legal status with
deportation and family separation. This fear prevents them
from evacuating to public shelters, pursuing healthcare, or
reporting unsafe working conditions during rebuilding after
disasters [94]. Undocumented immigrant laborers perform-
ing dangerous demolition and construction jobs post-disaster
have little recourse against exploitation by employers who

@ Springer

Deportation /~ \, outcomes

Restrictive Labor
immigration Exploitation
status and Economic

visa policies Precarity
Fear of Adverse Health

Selective \ /

Disaster Housing &
Relich Transportati
measures ransporation

inadequancies

Limited Social

« STRUCTURAL

Capital
CHALLENGES

take advantage of their shaky immigration status [103]. The
undocumented status has the effect of compelling immi-
grants to remain in unsafe conditions rather than seek assis-
tance [92].

Unfortunately, repercussions of constrictive policies
extend beyond the individual to the family unit that often
accompanies the immigrant, augmenting the vulnerability
of the household. Even more egregious is that immigration
policy constraints may also undermine larger societal efforts
at aiding and containing the crisis. For example, visa restric-
tions prohibited physicians from working outside their speci-
fied location, preventing highly qualified individuals from
assisting with the pandemic response in overloaded hospitals
even if willing and able.

Fear of Deportation

The constant fear of being separated from family members
caused some immigrants to remain in damaged, unsafe
housing after disasters rather than seek temporary shelter or
housing assistance [92, 94]. Immigrants without a current
legal status might be afraid of using public services that
could jeopardize their ability to stay in the country. They
avoid interacting with any government providers or facili-
ties where their unauthorized status could arise [92]. Fear of
deportation stops immigrants from visiting shelters or from
pursuing healthcare to treat injuries or illnesses resulting
from the disaster.

The possibility of incarceration and deportation prevents
undocumented immigrant workers from reporting unsafe
conditions, wage theft, or labor violations by employers
during disaster rebuilding efforts. In turn, some employers
tend to exploit their situation by deliberately failing to pro-
vide protective equipment, adequate wages, or benefits [94,
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103]. There is also evidence of impacts among those who
hold visitor permits that may afford them limited rights, such
as those on temporary work visas. A pervasive climate of
fear leads to avoidance of routine public health and social
services among immigrants, exacerbating precarious living
conditions that increase disaster vulnerability [104].

Limited Informational Resources
Selective Disaster Relief Measures

As illustrated in quadrant 3 of Fig. 2, existing disaster poli-
cies and programs often fail to provide equitable relief that
meets the unique needs and overcomes the access barriers
confronting these immigrant communities. Studies reviewed
revealed major gaps, exclusions, and weaknesses in current
disaster assistance efforts that serve to amplify suffering for
the most vulnerable [91, 104, 105]. Other analyses also high-
lighted alternative sources of aid and strategies to build resil-
ience when formal relief mechanisms neglect those most in
crisis [95, 98]. For instance, an immigrant family having fled
disaster only to encounter protracted resettlement instability,
is disproportionately impacted by a subsequent crisis due
to inaccessible relief mechanisms, resulting in compounded
vulnerability that highlights inequities in disaster policy [91,
104, 105].

The exclusionary tenor of immigration policies was
most pronounced during the COVID-19 pandemic with
pieces of legislation that explicitly excluded undocumented
immigrants. Lack of access to government aid left many
immigrants unemployed due to COVID-19, struggling to
afford food, housing, and healthcare [104]. Similar dynam-
ics occurred after Hurricane Harvey in Texas when many
immigrants avoided applying for FEMA and other disaster
benefits due to immigration concerns, leaving basic needs
unmet [92].

After tornadoes struck immigrant-heavy neighborhoods
in Iowa, language barriers and unfamiliarity in navigating
bureaucratic aid systems prevented many residents from
accessing FEMA and other recovery resources they desper-
ately needed [93, 105]. Faith groups and nonprofits distinctly
stepped up during both crises to provide alternative support
like housing, food, and direct cash aid specifically targeting
immigrant families neglected by federal programs. While
crucial, these voluntary efforts could not fully replace equi-
table access to publicly funded relief [104, 105].

Limited Social Capital

Social capital constitutes the social bonds and communal
resources individuals can leverage to access invaluable
information, aid, and support [62]. However, Fig. 2 indi-
cates that immigrants often have restricted social capital that

exacerbates their vulnerability and hampered resilience [96,
106].While strong bonding ties exist within ethnic enclaves,
bridging linkages to external assets may be lacking. Some
studies reveal how this social capital deficiency compounds
hardship when disasters hit while highlighting strategies to
cultivate connections vital for resilience [92, 107]. A key
finding from studies of Houston’s Chinese immigrant com-
munity is that dense bonding social capital does not neces-
sarily confer the ability to withstand, adapt to, and recover
from disasters [107]. While tight communal ties allowed
coordinating ethnic-specific disaster response efforts after
Hurricane Harvey, this bonding capital did not sufficiently
bridge gaps blocking access to mainstream information and
relief channels.

A recurrent theme is that policies overly focused on
strengthening internal community resilience neglect the
necessity of bridging social capital and establishing reliable
and unambiguous channels of dialogue between different
groups [106, 107]. For instance, during Hurricane Harvey
evacuations, some immigration agents circulated messages
on social media suggesting that evacuees would be asked
for identification at shelters, which would lead to detain-
ment of undocumented immigrants. These warnings, while
not explicitly threatening arrest, created uncertainty and fear
among immigrant communities. Advocates and government
officials later attempted to clarify that immigration enforce-
ment would not be conducted at evacuation sites, but the ini-
tial lack of clear, consistent messaging from authorities led
to confusion and hesitation, delaying evacuation for many
immigrants. As this example demonstrates, establishing
trusted ties between immigrant communities and authorities
to effectively coordinate communication is essential [92].
Studies have shown that disaster preparedness messaging
solely transmitted through ethnic media outlets may fail to
reach recently arrived immigrant groups with limited native
language media access, pointing to the need for broader link-
ages between government, groups, and communities [93].

Structural Challenges
Housing and Transportation Inadequacies

Immigrants often reside in areas with aged, substandard
infrastructure that exacerbates their vulnerability when
disasters strike. Pham et al. (2023) noted that the large
Vietnamese American population in Houston resided dis-
proportionately in flood-prone areas, likely contributing to
the high levels of storm exposure and mental health dis-
tress they exhibited after Hurricane Harvey. Méndez et al.
(2020) criticized the neglect of California’s aging electric-
ity infrastructure which sparked wildfires that endangered
immigrant farmworkers, while Hamideh and Sen (2022)
described tornado damage concentrated in the older, poorly
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maintained rental housing stock where immigrants resided
in Marshalltown, Iowa.

Inadequate public transportation and services in receiving
communities also challenge immigrants’ ability to access
food, medications, schools, and jobs after relocating post-
disaster. Meltzer et al. (2021) found that Vietnamese immi-
grants still displaced from Hurricane Katrina over a decade
earlier lacked key social services in their host community,
amplifying adolescents’ risk for psychological distress
amidst repeated hurricane exposures.

Communication Challenges

Communication infrastructure failures posed additional
risks, especially for immigrants with limited English pro-
ficiency unable to access emergency alerts or evacuation
orders. Kozo et al. (2020) described how entire LEP neigh-
borhoods went without emergency notifications during past
wildfires and blackouts. Also, immigrants disproportionately
rely on threatened infrastructure sectors for their livelihoods,
including fisheries, agriculture, and tourism. Storms con-
sistently devastate these industries along the Gulf Coast
where many immigrants are employed per DeYoung et al.
(2020), who argue policy changes are needed to facilitate
immigrants’ disaster resilience and optimal utilization dur-
ing response and recovery when these economic sectors are
disrupted.

Discussions

The distinctiveness of immigrant disaster experiences (in
response to hypothesis one (H,)) is underscored by a range
of studies that highlight the multifaceted barriers they
encounter before, during, and after disasters. These obsta-
cles are intricately tied to the themes identified such as fear
of deportation, restrictive immigration status and visa poli-
cies, selective disaster relief measures, and limited access
to medical, financial, material, and information resources
shape immigrants’ capacity to adapt and respond to disasters
[73, 94, 108-113]. These findings align with the social and
political ecology framework.

The unidirectional arrow from the legal status quadrant
in Fig. 2. illustrates how legal status fundamentally shapes
immigrants’ disaster experiences. Undocumented immi-
grants and mixed-status families face more significant bar-
riers to information, aid, and resources compared to natu-
ralized citizens or legal permanent residents [91, 94, 101],
creating a cascading effect that amplifies their vulnerability
to structural challenges and economic burdens. Furthermore,
everyday marginalization and inequities across various
domains compound immigrants’ vulnerability and hinder
their recovery in the aftermath of disasters [92, 94].

@ Springer

The review also confirms hypothesis two (H,), revealing
substantial variations in disaster impacts within immigrant
groups based on factors like nationality, visa status, time
spent in the U.S., age, gender, and socioeconomic status.
[114, 115]. Undocumented immigrants and mixed-status
families faced more aid barriers than naturalized citizens or
lawful permanent residents (LPRs) [91, 94, 101].

These findings emphasize the need to disaggregate
immigrants to fully capture the complexity of their disaster
outcomes [77]. Lastly, the review aligns with the theory’s
propositions regarding the influence of variable access to
capital, social marginalization, and structural disparities on
disaster vulnerability and resilience [65, 73, 116, 117].

However, this review has certain limitations. Firstly, the
strict search criteria may have excluded potentially relevant
studies. Widening the search to include additional data-
bases and gray literature could provide fuller coverage of
the research. Publication bias may have also skewed findings
toward studies demonstrating poorer immigrant outcomes.
Also, the focus on US-based literature excludes insights
from other major immigrant-receiving nations. Secondly,
the chosen timeframe of 2018-2023, may not capture the
full extent of the long-term impacts of disasters and policy
changes on immigrant populations.

Conclusions

This systematic review examined disaster experiences and
impacts on U.S. immigrants, confirming evidence of their
heightened risks and disproportionately adverse outcomes
compared to native-born populations [90, 93, 94]. The find-
ings emphasize the importance of disaggregating immigrant
data and accounting for demographic heterogeneity, pre-
migration vulnerabilities, and immigration-related factors
within this diverse population. Understanding these com-
plex dynamics is crucial for comprehending the unique chal-
lenges immigrants face in disaster contexts.
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