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In collaboration with a community-based organization, we interviewed 10 transgender women who
immigrated to the United States from Latin America about their migration histories, access to work,
social support networks, and experiences with discrimination in their native country and the United
States. Findings revealed a link between gender identity and the need to migrate to the United States.
Participants noted severe forms of violence that included physical and sexual assault, discrimination in
school and the workplace, and loss of social support upon disclosure of gender identity to family and
friends. The culminating effect of these experiences resulted in the need to flee their country of origin
to avoid further violence, and in some cases, death. It is important to highlight that participants also
demonstrated steadfast resilience in the face of discriminatory treatment and described the positive
impact of social support and community-based resources on their mental health.
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Approximately 39.9 million immigrants reside in the United logical Association [APA], 2011 and immigrant APA, 2019
States (U.S.), with a significant portion migrating from Latin communities, which highlights a serious need for the mental health
America (U.S. Census Bureau, 20)11n fact, Latina/o immigrants field to carry out scholarship to better understand the needs of
comprise 16.7% of the total U.S. populatioRagsel & Cohn, these communities and to consider how these communities overlap
2012 and arrive in the United States with considerably diversein important ways.
cultural, linguistic, and sociopolitical backgrounds, and conse- Although a number of factors compel immigration to the United
quent needs. While scholarship on Latina/o immigrants has growistates, financial need is commonly a driving force due to lack of
in the last decade, very little research has been conducted ogconomic opportunities in many Latin American nations, which is
lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender (LGBT) immigraMe-(  further complicated for LGBT people due to bias and discrimina-
rales, 2013 For example, no statistic currently exists on the tion related to sexual orientation and gender identiBar(tu,
number of Latina/o immigrants who are LGBT; however, this 2009. Toro-Alfonso, Ortiz, and Lugo (2012)escribe “sexual
number is estimated to be at nearly 1 million, with approximately migration” as migration forced upon LGBT people as “the result of
25% living in the United States without legal permission for work repression, oppression, and persecution” in relation to one’s sexual
and/or permanent residenc&drcia, 201% Within the mental  orientation (p. 59). Although the authors coined sexual migration
health field, even less is known about transgender immigrantsio describe the migration patterns of gay and bisexual men migrat-
many of whom migrate to the United States in search of protectioning to Puerto Rico from the Dominican Republic, the phenomenon
from violence and access to health services, including mentabf forced migration due to one’s LGBT identity also captures the
health care Nlorales, 201% There is substantial evidence of the migration patterns and needs of transgender women arriving to the
discriminatory treatment faced by transgendemeérican Psycho-  United States from Latin America.

Upon arrival to the United States, Latina/o immigrants have
lower earning potential than individuals of comparable age and
educational attainment. In fact, across the top 100 metro areas of
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extreme poverty compared to the general U.S. population, quartioning (Society for Adolescent Health and Medicine, 2R1Such
tified as a household income of less than $10,000. The authors aldmas is also experienced within key institutional domains, such as
found that transgender women of color faced some of the toughesine’'s employment settingSangganjanavanich and Cavazos
battles with interpersonal violence and structural oppressions2010)report that many transgender individuals face various forms
Thus, for transgender women arriving to the United States fronof employment discrimination. In a study of 402 transgender
Latin America, it is especially important to consider the various Latina/os, 26% reported losing a job due to bias, 47% reported not
overlapping challenges that place women in positions of economibeing hired for a job due to bias, and among noncitizens (immi-
hardship that in turn impact their overall quality of life. grants), 42% reported losing a job due to biagd Task Force,
2011). Furthermore, 34% of transgender Latina/os reported selling
drugs or engaging in sex work for income at some point in their
lives (The Task Force, 20)1 Similarly, Sausa, Keatley, and

Intersectionality theoryGrenshaw, 199lwas a driving concep-  Operario (2007jound that transgender women'’s experiences with
tual framework for how we approached the topic of transgendetransphobia necessitated engagement in survival employment (e.g.,
women’s immigration to the United States from Latin America. As sex work) despite participants’ knowledge of the associated high
described byBowleg (2012) intersectionality theory is the recog- risks involved.
nition of how interactions of multifaceted personal and cultural The intersection of LGBT identity and immigration is dangerous
identities impact individual’s negotiation of relationships with for many Burgess, Lee, Tran, & van Ryn, 200Biaz, Ayala,
individuals and systems. Crensha@rénshaw, 199lintroduced  Bein, Henne, & Marin, 2001 Speaking directly to transgender
the concept of intersectionality to illuminate how Black women’s women, many encounter a unique brand of stigma and discrimi-
lives are rendered invisible, and thus further marginalized, whemation in relation to gender identity and immigration status
their lived experiences are applied to already existing scholarly(Chavez, 201l Transgender immigrant women from Latin Amer-
analytical models of diversity and multiculturalism. Crenshawica often face risk of severe violence during migration to the
states, “Because the intersectional experience is greater than thinited States related to their gender identity, including maltreat-
sum of racism and sexism, any analysis that does not take internent in the forms of sexual, physical, and emotional abuse during
sectionality into account cannot sufficiently address the particulamigration Anderson, 2010Chavez, 201}l
manner in which Black women are subordinated” (p. 140). The
overarching goal of this paper was to make clear how transgender
immigrant Latinas exist within multiple historically (as well as
contemporary) marginalized cultural groups, and that by inhabiting Legal residency involves the process of gaining legal permanent
these various spaces, women'’s lived experiences call for a criticatesidence or a “green card” to work in the United States, but does
holistic empirical investigation that not only fully embraces and not include the right to voteMulder et al., 200} The majority of
honors their lives, but also challenge the various systems thammigrants gain legal status through family sponsorsMpl¢ler
oppress them on a daily basis. et al., 200} followed by the use of employer sponsorshginfon,

In this paper, we seek to highlight the intersection of gender2001), which requires demonstration of specialized, advanced
identity and immigration. Beginning with gender identity, trans- skills and trainings needed in the U.S. labor force (e.g., software
gender is an umbrella term often used to describe, “persons whosngineers). While formal routes to gain legal status are used by
gender identitygender expressigror behavior does not conform some, many immigrants arrive to the United States in an unau-
to that typically associated with the sex to which they werethorized mannerRassel & Cohn, 20)2Unauthorized migration,
assigned at birth” while gender identity “refers to a person’salso referred to as “illegal immigration,” involves overstepping
internal sense of being male, female, or something el8&A formal processes when crossing the U.S. border and/or overstaying
201% p. 1). It is important to note that many transgender peoplea temporary visa to visit, work, or study in the United States.
face discriminatory treatment—termed as transphobia—which inUnauthorized routes are used more frequently by individuals who
volves “the irrational fear and hatred of all those individuals who migrate to the United States out of necessity; those seeking em-
transgress, violate, or blur the dominant gender categories in ployment and better living conditions not available in their home
given society, which may be experienced by transgender individeountry (akushko, 200
uals in different ways from microaggressions to violenckfher- Transgender immigrants often face great hardship in attaining
ican Counseling Association (ACA), 201@. 4). This kind of legal status in the United States. Short-term permission via tem-
abuse has recently warranted asylum privileges for endangergubrary visa programs to visit, study, or work in the United States
transgender immigrants from Latin America, where violent exprestequire that immigrants provide evidence that they would be
sions of transphobia tend to be more culturally sanctioned than imompelled to return home once their visa expifdsi@ales, 2013
the United States, although the United States is not free from sucRroviding evidence may be burdensome since many flee their
expressionsGhavez, 2011 immediate systems of support—family, friends, and coworkers—

The ways transphobia presents in various life domains is imbecause these very systems pose the greatest harm. Gaining per-
portant to consider. Stigmatization on the level of societal beliefamanent legal residency is also a major challenge since family and
and policies extends into and interacts with community-level,employer sponsorship provide the most accessible routes. With
interpersonal, and individual forms of transphobia. Within inter- respect to employer sponsorship, transgender individuals face
personal relationships, many transgender individuals experienceardship in gaining specialized skills and trainings while negoti-
rejection in their families of origin and social networks that can ating often hostile work settingSé&ngganjanavanich & Cavazos,
negatively impact identity development and psychological func-2010 in addition to overcoming antitransgender sentiment that

Intersectionality of Cultural Identities

LGBT Immigration to the United States
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may prevent employers from hiring them in the first pladédg  the United States related to gender presentation and identity, (b)

Task Force, 2011 women faced limited occupational choices and consequent earning
A common path to legal status among LGBT immigrants is potential, and (c) women relied on community-based social and

seeking refuge and asyluriMfrales, 201R This process may be health supports since they were residing in a metropolitan area of

especially difficult for transgender immigrants who must pleadNorthern California, an area known for its vast availability of

their case to an authority figure who may hold anti-LGBT bias resources for low-income and historically marginalized communi-

(Morales, 2013 Reading & Rubin, 201)1 Asylum seekers must ties.

prove that they cannot return to their home countries because of a

threat of persecution not protected by their government. Transgen- Method

der Europe (TGEU) found that a transgender person is killed every

3 days in the world, with the majority of these murders occurring Recruitment

in Latin America Maderazo, 2000 Thus, many transgender Lati-

nas immigrate to the United States in search of safety and im- Given the challenge of recruiting from a historically marginal-

proved quality of life. ized community, we collaborated with a community-based agency
whose mission is to serve transgender immigrants from Latin
Finding Strength in Community America. The first author worked closely with the agency to

complete a memorandum of understanding (MOU) that involved a

While many challenges are experienced by transgender immishared vision for advertisement of the study, interview protocol,
grants, it is important to point out the strengths and resilienceand eventual presentation of findings. To protect the identity of the
within this community Rhodes et al. (2013pund that that highly  participants, we do not specify the name of the agency nor its exact
networked circles of immigrants provided informal facilitative |ocation. The first and second authors completed the initial appli-
supports for other immigrants to secure housing, work, and transcation for the Institutional Review Board (IRB). Agency staff
portation.Chavez (2011jound that LGBT immigrants frequently reviewed and provided feedback that was incorporated into the
depend on friends and family as a source of support when facinginal, approved version of the application.
adVerSity.PintO, Melendez, and SpeCtOf (20089&nt|f|ed pOSitiVe Once IRB approva| was obtained, staff posted ﬂyers at the
coping strategies among their sample of transgender participantggency and handed out flyers to women they served during out-
that included accessing resources to attain medical transitiongkach services. Written and verbal communication made clear that
needs (hormones) as well as partaking in activist and civic causegarticipation in the study was separate from women’s participation

to promote awareness and welfare of LGBT issues. in the agency, and that a choice to not participate or discontinue
Resilience descr.lbes the use of internal _an(_j external resources ggrticipation would not result in any loss of agency services. Data
a means to proactively overcome adversity in one’s lifeefall,  was collected in the agency office during hours the agency was

Altrows, & Paulson, 2006 An important resource that benefits closed to allow for anonymity of participants from other agency
many LGBT immigrants’ lives is community-based organizations, participants as well as staff members.

such as advocacy and empowerment groups. LGBT immigrants |nclusion criteria for the study included individuals who were 18
described using community-based organizations as a positive Oup-ears of age or older, transgender or gender nonconforming fe-
let that countered the isolation and marginalization they experimale, self-identification as Latina heritage, migration to the United
enced from larger societyreading & Rubin, 2011 The authors  States from a Latin American country, and verbal fluency in

also found that LGBT immigrants used group therapy to procesgnglish or Spanish, since these were the languages known to the
traumatic histories, manage current stressors, build solidarity, angbsearchers.

form problem-solving alliances with other LGBT immigrants.

Participants

Purpose of This Stud . . .
P y Recruitment resulted in a convenience sample of 10 self-

The purpose of this study was to add to the paucity of researcidentified transgender women who immigrated the United States
on LGBT immigrants in the mental health disciplines. In an effort from México (h = 7), Belize f = 1), Cuba @ = 1), and Honduras
to fill this void, we collaborated with a community-based organi- (n = 1). Sample size in qualitative research is often a heated debate
zation to conduct a case study on a group of 10 transgender womess size can range from 1 to 100. In qualitative research, the focus
who were immigrants to the United States from Latin America. Weis on depth of interview data instead of the number of people who
were especially interested in understanding what motivategarticipate Creswell, 201p.
women to migrate to the United States as well as their negotiation We selected a sample of 10 participants as suggested by qual-
of multiple culturally marked identities in key institutions, like the itative methodological experts in various research desighs-(
workforce and health care settings. Intersectionalilyefshaw, swell, 2012 Stake, 199bas we hypothesized that 10 participants
1997) was used to understand participants’ experiences, payingrould yield useful, ample data, which proved to be the case. As
particularly close attention to the ways transgender identity andlescribed byStrauss and Corbin (1998aturation occurs “when
immigration overlapped in complex ways to impact Latinas’ lives. no new information seems to emerge during coding” (p. 136). In
Although this study was exploratory in nature—necessary for suchhis study, saturation was reached at the eighth interview as evi-
an understudied community—we did hold several assumptionslenced by repetition of themes and key phrasing that became
about our participants at the outset of our study: (a) womerreadily apparent in the various tables and figures we used to chart
experienced bias and discrimination in their home countries andhe visual representations of data. The remaining two interviews
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were used as confirmation checks. With respect to our originajJanavanich & Cavazos, 2018ausa et al., 2007Upon completion
plan to recruit 10 participants, because transgender immigrantf data collection, the full team engaged in discussions related to
Latinas are a hard-to-reach community, recruitment of a largefinsider and outsider status™Kérstetter, 201p and reflexivity
sample would have come with great difficulty. (Shaw, 201p with these meetings occurring every 2 weeks during
The mean age of participants was 36 years old (range waesesearch team meetings. These conversations were proactively
26-54) with an average of 11 years residing in the United Statesarried out since each of us had a different relation to the sample—
(range 5 to 31 years). Each of the participants was residing irareas of shared identity as well as areas of difference that granted
Northern California at the time of data collection. Although our each of us greater power than participants in the study for certain
sample was based on convenience, the women who participateabpects of lived experience. For example, three members of our
reflected the larger Latina immigrant population in the United team were Latina/o while only one was an immigrant to the United
States, with Mexican immigrant women being largely representecbtates. Furthermore, three of us were women, yet we each identi-
(Mexicans comprise 66% off all Latina/o immigrants living in the fied as cisgender, while two of us were queer/gay, and thus
United StatestJ.S. Census Bureau, 201 With respect to sexual members of the larger LGBT community. The area of difference
orientation, nine women identified as heterosexual and one idengiven most attention was gender identity since participants’ lives
tified as bisexual. Five participants were employed (five unem-were greatly impacted by their negotiation of being transgender in
ployed or engaged in underground economy) with occupations thaheir native country and the United States. As a team, we recog-
included domestic workn( = 2), service industryr{ = 1), and  nized the limitation of not having a member of the transgender
outreach in the nonprofit secton & 2). The majority of partici-  Latina immigrant community involved in data analysis. As possi-
pants reported completion of high school as their highest educable (and to the best of our knowledge), we followed the traditions
tional level attained. Nine of the 10 participants qualified as living of anticolonialist scholars who contested traditional forms of re-
below the national poverty level ($10,890 annual income). search used with underserved groups and used methods of inquiry
that empowered and promoted social justiCi(isa, 2012. One
mechanism we employed was consulting with transgender com-
munity members during data analysis to ensure our understanding
Our research team was comprised of four individuals. At theof historical and/or legal implications of information shared during
time of the study, two resided on the West Coast and two residegarticipants’ interviews.
in the Midwest. The first author is a cisgender queer female of
Pugrto Rican and Guatemalan (_ethnlc_lty who was born in theData Collection
United States; the second author is a cisgender gay male who was
born in México; the third author is a cisgender heterosexual female Interviews. The semistructured interviews were created with
of Mexican descent who was born in the United States; the fourttihe intention of gathering data about women’s motivation to mi-
author is a cisgender heterosexual female of European Americagrate to the United States, migration history, experiences with
descent who was born in the United States. At the time of datavork and career, mental health, and development of social net-
collection, each member of the research team had taken courseqorks. The interview protocol also covered topics specific to
work on qualitative research methods, conducted qualitative studanguage acquisition, documentation to reside and work in the
ies, or published qualitative research. All four members of theUnited States, and women’s access and use of community re-
team were bilingual (English and Spanish). The first and secondources related to work, health care, and legal aid. Each interview
authors completed all 10 interviews (five each). was conducted in a single in-person meeting that lasted between 90
The intersecting identities of the interviewers, as well as theand 120 minutes. Participants were compensated with a $25 debit
ongoing relationship with the agency where data collection oc-card for their participation.
curred, facilitated rapport and participants’ comfort with the inter- Demographic questionnaire. Participants completed an
viewers. At the beginning of each interview, participants had theopen-ended demographic questionnaire directly before the semi-
opportunity to ask questions about the interview questions as webtructured interview. The demographic questionnaire gathered in-
as about the interviewer. In research with other historically marformation about age, country of origin, years of residence in the
ginalized cultural groups, providing opportunities for participants United States, educational background, gender identity, sexual
to ask personal information about researchers (e.g., age, educarientation, occupation and means of generating income, annual
tional background, marital status, and ethnic background) faciliincome, and place of residence.
tated rapport building that led to sharing of personal, sensitive
material during qualitative data collectio@lfilisa, 2012. Nine of
the interviews were completed in Spanish and one was complet
in English. The third author transcribed each of the interviews and To prepare the data for analysis, the third author transcribed all
all members of the research team served as analysts in the codimgerviews verbatim. To stay true to the participants’ voices, tran-
of interview data and were also involved in the writing of this scriptions were conducted in the language participants chose for
manuscript. their interviews (nine in Spanish, one in English). When transcrip-
Before data collection was initiated, the first and second authorsions were complete, identifying information was removed from
assumed that participants would discuss challenges with employeach interview and substituted with a code number to protect
ment due to transgender-specific discrimination and potential laclparticipants’ confidentiality. The second author reviewed the in-
of documentation to work in the United States. These assumptiontegrity of transcriptions; inconsistencies between audiotape record-
were based on previous studies on transgender woS@&mg@an-  ings and transcriptions were not found.

Research Team

elaata Analysis
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Data was analyzed through the case study approach, a qualitdable 1
tive methodology used to gain insight into a central phenomenoiMajor Themes and Subthemes
(Stake, 1995Yin, 2003. Case study allows for the investigation

of a phenomenon experienced by a small group of individuals who Theme Subthemes
are bounded by time and place. Through various types of data Freedom to express gender identity
collection, the researcher can construct a rich and in-depth descripdotivations to migrate Transgender acceptance in the United States
tion of the phenomenon of studZ(eswell, 2012 The data is hological di Econokm"f: opportunity |
usually analyzed through coding of transcripts and then themes afeychological distress Ta';ggtsoofs\zg'lgi?eonona supports
created based on codes. Case study was used for this study because Impact of discrimination on mental health
it helped illuminate the shared and unique experiences of transEmployment challenges inChallenges with legal documentation
gender Latina immigrants negotiating social, health-related and the United States Forced entry into survival work
occupational contexts in the United States. Data analysis occurregentributing factors for - The healing power of faith .

. resiliency Reliance on social support from family of
using a team gpprogch. Opr team of four (two faculty, two stu- origin and family of choice
dents) was divided into pairs (one faculty member, one student) Civic engagement—drive to help others

and each pair was assigned five interviews to analyze. Each

member of the pair was responsible for coding interview text

independently, followed by meeting with their team member to

reach a final set of codes. Once each set of interviews was coded our research team that women’s strengths were highlighted as

and consensus was reached, the pairs switched the sets of intéine culminating outcome of our findings.

views. The purpose of this procedure was to ensure that all

members of the research team participated in the coding of al\jotivations to Migrate

interviews in an effort to accomplish a deeper level of analysis.

There were minimal discrepancies within and between the pairs in Participants were motivated to migrate to the United States for

their coding of the interviews. The few discrepancies that wered Variety of reasons that included the freedom to express their

discovered were discussed in a full team meeting where finapender identity in a manner that was not safely available in their

consensus was reached. home country, greater acceptance of transgender and nonconform-
Data analysis occurred in the language by participants useHng individuals in the general public leading to an increased sense

during data collection. Thus, we developed coding schemes, folof safety, and the perception of increased general economic op-

lowed by identifying and narrowing down themes and matchingPOrtunities to secure employment.

key passages to reflect the final set of themes in Spanish for nine Fréedom to express one’s gender identity. Across the sam-

interviews and in English for one interview. When translating keyP!€; the most prominent reason women reported that drove their

passages for use in this article, the first author translated the thenfBigration to the United States involved the belief that living in the

and the second author back-translated the theme. Inconsistencig§ited States would afford women the freedom to fully express
were not found. Previous studies have followed similar methods t¢'€ir 9ender identity as transgender women. Women's beliefs were

prevent issues related to translation (edyng, Lee, & Morales, grounded in stories from other transgender women who had im-
2013 migrated to the United States, and upon arrival were able to access

safe health care resources for their transition and were able to join
a community of other transgender and gender nonconforming
Results individuals. Henrietta, a 32-year-old woman of Mexican origin

o ) shared her motivation to move to the United States:
The findings of our study centered on four major themes: (a)

factors that drove women to migrate to the United States, (b) the | came (to United States) because | was searching for some freedom.
psychosocial stressors present in women’s lives, which included Back in my (home) country, one is very, very marginalized for being
bias and discrimination across the life span, and how such stressors transgender. | had already begun my transition a littled An. it was
impacted women’s mental health, (c) women's experiences in the 1Ot €asy for me in my job, my studie . . it(discrimination) was one

. , . of the reasons | left my studies. The guys used to treat me very badly.
world of work, and (d) factors that contributed to women'’s resil- ; . S
. . . .. And in my job, they used to discriminate a lot.
ience in the United States (s@@ble 1. Although participants
arrived in the United States from a variety of Latin American  Participants were able to imagine leading a life in the United
countries with diverse sociopolitical and economic conditions,States where they would be allowed to be their authentic selves in
major differences were not found between women’s lives premitheir chosen gender identity.
gration nor once residing in the United States related to their Transgender acceptance and safety. Separate from wom-
country of origin. We proactively set out to end our presentation ofen’s belief that migration to the United States would allow for
findings on women’s demonstration of resilience. While the hard-freedom to express their gender identity, participants also dis-
ships participants faced were intense and frequent, women exhilgussed the important role of transgender acceptance, which they
ited skills with being able to develop critical intrapersonal and described as a sense of safety from transgender-specific violence.
environmental resources that contributed to a positive sense of seffarticipants vividly described being victimized by family mem-
and successful negotiation of discrimination in relation to theirbers, strangers, and even the police in relation to expressing their
identities and lived experiences as transgender women who mgender identity. Participants shared the belief that violation of
grated to the United States from Latin America. It was importanthuman rights was common among transgender women in Latin
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America and less common in the United States. Diana, a 26-year- bridge, they did not want me even close to them, because, as they
old woman of Honduran origin, described her experience: would say, “he is gay.” So, they treated me badly, discriminated
against me, and they would shout homophobic things at me.
Discrimination starts from school age. |, in school, was accosted, and
well it happens here [United States] too, but at least here the people, Participants described lack of socioemotional supports from
or the teachers, or the communities have a bit more education abOlimmigrant communities connected to their gender identity and
gays and transgender people. Over there, it just happens and thgyresentation. This rejection was especially difficult for participants

watch or even do the same thing, sometimes even the teachergs they shared language and cultural customs with other Latina/o
participate in the bullying.

immigrants.
Speaking to a general climate of hate, Adrianna, a 30-year-old Targets of violence. A common theme each partici.pant
woman of Mexican origin shared: shared was the frequent experience of being a target of violence,

which occurred across the life span. Women described being
It is difficult, it's difficult, it's difficult. Not so much here in the  singled out as youth for being gender nonconforming and again as
United States, because in the United States, the gay community is gqults in the United States for their gender identity and presenta-
little more accepted. Like human rights and all that and in my country oy with the added challenges surrounding their status as Latina
they are not. There, ”“‘?‘y W.'” burn you ahve_because you are trams'|mmigrants. Several women shared stories of violence that in-
gender. You_woul_d be hit, mistreated, your hair cut, they will burn you cluded verbal, physical, and sexual assault from family members
. it's horrible, it's hell on earth. Here, | feel | am free from that ) ’ ’ . ’
threat. community members, and human smugglers while en route to the
United States, and authority figures (policemen) both in their
As demonstrated by the passage above, migrating to the Unitecbuntry of origin and the United States. Sara, a 36-year-old woman
States was an option to flee persecution related to transgendef Mexican origin stated:
identity, including extreme violence at the hands of various mem-
bers of one’s primary and surrounding communities. When | was_ 17,1 was walking with my sister gnd a‘ man came out of
Economic opportunity. Hope for improved living conditions, nowhere with a knife and attacked me. My sister intervened and he
such as securing employment as well as a stable, livable wage, was .the.z anac"id helr.' ! Otr:ly Ead a Woufnd 0(;' L“y arm. | reported the
a motivating factor for each of the participants to migrate to the Incident to the police, but they never found the man.
United States. Some felt that migrating would allow them to have |y addition to harassment and violence, participants also de-
more employment opportunities and better quality of life. Sandragcribed a general lack of protection from law enforcement. Dulce,
a 31-year-old woman of Mexican origin explained how economicy 54-year-old woman of Cuban descent, shared:
need compelled her to immigrate:
There is a lot of harassment from the police, a lot. Like they say, “if
My brother said that it was better if | came here (United States) to you see them don'’t run, fly!” Since | was younger, other transgender

work because | would earn money andaals. . here | could save women taught me to not trust the police. Police men would tell me
money for my future. That's why | came. “cutie, cutie, come here.”

Although connected to transgender identity, several women joanna, a 28-year-old woman of Mexican origin, described the
migrated to the United States out of economic necessity sinc@jscrimination she faced in the United States related to the as-
similar work was either unavailable or paid less in their homegymptions that strangers held about her lack of legal recourse as an
country. undocumented immigrant woman.

Psychosocial Stressors There are people that scream things at you and they know that you

o . . o can't report them to the police because you are scared of being
Participants reported regular, intense bias and discrimination in geported. It is difficult to be in those situations. There is a lot of

their daily lives related to their gender identity and immigration discrimination because you are an immigrant and transgender.
history, which occurred over their life span. Namely, women
described rejection from primary relations that began at an early Participants highlighted how their intersected identities as trans-
age for gender nonconformity as well as rejection in the Unitedgender immigrant women placed that at greater risk of facing
States (as adults) related to transphobia, xenophobia, and racistarassment and violence as well as lack of protection from law
This discrimination played a significant role in women’s lives with enforcement.
respect to their ability to develop systems of socioemotional sup- Impact of discrimination on mental health. Two partici-
port as well as cope with the psychological distress they experipants shared experiences of psychological distress in direct rela-
enced as frequent targets of violence. tion to the violence they experienced as transgender immigrant
Lack of socioemotional supports. Participants discussed the women. Cynthia, a 40-year-old woman of Mexican origin, de-
hardships they encountered upon arrival to the United Statescribed the impact of violence from family and community mem-
which included rejection from other Latina/o immigrants. Joanna,bers on her mental health and sense of self. She also described how
a 28-year-old woman of Mexican origin shared how she washer mental health provider was providing support to increase her
homeless when she arrived to the United States and was shunnedlf-esteem.

by other homeless immigrants because of her gender presentation.
| feel ashamed, | feel guilty for what happened in my life. Rape,

In the group of people who lived on the streets, there were these kids, = maltreatment, and all tha . . today | met with my therapist and she
people who lived under the bridge, and because | also lived under the  told me, “try to let everything out because it is not good for you.” |
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tried to let everything out but sometimes, | can’t. | want to cry, let it | have all the intentions to work and do everything the right way. |
all out, and everything like that. have reached the point that if | don't find a job, | have to work as a
prostitute to survive. Because no one is going to support me for free.
Henrietta, a 32-year old woman of Mexican origin, shared how

a history of violence related to transgender identity has contributed The concept of intersectionality was readily apparent in partic-
to bouts of severe psychological distress. ipants’ lives when it came to the world of work. Women faced
_ _ _ ~ challenges that were specific to their intersecting identities as
I started to experience a lot of distress, | was very sick, a lot of anxietytransgender immigrants from Latin America while several women
» thlzn : ft_art%d eXpe”e”C'”%dpafno'?habc’“t people plerlseclgt'”% Mfaced the additional barrier of lack of documentation to reside and
would getnside my own world where there were people l00KINg Iof 5 4 in the United States. The issue of documentation was espe-
me, Wantlng to cause me harm. . . y
cially poignant here as women'’s legal name, gender on record, and

The women in our sample shared numerous stories of violencBreferred pronouns were not reflected on their home country
and trauma that highlighted the serious dangers faced by mariglentification. This placed women in especially challenging pre-
transgender immigrant women. The hardships participants encouslicaments because working with false identification would have
tered involved socioemotional rejection from key interpersonalcomplicated their ability to seek asylum based on transgender need
relations as well as targeted violence from trusted loved onesvhere having a criminal record can be means for dismissal of
community members, and authority figures, like the police. Thesépplication Morales, 201}

intense, regular experiences contributed to psychological distress o .
for several of the participants. Factors Contributing to Resilience

While women faced frequent, intense psychosocial stressors in
their lives, they also demonstrated steadfast resilience in identify-
ing and solidifying community resources to aid in healthy coping

Participants reported a range of challenges with securing emresponses. It is important to emphasize how women'’s resourceful-
ployment in the United States. These challenges illuminated th@ess was the most prominent factor that contributed to their mental
compounded barriers transgender immigrants face—women corirealth and aided them when dealing with the varied and oftentimes
tended with bias centered on their transgender, immigrant, andverwhelming bias and discrimination they faced as transgender
racial identity and also had to deal with the tangible barriers due tammigrant Latinas.

a lack of documentation to work in the United States and/or The healing power of faith. Faith served a protective role in
mismatched documentation (name and gender) from their homseveral women'’s lives. Belief that a higher power was responsible
country. Although women were diverse with respect to age and théor creating transgender people facilitated participants’ self-
amount of time they resided in the United States, across thacceptance of their gender identity and helped them persevere
sample, the two most prominent employment challenges surwhen faced with transgender-specific bias and discrimination.
rounded lack of legal documentation and forced entry into survivaErica, a 34-year old woman of Mexican origin, shared how her
work. religious beliefs helped her cope with lack of supports.

Challenges with legal documentation. The passages below
elucidate the serious challenges women faced as a result of arriv-
ing to the United States as transgender women. Sara, a 36-year-old
woman of Mexican origin, reported:

Employment Challenges in the United States

| was born like this and so the question | ask is, “If they hate people
like me [transgender], then why did God permit us to be born this
way?” With tha . . .it's not a mental illness. There are people who see
it as an illness, but | don't know. Sincerely, for me, | was born this
way and | give thanks to God that he has given me strength to

Say they ask me for my naen . . alegal document that says, “Sara.” ;
advocate against what people say [about transgender people].

Well, I don’t have it. But | consider myself to be Sara and legally, well
... but in me, | am Sara, but to get work you have to give a legal
name, with legal identification. And well | have my Mexican papers,
which has my legal name, dn . . it makes me so angry!

The importance of social support. Social support played an
integral role in women's resilience. When making the connection
to factors that contributed to their resilience as adults in the United

Dolores, a 27-year-old woman of Belizean origin, shared howStates, women most commonly mentioned the importance of social
she began arriving to job interviews dressed in male clothesupport from “family of choice,” which typically involved other
because her documents from her native country did not match hdransgender Latinas. It is important to mention that building com-
gender identity as female. munity with other transgender women primarily occurred through
social service agencies in the surrounding area. Joanna, a 28-year

It is difficult. It's very difficult because of the situation that I am in 514 \wwoman of Mexican origin, shared her experience:
right now. | want to find a job, but everyone wants you to show legal

documentation, like a work permit. | don’t want to work with docu- Since | arrived to [name of city] | see that there is a transgender
ments that are not mine because | don’t want to have any problems  community, and | feel valued and that this is my place. This is my
with the police. It is very difficult to find a job. plaee . . . I feel grateful because this place opened its doors when |

. . . needed them the most.
Forced entry into survival work. Due to the difficulty of

finding neither employment nor other financial resources, some of Henrietta, a 32-year old woman of Mexican origin, shared how
the women were left with no choice but to engage in survival work,community-based organizations provided a “home away from
such as sex work, to make ends meet. Dolores, a 27-year-oldome” where she could connect with other transgender women and
woman of Belizean origin, illuminated this challenge: speak in Spanish.



This document is copyrighted by the American Psychological Association or one of its allied publishers.
This article is intended solely for the personal use of the individual user and is not to be disseminated broadly.

TRANSGENDER LATINA IMMIGRANTS 177

The organization supports me a lot. When they open on Manday  others understood the common predicaments that prompted their
sometimes | sigh in relief. | come by and say, “Yes, today is Monday.” migration to the United States and thus correctly assumed that they
And it's not because | misg i . . but theorganization is like one’s  |acked legal recourse as undocumented individuals. Participants in
home. our study shared how they experienced a general lack of protection
1;and in some cases, faced threatened and real violence at the hands
of law enforcement in both their home country and the United
ates.

The hardships women encountered also extended to the world of

Women made clear the importance of having a community o
other transgender Latinas who they identified as their “family of
choice.” Participants described instances where other transgend%F
Latinas helped them financially in addition to connecting them o i -
with resources (legal, housing, substance abuse) in a manner th prk. Partnmpa}nt; cqnﬂrmed findings f:om th_E:TE and NGLTF_
was strikingly different than the rejection encountered within their_201l) r(_eport,_ Injustice at Every Turn” as nine of our lQ partic-
families and communities of origin. Furthermore, “family of ipants lived in extreme poverty, and as found in their report,

choice” assisted participants with combating acculturative stres§articipants were turned away from employers who held biased

(seeBerry & Annis, 1973 in a manner that positively contributed assumptions about transgender Latina/os. Our findings are also
to their quality of I‘ife and mental health consistent withSausa et al. (2007who found that transgender

Drive to help others. For a few women, the importance of women'’s lack of employment opportunities necessitated their in-

serving as a source of social support to others was a driving forcgolvement n survival work, like sex work. Our participants dis-
in their desire to be resilient, Erica, a 34-year-old woman 0fcussed their need to rely on sex work to earn money as well as the

extreme fear they encounter with respect to placing themselves at
risk of deportation and/or less likely to receive asylum if arrested
for engaging in sex work.

Mexican origin, described how her family’s reliance on her for
financial support contributes to her resilience.

Now | want to fight for my life, fight hard for my family, | want to Although several participants faced serious victimization related
fight to have a better futer. . . | have to think about a future for to their intersected identities, they also demonstrated steadfast
myself, even if | do not have kids, I do have my little sister, my family resilience in being able to develop strong systems of social sup-
who need so much from me. port, which they referenced as “chosen family.” Our findings align

Joanna, a 28-year old woman of Mexican origin, shared how shgvIth the outcomes found birhodes et al. (2013where in their

derives strength and a sense of purpose from her desire to heFtUdy participants relied on highly networked circles of immigrants

. . . \ﬁho provided facilitative support in key areas like housing, work,
other transgender women, especially women with less communit . : -
. nd transportation. Women in our study took these findings a step
resources and protections.

further as they relied on networked circles of transgender immi-
I want to continue supporting my community. It makes me lapp to grant Latinas for basic needs in addition to transgender-specific
be helping the girls, even if we can't protect them, we can helpresources like transition-related medical needs and legal aid to
empower them to move forward, help them by giving advice. For my seek out asylum in relation to transgender identity. Thus, our
future, | feel that someday I will return to México, but not where I was findings demonstrate the immense power of transgender Latina
born. Rather, | want to go to the places most rural, to the communitieqmmigram community to help women overcome past and current
most marginalized, to help my community. hardships. Similar tdReading and Rubin (2019nd Pinto et al.
(2008) the women in our study shared how their network of other

der Latina community was integral to participants’ resilience in thetransgender |mm|grant women actlyely sought out newly arrived
United States. The subthemes in this section demonstrate howomen_to provide the_m W|th_em_ot|onal guppqrt and to cpnnect
women utilized various resources—some internal to their World-them W'th t_h_e nonprofit organizations, which directly contributed
view and sense of purpose in life as well as primary relations in© their resilience.

their external environment—that contributed to a positive sense of

self as transgender immigrant Latinas. Strengths and Limitations

Faith in a higher power as well as social support from transgen

We worked closely with a community-based organization to
ensure that culturally sensitive methods were used during recruit-

As demonstrated by the findings of our study, the intersection ofment and data collection. These efforts were especially important
women'’s lived experiences as transgender, immigrant, and womesince participants were from a hard-to-reach, historically margin-
of color highlights the importance of understanding the diversity ofalized community. Although the two members of our research
LGBT life and how such diversity can have staggering effects onteam who completed the interviews were Latina/o identified (one
one’s quality of life and mental health. The women in our studywas also an immigrant) and members of the LGBT community,
illuminated how gender identity and presentation, in addition toneither was transgender. Thus, working in partnership with the
difficult economic conditions of their home countries, necessitatecbrganization was an imperative to ensuring that we had the trust of
their migration to the United States, even when migration came athe community and that safeguards were in place to protect par-
great economic and psychological risk. Consistent v@thavez  ticipants.
(2011) and Signorile (2011) our participants faced threats of  Another major strength of this study was that we were able to
violence in the United States as transgender women that werattain saturation in our data collection efforts, which was a major
further complicated by their immigration status. Namely, as foundaccomplishment for such a hard-to-reach community. Further-
in Chavez's (2011¥tudy, several of the participants in our study more, all interviews were completed, transcribed, and analyzed in
reported being targeted as transgender immigrant Latinas becauparticipants’ preferred language (nine in Spanish, one in English)

Discussion
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so that clarity of data was available. This was important given thehat mental health professionals critically examine their own biases
sensitivity of the issues discussed as well as ensuring that parti@nd assumptions and also assume that the general public—with
ipants were able to fully express their histories and emotionalvhom transgender immigrant Latinas are in contact with on a daily
states. basis—are negatively influenced by mainstream messages that

A few limitations were present in this study. First, working in paint a negative light on both transgender and immigrant commu-
conjunction with the organization may have placed participants imities.
a difficult position to decline participation since they relied on the  Another area that participants described as directly impacting
organization for socioemotional and facilitative supports. Al- their quality of life in the United States was the world of work.
though participants were reminded of the voluntary nature of theiNamely, the women in our study struggled with securing employ-
participation via the informed consent and verbally during thement and therefore faced difficulties with earning a living wage.
interview process, they may still have experienced pressure tdhis lack of economic opportunity prompted a few women to
participate in the study. Another limitation is that all participants engage in survival work and also placed them in very difficult
were residing on the West Coast at the time of data collection sinterpersonal dynamics with romantic partners. Furthermore, dif-
their experiences of finding community support and access tdiculties with the world of work led to the resurfacing of trauma
resources were unique to this area. The mere existence of and negative mental health states for several of the women in our
organization whose mission is to serve transgender immigrants istudy. This is relevant to the roles of mental health professionals in
an example of the well-networked system of social and advocacyhat a key role many professionals play in transgender Latina
agencies unique to this region. immigrants’ lives is with gaining legal residency in the United

It is important to point out that each of the participants self- States. Since many LGBTQ immigrants seek refuge or asylum
identified as a transgender woman. The implications of this studystatus as a path to legal statddofales, 201} a letter from a
should therefore not be extended to other trans-spectrum individicensed mental health professional is needed to validate a client’s
uals, such as transgender men and/or gender fluid and gender quedsim of mental health impairment in response to trauma experi-
individuals. Similarly, the findings of this study are specific to enced in one’s home countrdlPA, 2019. Thus, it is imperative
immigrants from Latin America. Latina/o transgender individuals that mental health professionals take seriously the roles of bias and
born in the United States would likely have different life experi- discrimination in the lives of many transgender immigrants, for it
ences than our sample. Finally, there were areas of great diversifg such bias and discrimination that prompt many to migrate to the
in our sample with respect to age, length of residence in the UnitedJnited States with few economic and legal resources (documen-
States, and country of origin. These limitations are important tatation to reside and work in the United States) and also affect their
point out because diversity in the aforementioned areas may hayesychological functioning in the United States. The legal means of
prevented identification of certain issues and/or lived experiencesecuring documentation in the United States is a complicated
specific to one’s age, length of time in the United States, and/oprocess. It is therefore critical that mental health professionals
home country. learn about immigration policies and take particular note of how

certain policies impact many transgender women.

Recommendations for Mental Health Professionals

o Recommendations for Future Research
As demonstrated by our sample, transgender Latina immigrants

face many hardships that directly impact their quality of life and Given the paucity of research that explores the lives of LGBT
mental health. As such, it is imperative that mental health profesimmigrants, particularly the transgender community, we recom-
sionals engage in self-reflective exercises that examine their owmend future research be conducted in this area that covers a wide
attitudes and potential biases toward transgender and/or immigramange of topics and needs. As an initial step, trends in our research
communities. Given that the women in our sample reported instudy suggests that future researchers should explore transgender
stances of bias and discrimination across various social domains @hmigrants’ access to key institutions, such as the mental health
their lives in the United States, mental health professionals shouldector, medical transition services, and legal documentation ser-
assume that as members of the larger U.S. society, they too hawéces. Such an exploration should involve barriers to care as well
been exposed to frequent negative messages about transgender asdransgender immigrants’ success stories. Every woman in this
immigrant communities that have likely led to biases and assumpstudy was able to successfully access mental health services
tions about these groups. Considering transgender people alonettaough a transgender advocacy organization as well as during the
recent poll of LGBT Americans showed that only 3% perceivedprocess of applying for political asylum. This finding demon-
public acceptance of transgender individuals in the United Statestrated how many services are interconnected for transgender
thus highlighting the overwhelming stigma many members of themmigrants. For example, the required psychological assessment
transgender community fac®éw Research Center, 2013 is during the asylum-seeking process provided several participants
important to recognize that stigma toward transgender people iwith an opportunity to initiate mental health services that were
multiplied toward transgender immigrant women, especially transsorely needed.

gender immigrant women of color, as was demonstrated by our Future researchers should explore the specifics of family sup-
sample. Women described recurrent, intense verbal, physical arbrt. A few participants in our study shared how their family’s
sexual harassment and assaults across the life span. They alacceptance of their transgender identity shifted with time as well as
spoke to the added challenges they faced in responding to threaipon their migration to the United States. It would be important to
due to worry about having to interact with police and for some,further examine the factors that impact family support of an
fear of deportation as undocumented women. It is therefore criticaindividual’s transition as well as their migration. Finally, future
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