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Socially Just Trauma-Informed Responses to COVID-19 with Undocumented 

Communities 
Coronavirus-19 (COVID-19) has exposed the inequitable power structures that privilege 

dominant groups over marginalized communities in the United States (Domínguez et al., 2020a). 
Due to their disadvantaged position in U.S. society, undocumented individuals are susceptible to 

COVID-19 infection and other adverse experiences (Devakumar, Shannon, & Abubakar, 2020; 
Franco, 2018; Goodman et al., 2017; Page et al., 2020). Given these stark disparities, health 
care professionals are forced to reckon with some of the macro-level forces (Domínguez et al., 
2020a; Shaia et al., 2019) that leave undocumented communities with physical and mental health 

vulnerabilites. Inspired by Martín-Baró’s liberation psychology (1994) and Goodman’s (2015) 
liberatory approach to trauma counseling, this commentary: (a) advocates for the use of a socially 
just trauma-informed care approach when clinically working with undocumented communities 
during, and in the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic, (b) and proposes that when 

undocumented communities present for mental health treatment, health care professionals must 
assess for trauma symptoms related to the complex and often prolonged impacts of the socially 
produced traumas that their clients have encountered before (e.g., pre-migration trauma, 

migration trauma) and during the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., racial discrimination, xenophobia). 
Socially produced traumas are defined here as traumatic events that are rooted in oppressive 
environmental forces that inflict pain and suffering (Goodman, 2015). Like other traumatic 
experiences, socially produced traumas can lead to psychological and physical health concerns, 

interpersonal and educational challenges, and increased morbidity and mortality (Flaherty, 
2006).  
A Socially Just Trauma-Informed Care Approach with Undocumented Communities 

The use of a socially just trauma-informed care approach may help undocumented 

communities during and after the COVID-19 pandemic. Grounded in Martín-Baró’s liberation 
psychology (1994) and Goodman’s (2015) liberatory approach to trauma counseling, the author 
recommends: (a) deconstructing the sociocultural and political context as part of trauma-informed 
care with undocumented communities, (b) privileging indigenous ways of healing during and in the 

aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic, and (c) using a strengths-based approach that explores 
resilience and resistance among undocumented communities. 

Deconstructing the sociocultural and political context. Trauma-informed approaches that 

use critical consciousness (Freire, 1973) and liberation-based frameworks (Martín-Baró, 1994) 
encourage psychologists to focus on the oppressive forces that contribute to the traumatic 
experiences of undocumented individuals and other communities on the margins of society. A 
socially just trauma-informed care approach has the potential to increase undocumented clients’ 

awareness of the structural and institutional barriers that have resulted in their marginalization 
and health concerns. Deconstructing the sociocultural and political context can involve (a) health 
care professionals and their clients reflecting on how social injustices have disproportionately 
impacted and continue to impact undocumented communities during the COVID-19 pandemic 

(Domínguez et al., 2020a), and (b) reflecting on how existing “power structures [e.g., U.S. health 
care system] determine who is worthy of care, who is disposable, and who is “American” 

(Domínguez et al., 2020a, p. 5).”  

Using this socially just trauma-informed care approach, health care professionals are 
encouraged to reflect on the persistent structural barriers to health care access that make it 
difficult for undocumented populations to receive adequate health treatment. These barriers may 

include their undocumented clients’ ineligibility for health care coverage through the Affordable 
Care Act (Page et al., 2020), the high cost of private health insurance, and the ways in which the 
shortage of bilingual and bicultural health providers makes it difficult for monolingual or limited 
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English proficiency clients to understand COVID-19 treatment guidance or prescriptions (e.g., 
difficulty understanding health care coverage eligibility requirements, health service applications 

or forms, and trauma-informed care). These structural barriers are, in part, responsible for the 
higher rates of COVID-19 among undocumented communities (Devakumar, Shannon, & Abubakar, 
2020). 

The use of this socially just trauma-informed care approach may also increase health care 

professionals’ awareness of the reasons behind undocumented individuals’ caution or refusal to 
seek health care services. These reasons may include socially produced traumas related to their 
immigration status such as experiencing raids by Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) and 
threats of deportation. In addition, concerns related to seeking health care services may also be 

associated with undocumented individuals’ fear that the public charge rule applies to COVID-19 
treatment. The public charge rule allows immigration officials to deny green cards and visas to 
immigrants who use public benefits, including some health services (U.S. Citizenship & Immigration 
Services, 2020). Although COVID-19 treatment is exempt from the public charge analysis (Page 

et al., 2020), undocumented individuals may fear receiving services due to increased visibility that 
could threaten their safety. Health care professionals must understand these fears in order to best 
serve their undocumented clients.  

This socially just trauma-informed care approach proposes that blaming undocumented 
individuals for underutilizing services fails to attend to the systemic injustices and higher levels of 
psychological distress that disenfranchised communities experience (Goodman, 2015). In short, 
deconstructing the sociopolitical context has the potential to increase health care professionals’ 

understanding of the many systems of oppression and exploitation experienced by undocumented 
individuals at the hands of privileged groups, including dominant groups that run and control the 
health care industry. 

Privileging indigenous ways of healing. The use of this socially just trauma-informed 

care approach also encourages health care professionals to ask undocumented clients to reflect 
on and connect with their cultural roots, their ancestral land, as well as their individual and 
collective strengths through indigenous ways of healing. Previous research on Latinx immigrant 
communities points to a desire to see more collaboration between indigenous healers and health 

care professionals. “This is because indigenous and alternative healing systems are perceived by 
the Latinx culture as effective in the diagnosis and treatment of ailments (Domínguez et al., 
2020b, p. 92).” Thus, this socially just trauma-informed care approach encourages health care 

professionals to recommend the use of indigenous forms of healing to clients. If possible, health 
care professionals should consider integrating indigenous healers into the models and 
infrastructure used by their hospital, agency, center, or private practice (Domínguez et al., 
2020b).  

The adequate use of indigenous-based interventions such as online healing circles and art 
engagement may facilitate social and cultural connection in therapy, even when government-
mandated quarantines are enforced. This social and cultural connection may help to alleviate the 
social isolation that undocumented clients often experience in the U.S. due to exclusion and 

marginalization. A recent article by the author of this commentary (Domínguez  et. al., 2020c) 
shows how art activities (i.e., “Mi árbol y yo” [My tree and I]) and storytelling can be used to 
encourage Mexican children to reconnect with family members who are impacted by migration 
processes and natural disasters. The purpose of this intervention is to elicit the recovery of 

historical memory and to amplify the children’s individual, family, and cultural strengths. While this 
intervention was conducted by the author in person, indigenous healing can be offered from a 
physical distance even when clients and health care professionals are sheltered-in-place (e.g., 
through telehealth services). 
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Orienting toward resilience and community resistance. Health care professionals must 
look at undocumented individuals within the context of their family and at the same time 

understand undocumented families within the context of their community system (Bernal & Sáez‐
Santiago, 2006). Earlier research suggests that Latinx immigrant communities perceive their 
positive health as being rooted in support from family and community members as well as cultural 

traditions (Domínguez et al., 2020b). Through this community lens, health care professionals may 
benefit from helping their clients to draw connections between the messages presented to them by 
the oppressors (e.g., messages from anti-immigrant and white supremacist groups) and the truth 
behind their individual and collective strengths and community wealth (Goodman, 2015). 

Health care professionals can help their undocumented clients to explore how immigrant 
communities are able to care for one another through communities of resistance (Goodman, 2015; 
Watkins & Shulman, 2008), while simultaneously confronting racism and anti-immigrant sentiments 

(e.g., Asian-identified clients who are blamed for the transmission of the coronavirus). This critical 
exploration encourages undocumented clients to think about themselves from a sociopolitical 
standpoint, which can consequently increase their awareness of the strengths, resilience, and skills 
that they possess. In short, incorporating “community” as a resource can increase the benefits 

health care professionals offer.  
Conclusion 

Undocumented individuals often experience a combination of barriers to health care 
access and socially produced traumas (Page et al., 2020). As a result, COVID-19 is 

disproportionately impacting marginalized communities, among them undocumented populations. 
Socially just trauma-informed approaches are needed by health care professionals to support 
undocumented communities in response to COVID-19. In this commentary, the author described the 
use of a socially just trauma-informed approach when providing health care services to 

undocumented individuals. The author emphasized that trauma work with undocumented 
individuals needs to be understood as unfolding within hegemonic and inequitable macro-level 
systems (Shaia et al., 2019). This commentary has implications for future trauma-informed work 

with undocumented communities during and in the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic. If the 
U.S. health care system fails to consider the socially produced traumatic experiences of 
undocumented communities, utilization of health services and poor health outcomes for this 
community may persist during and after the COVID-19 pandemic.  

  

3

Dominguez: Socially Just Trauma-Informed Responses to COVID-19 with Undocumented Communities

Published by USF Scholarship: a digital repository @ Gleeson Library | Geschke Center, 2020



 

References 

Bernal, G., & Sáez‐Santiago, E. (2006). Culturally centered psychosocial interventions. Journal of 

Community Psychology, 34(2), 121-132. https://doi.org/10.1002/jcop.20096 
California Department of Public Health. (2020, April 20). COVID-19. 

https://www.cdph.ca.gov/Programs/CID/DCDC/Pages/Immunization/ncov2019.aspx 

Devakumar, D., Shannon, G., & Abubakar, I. (2020). Racism and discrimination in COVID-19 
responses. The Lancet. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(20)30792-3 

Domínguez, D. G. (2019). Ignatian banners of hope and support for recently detained immigrant 
families. In F. Bravo & E. Brigham (Eds.), Beyond borders: Reflections on the resistance & 

resilience among immigrant youth and families (pp. 51–70). San Francisco, CA: University of 

San Francisco Press.  
Domínguez, D. G., García, D., Martínez, D. A., & Hernandez-Arriaga, B. (2020a). Leveraging the 

power of mutual aid, coalitions, leadership, and advocacy during COVID-19. American 
Psychologist. Advance online publication. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/amp0000693 

Domínguez, D. G., Juárez, S., Degante-Blancas, N., De León, R., & Ruano González, E. (2020b). 
Finding positive health in “fortalezas” and “comunidad”: A case study of Latinos/X in 

Sonoma Valley. http://dx.doi.org/10.13140/RG.2.2.28021.52961 
Domínguez, D. G., Hernandez-Arriaga, B., & Paul, K. S. (2020c). Cruzando Fronteras: Liberation 

psychology in a counseling psychology immersion course. Journal of Latinx Psychology, 
8(3), 250–264. https://doi.org/10.1037/lat0000148 

Flaherty, E. G., Thompson, R., Litrownik, A. J., Theodore, A., English, D. J., Black, M. M., Dubowitz, 
H., et al. (2006). Effect of early childhood adversity on child health. Archives of Pediatrics 
and Adolescent Medicine, 160, 1232–1238. doi.10.1001/archpedi.160.12.1232 

Franco, D. (2018). Trauma without borders: The necessity for school-based interventions in treating 

unaccompanied refugee minors. Child & Adolescent Social Work Journal, 35(6), 551–565. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10560-018-0552-6 

Freire, P. (1973). Education for critical consciousness. New York, NY: Seabury Press. 
Goodman, R. D. (2015). A liberatory approach to trauma counseling: Decolonizing our trauma-

informed practices. In R. D. Goodman & P. C. Gorski (Eds.), International and cultural 
psychology. Decolonizing "multicultural" counseling through social justice (p. 55–72). 
Springer Science + Business Media. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4939-1283-4_5 

Goodman, R. D., Vesely, C. K., Letiecq, B., & Cleaveland, C. L. (2017). Trauma and resilience 
among refugee and undocumented immigrant women. Journal of Counseling & 
Development, 95(3), 309-321. https://doi:10.1002/jcad.12145 

Martín-Baró, I. (1994). Writings for a liberation psychology. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 

Press. 
Migration Policy Institute. (2020). Frequently requested statistics on immigrants and immigration in 

the United States. https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/frequently-requested-statistics-
immigrants-and-immigration-united-states#Unauthorized%20Immigrants 

Montero, M. (2009). Methods for liberation: Critical consciousness in action. In M. Montero & C. 
Soon (Eds.), Psychology of liberation: Theory and application (pp. 73–91). New York, NY: 
Springer. 

New York State Department of Health. (2020, April 15). Fatalities. 

https://covid19tracker.health.ny.gov/views/NYS-COVID19-Tracker/NYSDOHCOVID-
19Tracker-Fatalities?%3Aembed=yes&%3Atoolbar=no&%3Atabs=n 

Page, K. R., Venkataramani, M., Beyrer, C., & Polk, S. (2020). Undocumented US immigrants and 

COVID-19. New England Journal of Medicine. https://doi.org/10.1056/nejmp2005953  
Shaia, W. E., Avruch, D. O., Green, K., & Godsey, G. M. (2019). Socially-engineered trauma and 

a new social work pedagogy: Socioeducation as a critical foundation of social work 

4

Journal of Interdisciplinary Perspectives and Scholarship, Vol. 3 [2020], Art. 4

https://repository.usfca.edu/jips/vol3/iss1/4

https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(20)30792-3


 

practice. Smith College Studies in Social Work, 89(3-4), 238–263. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00377317.2019.1704146 

U.S. Citizenship & Immigration Services. (2020). Public charge. 
https://www.uscis.gov/greencard/public-charge 

Watkins, M., & Shulman, H. (2008). Toward psychologies of liberation. New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan. 

 
 

5

Dominguez: Socially Just Trauma-Informed Responses to COVID-19 with Undocumented Communities

Published by USF Scholarship: a digital repository @ Gleeson Library | Geschke Center, 2020


	Socially Just Trauma-Informed Responses to COVID-19 with Undocumented Communities
	Citation Information

	tmp.1604098560.pdf.AHchb

