
 
 

   

ABSTRACT 

MOHAMED, RASHA HUSSEIN. The Lived Experiences of Latina Women and the 
Pathway to First Employment in the Southeastern United States: A Phenomenological 
Study. (Under the direction of Dr. Stanley Baker) 

The purpose of this study phenomenological study was to know the lived experiences 

of Latina immigrant women seeking first employment in the Southeastern US. The 

theoretical underpinning for the current study include Post Structural Feminist Theory and 

Acculturation Theory. Seven participants who were all adult Latina women seeking 

employment or were employed in the Southeastern U.S. The semi-structured interview 

protocol was informed by Creswell’s interview style. The interviews transcripts were 

analyzed and coded in congruence with phenomenological research design model. 

Participants were interviewed and asked about their experiences as Latina immigrants and 

obtaining employment in the US, their work experiences, their relationships with family, 

friends, their children, and community members. It was the intent of the researcher to gain 

knowledge on the impact of employment on women’s multiple identities and relationships 

including family, children, friends ,and community members.  Additionally, the study results 

analyzed the lived experiences and barriers encountered by the research participants. The 

data were analyzed by developing common themes among the interview responses describing 

those relationships and the impact employment had on their identity and those relationships. 

The data also described their pathway to employment and the barriers encountered along the 

way. All participants were adult immigrant women who have lived in this country for at least 

five years with work history here. Finally, the limitations of the study were explored. The 

implications of this study regarding policy, education, and status are influential to the 

experience of Latina immigrants and work. 
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Chapter 1: INTRODUCTION 

 Immigrants are an important part of our country and our labor market. Moreover, the 

number of Latina immigrant’s population living and working in the United States is expected 

to grow due to the changes in the migration patterns from Central and South America to the 

United States (Moon et al.,2013).  Latino(a) immigrants comprise 47.9% of the foreign-born 

United States (U.S.) labor force.  Among these, 42.5% of are women and 16.2% work in the 

southeastern U.S. (U.S. Department of Labor Statistics, 2017).  Immigrant women with 

children aged 18 and younger, including Latinas, participate in the U.S. labor force at lower 

rates and earn significantly less wages than their male or native-born counterparts (U.S. 

Department of Labor Statistics, 2017).  The literature indicates a variety of factors that 

contribute to these disparities, including educational attainment, industry, occupation, and 

geographic region (U.S. Department of Labor Statistics, 2017).  The proportion of Latina 

immigrants living and working in the United States is expected to continue to grow due to 

changes in migration patterns from Central and South America to the United States (Moon et 

al., 2013).  As a result, more Latina(o) immigrants are entering the U.S. labor force.   

Much of the existing literature on the employment of Latino(a) immigrants living and 

working in the United States has focused on the experiences of male immigrants, while little 

to no known research has focused on the employment experiences of Latina immigrants. 

Exploring Latina immigrants’ experiences seeking and securing gainful employment may 

uncover barriers and facilitators to securing employment previously unidentified in the 

literature.  It is important for counselors to understand the barriers endured by Latina 

immigrants seeking employment in order to address the unique needs of this subpopulation 

of U.S. residents. Immigrants are significant contributors to the economy. Latina immigrants 
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represent approximately 61% of immigrants employed in the service industry, they are our 

essential workers and play an important role in our rebound from the COVID 19 pandemic.  

Purpose Statement 

 The purpose of this study was to explore the lived experiences of Latina immigrants while 

obtaining employment in the southeastern United States.  The findings of this study provided 

insight into the complexities of seeking and securing first employment faced by Latina 

immigrants.  

Research Questions 

 The primary research question guiding this study is: What are the lived experiences of 

Latina immigrants as they seek and secure gainful employment in the southeastern U.S.? The 

follow up sub question was explored: What impact does employment have on the identity of 

women once they become employed? How does their employment impact their role in the 

family and martial or partner relationships? 

Significance of the Study 

The rationale for this study is the researcher’s interest in expanding research on the 

perspectives of Latina immigrants who work in the service industry, particularly their 

experiences seeking and securing first employment.  This issue is important because most of 

the literature regarding immigrants’ work experience have focused predominantly on male 

immigrants, despite the growing number of Latina immigrants entering the United States 

from central and south America (Hagan et al. 2011). 

The Latino(a) community is the largest growing demographic group in the United 

States, and a majority of immigrants work in the service-industries (U.S. Department of 

Labor Statistics, 2017).  In North Carolina, the immigrant workforce is critical to the local 
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economy and Latina women make up 47.9% of the labor workforce (Bureau of Labor 

Statistics, 2018). Additionally, 28 percent of immigrant women employed in the United 

States were Latina. A number of employment barriers faced by immigrants have been 

reported in the literature, including English proficiency, human capital, and acculturation 

(Moon et al., 2013),  but little to no known research has examined the unique perspectives of 

women immigrants.  

Despite the lack of information known about women immigrants, policy and laws 

regarding immigration are written and rewritten without the benefit of the voice of immigrant 

women (Eppsteiner, 2018).  These policies are largely informed by media and 

misinformation, and the voice of the women remains silent despite the impact of these laws 

and policy continues to greatly impact immigrant families.  Additionally, it is important to 

understand the perspectives of those of individuals who are living and working with the 

reality of being an immigrant in the United States.   

Organization of the Study 

There are five chapters in this report:  the introduction, literature review, 

methodology, results, and discussion. Chapter 1, the introduction, provides an overview of 

the topic, explains the need for the study, presents the research question, describes the 

theoretical framework, and defines key terms. Chapter Two described and analyzes the extant 

literature relevant to the employment of Latina immigrants living in the United States.   

Theoretical models that help further explain the experiences of immigrant women and 

described the gap in the research regarding the population are also addressed in Chapter 2. 

Chapter 3 described the research design, methodology, research participants, data collection 

and analysis methods, and trustworthiness considerations. Chapter 4 presents research 
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findings.  Chapter Five is comprised of an overall summary of the research including, the 

study limitations and recommendations for future research.  

Theoretical Framework  

Acculturation theory (Berry, 1990) and Poststructural feminist theory (Weedon, 

1997) will inform this study.  Acculturation theory (Berry, 1990) sheds light on the 

acculturation process for all immigrants.  Poststructural feminist theory highlights the 

existing power differentials between male and female immigrants with regard to work 

engagement in the workforce (Weedon, 1997).  Both theories are helpful for understanding 

how immigrants, particularly women, adjust to working and living in the U.S.   

Acculturation theory. Berry’s (1990) acculturation theory describes the 

acculturation process for immigrants. John Berry, the author of acculturation theory, believed 

that minority members of plural societies must confront two important issues: a) the extent 

and degree to which they wish to maintain their minority cultural identity, and b) the degree 

of intercultural contact they wish to have with majority group members.  Berry (1990) 

developed acculturation theory out of his belief that minority members of a society face these 

two issues simultaneously and generated a framework that defines the four types of 

acculturation attitudes: integration, assimilation, separation, and marginalization. 

Integration. Integration is characterized by the immigrants’ adoption of a new 

culture without rejecting their native culture.  Integration is characterized as a middle ground, 

where the minority individual adopts part of the host community culture while still not 

entirely rejecting their native culture.  This is important because code switching, and 

adjustment can be found within integration.   
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Assimilation refers to the relinquishing of one’s minority identity and the attempt to 

adopt the new one. Separation refers to the rejection of the new dominant culture and 

maintaining the minority native culture. Marginalization occurs when immigrants reject 

both their former or minority culture and that of the dominant host society (Berry, 1990).  

Post structural Feminist Theory.  Weedon’s (1997) Poststructural Feminist Theory 

includes of the following components: language, subjectivity, and finally discourse or 

meaning making. Chris Weedon is a professor at Cardiff University of Wales. She completed 

her PhD on Aspects of the Politics of Literature and Working-class Writing in Interwar 

Britain’ in 1984.  Poststructural feminist theory is rooted in feminism and poststructuralism 

theories (Weedon, 1997). Feminism theory was created out of a political movement to 

establish social, political, and economical equality among genders.  

Poststructuralism operates under the assumption there are no certain truths and 

plurality of meaning is foundational. Poststructuralists aims to redefine the meaning of 

gender and language and assert that more than one meaning of language and gender gives 

space for validity of the experience of all people (Wu & Wu, 2015). The multiplicity of 

meaning is the most important principle of poststructuralism; to allow more than one 

meaning of language and gender gives space for validity of the experience of all people. 

However, not all forms of poststructuralism are aligned with the spirit of the feminist 

movement. This is the basis for the need for poststructuralist feminist theory.    

Poststructural feminist theory is useful in understanding the factors that impact the 

employment of Latina immigrants.  

Key Terms Defined 

 The following key terms are used throughout this study: 
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 Employment. Participation in the labor force in gainful occupation.  

Foreign born.  Anyone who was not a U.S. citizen or U.S. national at birth. This 

includes those who have become U.S. citizens through naturalization and those who are not 

U.S. citizens. Foreign born are persons residing in the U.S. who were not U.S. citizens at 

birth. That is, they were born outside the United States or one of its outlying areas such as 

Puerto Rico or Guam, to parents neither of whom was a U.S. citizen. The foreign-born 

population includes legally admitted immigrants, refugees, temporary residents such as 

students and temporary workers, and undocumented immigrants” (U.S. Department of Labor 

Statistics, 2017, p. 5). 

Native born.  “Native born are persons born in the U.S. or one of its outlying areas 

such as Puerto Rico or Guam or who were born abroad of at least one parent who was a U.S. 

citizen” (U.S. Department of Labor Statistics, 2017, p. 5). 

Immigrant. An immigrant is foreign-born person (U.S. Census Bureau 2007).   

Immigration Customs Enforcement (ICE). ICE is a subsection of the Department 

of Homeland Security of the United States government. They intended purpose is to work 

with local law enforcement to target and remove undocumented immigrants convicted of 

violent crime activity, sexual-related offenses, narcotics smuggling and money laundering 

(Rhodes et al., 2015) 

Migrant workers. Migrant workers include any person working outside of their 

home country. Although there is no legal definition of an international migrant, most experts 

agree that an international migrant is someone who changes his or her country of usual 

residence, irrespective of the reason for migration or legal status (Refugeemigrants.un.org) 
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Overstayers. Overstayers are foreigners who fail to go home when their visas expire. 

Over stayers fall into three categories: (a) person who were issued visas, (b) persons who 

have entered without visas because they came from countries that have been granted 

participation in the Visa Waiver Program, and (c) persons who entered from Canada or 

Mexico with Border Crossing Cards. (International Organization for Migration report 2014) 

Repatriation. Repatriation is the process of returning a person to their place of origin 

of citizenship, including the process of returning refugees or military personnel to their place 

of origin following a war. The personal rights of a refugee, prisoner of war or a civil detainee 

to return to his or her country of nationality under specific conditions laid down in various 

international instruments (Geneva Convention, 1949 and Protocols, 1977, the Regulations 

Respecting the Laws and Customs of War on Land, Annexed to the Fourth Hague 

Convention, 1907, human rights instruments as well as customary international law).  

(Refugeemigrants.un.org) 

 Undocumented immigrant. A foreign-born person who doesn’t have legal right to 

be or remain in the U.S. (International Organization for Migration report 2014) 

 United States Immigration Services (USCIS). USCIS is a component of the U.S. 

Department of Homeland Security. The U.S Citizenship and Immigration Services offers 

services to those seeking to apply for citizenship and or a green card. They help provide 

resources to individuals who may require resources in the community for instance medical 

services or legal resources.  

Participants  

The population for this study is Latina immigrant women living the southeastern 

United States.  In phenomenological studies, participants were selected based on their 
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experience with the phenomenon under study (Moustakas, 1994). Therefore, only Latina 

immigrants who are seeking or are currently gainfully employed in the southeastern United 

States will be selected to participate. Eight participants will be enrolled in the study, which is 

an ideal sample size due to phenomenology’s concern with obtaining detailed accounts of 

each individual experience (Moustakas, 1994). However, only seven interviews were saved 

and transcribed for the purpose of data analyzed for this study, one interview was deleted 

unintentionally. Participants were recruited from community-based organizations and 

educational institutions in North Carolina.  Convenience and criterion sampling will be 

employed to recruit and enroll participants.  Inclusion criteria include: 

 Latina women who were not born in the U. S. 

 Currently employed or seeking gainful in the southeastern U. S. 

 Willing to participate in a minimum of one, with the possibility of a second, 

in-person interview. 

 Agreed to the use of audio recording of the interview(s); and 

Agreed to the publication of the data collected and analyzed from this study. 

Secondary desired criteria are variation in age, marital status, family demographics, and 

residential status. None of the participants were asked to discuss their residential status 

Summary 

The goal of this study was to understand the lived experiences of Latina immigrants 

and barriers they encounter while seeking and securing first employment in the southeastern 

United States. The aim of this study was to give voice and personal account to the lived 

experiences of Latina immigrants. In doing so, counselors working with this population can 

know the complexities Latina immigrants’ face and provide relevant mental services as 
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practitioners. Through interviews with the research participants, I sought to learn the specific 

challenges encountered while adjusting to living in a new community, adjusting to a culture, 

and managing the roles and responsibilities of being a women.  

The overall structure of the study, there are five chapters in total. Chapter one 

provided an overview the Latina immigrant population and influential factors and the 

rationale and significance of the study. The chapter also provided relevance theory along 

with a developed literature review on Latina immigrants living and working in the United 

States. Chapter three discusses and examines the methodology of the research study while 

chapter four leads into the participant findings and their lived experiences. Chapter five 

completed the examination of the study providing an overall discussion including 

implications for theory, research questions, limitations, and future research.  
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Chapter two provides a comprehensive review of the literature related to the 

employment of Latina immigrant women living in the United States.  The purpose of this 

study is to know the lived experiences of Latina immigrants as they seek and securing gainful 

employment while living in the southeastern United States.  This literature review is 

organized into three major themes: the employability of U.S. immigrants, including an 

overview of relevant policies that hinder and support the employment of Latina(o) 

immigrants; factors that impact and influence the employment of Latina(o) immigrants in the 

U.S.; and relevant theories related to immigration and employment in the United States.  

This literature review begins with a brief description of current trends in immigration 

and the employment of immigrant groups in the U.S., including influential factors to securing 

gainful employment.  This information highlighted the role outside factors play in the ability 

of immigrants to secure employment, those who impact their pathway to employment and 

how being employed effects their lives. The next section of the literature review focuses on 

the various factors that impact the employment of Latina immigrants, including limited 

English proficiency, human capital, social capital, and acculturation experience within their 

host community. The final section incorporated relevant theories used in the literature to 

explore topics related to immigration and employment in the United States.  
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Background 

 Immigrants have always had a presence in the United States. First it is important to 

acknowledge the native first citizens of our country they were an important part of the 

survival immigrant peoples in this country. In more recent history, post-world war two the 

ability of immigrants to become employed was necessary for a stainable life. Among 

immigrant groups arriving to the United States today, they face different challenges than 

previous generations.  Over the last 15 years the U.S. has experienced a major influx of 

immigrants which has influenced the economic, political, and social landscape of the U.S. 

(May et al., 2014).  The U.S. economy is greatly affected by the productivity of immigrant 

groups. Yet, many immigrant groups face barriers to obtaining employment and integrating 

within their host community.  Following the 2016 presidential election cycle, border control 

and immigrant policy have been passionately debated topics, both locally and nationally, and 

media coverage often features immigrants in a negative light (Moon et al., 2013).  For 

example, immigrants from non-western countries are often wrongly accused of supporting 

anti-American movements, and in extreme cases are associated with terrorism (Hagan, 2011). 

As a result, some immigrants have been the targets of hate crimes and face discrimination, 

commonly resulting in social isolation (May et al., 2014). In an effort to overcome social 

isolation, new immigrants often encourage family or friends to join them in the United States 

(May et al., 2014). 

 As a result of barriers to finding employment, many immigrants become business 

owners. In fact, one out of every six small businesses in the U.S. is owned by an immigrant 

(Moon et al., 2013).  Through entrepreneurship, immigrants create the opportunities to 

supersede their current economic status and ultimately create social and economic mobility. 



12 
 

   

However, not all immigrants can own their own business and must seek gainful employment 

in the U.S. job market.  

 Certain U.S. job markets, such as construction, have certain immigrant-related 

stigmas attached to them.  For example, in Mexico construction jobs are reserved for those 

who are up for the challenge of working outdoors under tough conditions (Hagan et al., 

2011). In addition, the skillsets brought by immigrants from Central and South America help 

to shape the industry here in the United States. These and other factors that impact the 

employment of U.S. immigrants will be explored next.  

Factors the Impact the Employment of U.S. Immigrants 

 A number of factors have been cited in the literature that hinder the gainful 

employment of U.S. immigrants, including lack of human and social capital, difficulty 

acculturating to their host community, and inadequate education and skills.  This section will 

explore these and other factors in more detail to highlight the unique challenges faced by 

Latina(o) immigrants.  

Human Capital   

Immigrants typically have low human capital and therefore lack financial capital, thus 

experiencing barriers to creating and sustaining businesses (Moon et al., 2013).  A working 

definition of human capital is the collective skills, knowledge, or other intangible assets of an 

individual that can be used to create economic value for the individual, their employers, or 

their community (May et al., 2014).  With adequate time and resources allotted to them, 

immigrants can practice and master the skill sets required to build human and social capital, 

adapt to their host country, acquire language ability, and find their way successfully in the 

U.S. labor market. 
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Most male run small businesses are directly associated with their identity as a family 

provider. The way in which women immigrants apply their business model are more organic 

which allows them to market their services more effectively.  Additional important variables 

are level of education and the location of the immigrants’ business. More than half of small 

business owners in the U.S do not have a college education (Moon et al, 2013).   

Some small business owners take a negative stance on formal education (Moon et al., 

2013).  For example, formal education programs are often clouded with information which 

adds little to the field work application. Relative to the skill level of immigrant workers, U.S. 

immigration policies are hinged on whether the immigrants are considered skilled workers 

(Hagan et al., 2011).  According to policy, immigrants who are identified as unskilled are 

less likely to renew work visas to remain in the U. S. to continue work over skilled workers. 

Skilled workers are categorized as more educated than those who are unskilled.  Conducting 

job training for educated skilled workers is costlier to businesses than for training unskilled 

workers. 

Although this may seem counterintuitive, unskilled workers acquire training in more 

of an informal fashion (Hagan et al., 2011). These fewer formal ways in which unskilled 

workers are trained are more difficult to evaluate. Unskilled workers learn on the job skills 

through social interaction and skill comparing practices. Moreover, unskilled workers in the 

construction industry do not obtain formal training or education related to acquisition of 

work skills. Rather, unskilled workers receive field experience by working with master 

craftsmen in the field and learning through practice and apprenticeship opportunities.  

Apprentices are considered uneducated and less skilled. Workers who have already mastered 

skills allow unskilled workers to shadow them. This process for training employees is much 
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more cost effective and occurs regularly in unregulated industries. These are examples of the 

resilience shown by immigrants and their business skills.    

There is growing recognition of the importance of the migration of young, single 

women which challenges a characterization that is primarily based on male immigrants. 

Research on the impact on the labor market trajectories of Mexican women remains under-

developed. The authors of the Flippen et al (2015) study gathered data from women living in 

Mexico and Mexican immigrants living and working in the U.S. Human capital is one of the 

most important factors attributing to the employment of immigrant women according to 

Flippen and Parrado (2015).  The study results indicated that the related factors which play a 

role in determining employment are education and marital status. As one might predict, 

marriage tends to prohibit women from engaging in the labor market. Marriage tends to 

disrupt women's labor market trajectories. Before marriage, labor rates are 40-50 % then, 

after marriage rates fall to 38 % (Flippen & Parrado, 2015). Additionally, immigrants’ level 

of education also has some baring on participation in the labor market.  Better educated 

immigrants are more likely to work for pay than their less educated peers (Flippen & 

Parrado, 2015).   

The act of migrating to the U.S. alone increases the rate of women engaging in the 

labor market. Flippen and Parrado (2015) noted labor force participation increased from 40 

percent to 70 % after migration.  Researchers have studied the topic of immigration in the 

U.S. and Latin America. The findings from the Flippen and Parrado (2015) study highlight 

employment as a central factor in gender relations. Research on Latin America by Chant 

(2002) recognized that increases in female labor force enhanced women's power and 

authority within the household. Nevertheless, female independence does not correspond with 
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growth in the deteriorating economic condition and the adoption of household economic 

strategies (Chant 2002). On the other hand, the highly marginalized position of immigrant 

Latinos in the U.S. economy and society, particularly when undocumented, poses significant 

impediments to immigrant women's attempt to negotiate more egalitarian gender relations. 

In a qualitative study, Read and Cohen (2007) asked two questions about what extent 

existing theories explained differences in employment between Hispanic and Asian women 

and U.S. born white women and to what degree do they explain differences from U.S. born 

white women. The results expanded upon the prior studies by assessing the need for more 

complicated models of female labor force participation by comparing the relevance of 

existing theories both across and within groups (Read & Cohen, 2007). Between these two 

increasingly large groups of Hispanic and Asian women, Mexican women are amongst 

immigrants with the lowest rates of employment. Consistently in the literature, human capital 

accounts for most variation in women's labor supply across ethnic groups (England et al. 

2004; Kahn & Whittington 1996). 

 Other factors related to the differences in employment are family conditions and 

having young children. Women with younger children engage in the labor market less 

frequently. On the other hand, the social roles within the family structure and having access 

to extended family also offer some explanation for women with children being able to 

participant more in the labor market. Cultural assimilation regarding labor force activity is 

the final factor impacting immigrant women. The results of the Eggerth et al.,2012 what 

study on Latina immigrants and work experience indicate women with longer duration of 

U.S. residency have higher employment rates than more recent arrivals.  However, Mexican 
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women have low levels of education and low rates of employment over all the groups in 

comparison to White U.S. born women.  

 In summary, informal methods of on-the-job training are consistent with professional 

training practices used in the immigrants’ home country. In the U.S., formal training is used 

to measure and evaluate employability skills to obtain work permits.  Immigrants with less 

formal training, seeking to maintain work permits may not meet the standards of U.S. policy. 

It is important to reevaluate how immigrant workers’ skills are categorized. If the policy is 

adjusted to consider the workers’ skillsets, regardless of whether they are formal or informal, 

this would be a more inclusive method of authorizing work permits. The U.S. economy 

would in turn improve rather than decline. This process of training employees is much more 

cost effective and occurs regularly in unregulated industries.    

The negative effects of these methods of job training are difficult to measure.  

Typically, economists and researchers use proxies such as years of education and years of 

work experience to measure the cost of training employees (Hagan et al 2011). The learning 

by doing model is closely related to unregulated industries such as landscape and 

construction (Hagan et al, 2011).  

On the other hand, job jumping is one-way immigrants find pathways to economic 

mobility (Hagan et al 2011). In addition to gaining new skillsets through on the job training, 

immigrant workers look for the next job opportunity to create economic mobility.  In the 

construction field, job jumping manifests positive results in several ways. It helps to create 

better working conditions and overall improvement in wages and benefits for the unskilled 

workers.  The act of migrating to another country is the biggest job jumping act one could 

imagine. The factors discussed in the Hagan et al. (2011) and Moon et al. (2013) studies 
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focus on men and their pathway to gainful employment. Yet,  recent studies focusing on 

women immigrants offer factors such as human capital, family structure and acculturation as 

explanations regarding how levels of engagement with the labor market differ among these 

populations.  

Social Capital   

 Research indicates Latina immigrants need to build social capital to find gainful 

employment in the U.S (May et al., 2014; Lopez, 2012). A study conducted by May et al. 

(2014) sought to understand the status of integration of an immigrant group in a Midwest U.S 

town. The authors utilized the sustainable livelihood framework as a theoretical base that 

identified integration as a product of social, cultural, human, and economic assets possessed 

by immigrants and host community residents within a rural settlement community. A total of 

28 individuals participated in the study, including 11 host community members and 17 

Latina/o immigrants. The researchers conducted focus groups to gather data on levels of 

integration based on social, cultural, human, and economic capitals as well as power 

disparities between immigrants and host community residents. The results account for the 

experience of the immigrant and the host community residents. Traditionally, the study 

authors examined the immigrant position in isolation, rather than both the immigrant and host 

community residents. The study results indicated that social capital can be broken up into 

several elements: separate social networks, discrimination experiences, interactions among 

youth, perception of other population group, negative within-group perceptions, and power 

disparities. The study findings indicated that after 15 years of living and working in the same 

community, immigrants and host community residents were not yet integrated. Specifically, 

the immigrants described feelings of frustration when engaging with host community 
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members. The female immigrants, in particular, described having negative social interactions 

with their female community counterparts. The males, on the other hand, described not 

feeling welcome by the male host community members. These negative perceptions went 

both ways. The host community residents also described having negative social interactions 

with immigrant community members.  

How this effects economic capital and immigrant employability. According to the 

study results the immigrants who were more likely to become employed shared some of the 

same negative view of their own community immigrant community members. The negative 

within-group perceptions, described by an immigrant community member, those immigrants 

who have been in the U.S. longer and expressed negative views on newly arrived immigrants 

were the ones who were employed.  

English Proficiency 

Research indicates that English language skills play an important role in immigrant 

employability (Chiswick, Lee, and Miller 2002; Davila et al., 2011; Inglis and Stromback 

1986; Stevens 1999). Limited English skills are a barrier to obtaining safe and well-paying 

employment for immigrants (Davila et al., 2011). Davila et al. (2011) conducted a 

quantitative research study using the Survey of Occupational Injuries and Illnesses and the 

2000 U.S. Census to examine the workplace fatalities among Latina(o) immigrants. The 

findings of the study indicate that immigrant males are exposed to higher rates of injuries. 

Latino immigrant men, particularly those with limited English skills, worked in significantly 

more dangerous jobs with higher rates of fatal and non-fatal injuries and illnesses than U.S. 

born Latino, non-Hispanic Black, and non-Hispanic White men. Because the increase in 

Latino workplace fatalities has been partly attributed to limited English- language fluency 
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(O’Conner et al., 2005; Smith 2004; Halverson 2003), these analyses specifically focus on 

whether English proficiency affects the risk–earnings relationship.  Davila highlighted the 

importance of language proficiency and the connection between the level of danger on the 

job, indicating that Latino immigrants will continue to be disproportionately represented 

among workers injured or killed on the job. However, Davila and colleagues (2011) pointed 

out that immigrant males are employed at these high-risk jobs more frequently than 

immigrant women. The authors also noted the pay differential for the higher risk jobs. 

Similarly, Enirch et al. (2010) studied 46 newly arrived adult immigrants from Australia who 

enrolled in a 16-month Adult Migrant English Program. The authors sought to determine the 

relationship between language proficiency, employment, and immigrant background. Study 

findings indicated that immigrants with lower levels of English proficiency had 

unemployment rates more than five times those of the rest of the population and were paid 

less than their White counterparts, leading to minimal occupational mobility.  Results also 

demonstrated that immigrants’ English proficiency increased upon entering into the 

workforce; however (Enirch et al., 2010). A limitation of this study is that the effect of time 

living in the U.S. was not explored; therefore, it is not clear how the intersection between 

time being in the U.S., and other factors related to acquiring social connections and 

establishing relationships with host community members, could also play a role. 

 A study by Batalova and Fix (2010) used the National Assessment of Adult Literacy 

(NAAL) profile to investigate the language proficiency of immigrants and their workforce 

involvement. The goal of NAAL profile is to develop policy, education, and workforce 

training programs for immigrants with low oral English proficiency to improve their 

productivity and access to secure higher paying jobs and to experience more meaningful 
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interactions within the community.  The authors surveyed adult immigrants, aged 16 and 

older, with differing levels of English proficiency. The authors sought to determine the 

literacy skills adults used in their daily lives based on six areas of life: work, health and 

safety, community and citizenship, home and family, consumer economics, and leisure and 

recreation.  (Batalova & Fix, 2010).  The findings indicated that immigrants accounted for an 

overwhelming majority (93%) of all U.S. adults with low oral English proficiency.  

Furthermore, despite the fact that women represented slightly less than half (48%) of all adult 

immigrants surveyed in the NAAL, they accounted for more than half (54%, or 5.3 million) 

of adult immigrants who spoke English poorly. Although Latinos were about one fourth 

(23%) of immigrants with high oral English proficiency, they made up an overwhelming 

majority (86%) of immigrant (and native-born) adults with low oral English proficiency 

(Batalova and Fix, 2010). One limitation is that this study did not include immigrants who 

were able to communicate verbally and in written format in English or Spanish because of 

these limitations the survey tends to underemphasize needs for English language programs 

which specifically impacts non-Spanish speakers, which include English speakers who are 

labeled as illiterate. Additional findings include immigrants with poor oral English skills 

were more likely to be recent arrivals, that is, to have arrived within the previous 5 years. 

Similarly, immigrants with low oral English proficiency were more likely to be non-U.S. 

citizens (83%) than those who spoke English “well” or better. Thirteen percent of all native-

born adults in the NAAL were second generation, that is, they grew up in a family with at 

least one immigrant parent. In contrast, 83% of the native born with low oral English 

proficiency were second generation, suggesting, as has been well documented, that the 
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human capital of parents (e.g., English skills) plays an important role in shaping outcomes 

for their children.  

 These findings regarding women immigrants are crucial to the central topic for my 

research project. Despite the fact that women represented slightly less than half (48%) of all 

adult immigrants surveyed in the NAAL, they accounted for more than half (54%, or 5.3 

million) of adult immigrants who spoke English poorly. Additionally, those who identified as 

Latinos accounted for one fourth of immigrants with high oral English proficiency, and they 

made up an overwhelming majority, 86% of immigrants and native- born adults with low 

oral English proficiency.  

 Economists argue that English proficiency is a form of human capital in the 

workplace. Conversely the lack of English proficiency has been a contributing factor to a 

number of economic, social, and health problems experienced by immigrants. Espenshade 

and Fu (1997) conducted a study using data from U.S. current population survey to further 

explore these issues. The purpose of the study is to improve our understanding of the process 

by which non- native English speakers acquire English-language proficiency specifically 

with immigrants in the U.S., with a focus on Spanish-speaking male immigrants. An 

important factor regarding English language proficiency is the  commitment to remaining the 

in U.S. and length of time spent in the country. Espenshade and Fu’s (1997) study showed 

that events throughout an immigrant's lifetime can be important building blocks in acquiring 

English proficiencies, including events that occur in the home country prior to migration as 

well as experiences accumulated in the United States.  For immigrants who originate in 

countries where English is not so prevalent, their post-immigration experiences are vital to 

their acquisition of the English language.  The study results demonstrated that migrants with 
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the greatest long-term commitment to living in the United States are the most likely to have 

high levels of English proficiency. Additionally, post-immigration experiences i.e., receiving 

part or all of one's formal education in the United States is a significant advantage to English 

proficiency. Formal education at any level including on the job training and English classes 

at a local community college help in this process. Pre-migration events i.e., migrating at a 

young age, spending many years in the United States, and having a long- term attachment to 

life in this country address English proficiency as an aspect of human capital. Acquiring 

some education in the U.S. is a significant advantage to English proficiency. Nevertheless, a 

year of education in the Unites States has a larger impact on English proficiency than does a 

year of education received in the home country we show that it is not simply being married 

that affects English proficiency but rather the broader family and linguistic context that 

stimulates or constrains the use of spoken English (Espenshade & Fu, 1997).   

Traditionally most studies on language proficiency and immigrants focus on Spanish-

speaking male immigrants and exclude other immigrant groups This is a limitation of the 

study is its focus on males only without the inclusion of women immigrants and their English 

language acquisition.  

 Zhen (2012) completed a study that corroborates many of the previously mentioned 

points. The purpose of this study is English language proficiency and its effects on earnings 

of immigrants’ and their involvement labor market (Zhen, 2012). The purpose of this study is 

about earnings and employment of immigrants as it relates to English language proficiency. 

Regarding language proficiency one’s country of origin and patterns of migration differs 

from country to country all of which play a role in the acquisition of language and 

involvement in the labor market. To begin with an important foundational component, the 
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demographics of people migrating to the U.S. has changed drastically over the past 30 years. 

There has been a significant increase in the immigrants from Latin American & Asian 

countries. The Proficiency in English helps in couple of ways, with becoming assimilated 

into American culture and, to bring immigrants real economic returns. Furthermore, 

examining how English proficiency affects immigrants' labor market outcomes has 

"implications about the income and poverty levels of immigrant families, and ultimately 

about the social and cultural integration of those families to the host country society and is 

thus important for understanding the immigrant's overall socioeconomic well-being" 

(Gonzalez 1999).  

Using data from American Community Survey (ACS). Immigrants’ labor market 

outcomes can be affected by English-language skills in various ways.  First, immigrants with 

greater proficiency in English are likely to be more productive in the labor market. English-

language proficiency has been treated as an important form of human capital. The concept of 

human capital gets its origin from the economic concept of return on investment, learning a 

language can be considered as investment, for immigrants.  Immigrants learning the English 

language incurs current costs with an exception to reap higher benefits or returns for years to 

come. English language proficiency is a life-long investment. The research results indicate 

immigrants are negatively affected by having limited English language skills and ultimately 

earn less than those immigrants with more English language skills.  

In Zhen’s (2012) study the results also indicate a difference between the male and 

female gender and English language proficiency and overall earnings. This study is a 

quantitative study that analyze the data. The authors examine the determinants of English-

language proficiency among immigrants by using an Ordered Probit model and demonstrate 



24 
 

   

the complementarities between English-language proficiency and other forms of human 

capital by sample division and constructing dummy/interaction dummy variables. The results 

being female remains a significantly negative factor on earnings when English language 

skills are controlled for. Immigrants from Central and south American countries suffer from 

the most significant earnings disadvantage, results indicate more than 30% over other 

immigrant groups. Another important factor Zhen (2012) uncovered in the results is gender 

and earnings. Male immigrants who are proficient or even poor in English will earn 

approximately 15%, 27% and 28% less than their counterparts with English fluency, 

respectively. Women immigrants on the other hand suffer even greater earnings penalty. 

Among the female immigrants, all else being equal, those with intermediate level of English 

skills earn 22.6% less than those speaking fluent English, while those who are proficient and 

poor in English earn 14.5% and 18.6%, respectively, less than the fluent group. Women with 

poor English skills are dominant in the jobs that do not require English proficiency at all. The 

results pertaining to males indicate they benefit more from well-spoken English than female 

immigrants. The difference between the genders is women tend to engage in the labor market 

less consistently than males do regardless of language proficiency. English language 

proficiency has a greater impact on earnings of male immigrants than female immigrants. 

Males English language proficiency raised male immigrant earnings substantially by 53.3% 

while only 30% for female immigrants. Among immigrants who speak proficient English, 

Latino(a) heavily dominate in service and labor occupations (37.9% and 37.6% respectively).  

Male immigrants are more likely to be in managerial, professional, technical and laborer 

occupations. Contrastingly, women tend to be in positions that are sales, administration, 

service and science, academics related. English proficiency both sample and separate gender 
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sample indicates that part of the earnings premium comes from occupations. In other words, 

immigrants with greater proficiency in English might be more likely to find better paid jobs 

(Zhen 2012).  Language proficiency and type of work are important factor when considering 

these results. Language proficiency and the type of work meaning skilled versus unskilled 

work are deeply connected. Among immigrant women are generally less employable over 

their native-born counterparts. However low-skilled immigrant women who are identified as 

having intermediate or poor English language proficient are employed at much lower rates 

over those who are language fluent (Zhen 2012).  High-skilled immigrant benefit more from 

greater English proficiency than their low-skilled counterparts do in finding employment. 

Having English proficiency does not seem to be an important contributor for immigrant 

males’ work. Immigrant males are impacted less than immigrant women especially 

immigrant women from south and central American countries.  Employed immigrant women 

are more likely to work part-time than employed male immigrants (29% and 10%). A 

possible conclusion derived from the results attributing to women engagement in the labor 

market can be related to life changes and those changes impacting women differently than 

males. One particular life change involves marriage and having children.  

Gendered Labor Market, Immigration Policy, and Women  

 The consensus in the literature review being an immigrant plays a significant role in 

one’s participation in the labor market. Immigrant males, regardless of their language 

proficiency, participate in the labor force at much higher rates than their female counterparts. 

On the contrary, women immigrants’ participation in the labor market were much more 

consistent with findings of this survey. There are important factors to consider when 

examining labor market participation. For example, immigrants with higher oral English 
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proficiency were more likely to be in the labor force and less likely to be unemployed than 

those with low oral English proficiency. Likewise, time spent in the U.S., immigrant women 

involvement within the host community, more specifically with the labor market varies 

largely from that of their male counterparts. Immigrant women who have lived in the U.S. for 

longer periods of time tend to have higher employment rates over those recent arrivals 

(Chant, 2002). This is a logical conclusion since it takes time to become familiar with 

community and to acquire some level of acculturation.  Immigrants face discrimination based 

on residential status. The more recent implementation of policy including E-Verfiy. ICE 

policy implementation differs based on the political leanings of local government (Flores, 

2014). Immigrant men and women experience immigration policy differently. For example, 

undocumented women from Mexico are disproportionately employed at lower rates over 

undocumented Mexican men and native- born women and authorized immigrant women 

(Pew Research Center 2015). Immigration policy and the increased regulations control the 

rights and their lives at work, home, and in public spaces. In North Carolina, these policies 

include work authorization programs, local law enforcement agencies’ cooperation with 

federal immigration authorities, drivers’ license eligibility requirements, an English-language 

law, and attempts to limit education access among undocumented children. Collectively, 

these policies and regulations seek to exclude immigrant, and especially undocumented, 

people from social and economic membership in new destination communities (Donato et al., 

2008). 

Likewise, immigration policy also vastly differs depending on the location.  The 

federal government is charged with regulating immigration. In some states, including 

Georgia, North and South Carolina, Alabama and Arkansas, and Tennessee, they have passed 
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and implemented a series of state, county and municipal level policies and practices targeting 

immigrants.  These regulations increasingly control immigrants’ rights and lives at work, 

home, and in public spaces. In North Carolina, these policies include work authorization 

programs, local law enforcement agencies’ cooperation with federal immigration authorities, 

drivers’ license eligibility requirements, an English-language law, and attempts to limit 

education access among undocumented children. Collectively, these policies and regulations 

seek to exclude immigrant, and especially undocumented people from social and economic 

membership in new destination communities (Armenta 2017; Lacy & Odem 2009; Nguyen 

and Gill 2016; Winders 2007). In 2005 Congress passed the REAL ID Act, setting federal 

oversight of licenses and identification cards that are used for purposes regulated by the 

federal government, like boarding a commercial airplane. In 2015 North Carolina House Bill 

was introduced to allow all undocumented people to obtain a one-year driver’s license, but 

Republican opposition to the bill prevented it from moving forward. Republicans have held 

control of the state House and Senate since 2011 and have supermajority control sine 2012 

(Tomsic 2016).   

Overall, these policy changes seek to exclude immigrant and especially 

undocumented, people form social and economic membership in destination communities 

(Eppsteiner, 2018).). These efforts by the federal government exclude immigrants and 

marginalize them further disproportionately impacts immigrant women. The changes in U.S. 

immigration policy have been trending toward a greater emphasis on English language 

acquisition. The Immigration and National Act Amendments of 1965 and the Immigration 

Act of 1990 have encouraged an influx of immigration patterns to the United States. Along 

with the influx of immigrants the policy changes emphasize immigrants increasing their 
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language proficiency in order to become employable and even become eligible for 

citizenship (Zhen 2012).  

Immigrant women are more likely to be involved in the community. More 

specifically women are most likely to access social, educational, and medical services for 

their families, and therefore more likely to encounter “institutional actors who police their 

access to social entitlements and public resources,” thereby restricting their social 

membership in communities. Federal, state, and local governments seek to redefine 

membership based on race, nationality, and citizenship. Amnesty, Employment Sanctions, 

and Work Authorization Programs: Making work “illegal” current employment restrictions 

stem from the Immigration policy. IRCA’s amnesty provisions, mentioned earlier, excluded 

those who were “likely to become a public charge” which means receiving public cash 

assistance. Immigration policies’ have gendered impacts on employment and enforcement, 

scholars have demonstrated the gendered social aspects of legislation. For example, 

Immigrant women who applied for Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) 

program were denied amnesty or were dissuaded from applying at all (Change 2016). Gender 

specific policy also have ethnic implications Gendered policy outcomes (Donato et al. 2008; 

Donato, Durand, and Massey 1992; Hall, Greenman, and Farkas 2010; Kossoudji and Cobb-

Clark 1996). The consequences of being undocumented for employment have been especially 

bad for Mexican women (Donato et al.2008) moreover undocumented women have 

disproportionately low labor force participation rates compared with undocumented men, 

native-born women, and authorized immigrant women (Pew Research Center 2015). Labor 

trends for immigrant women specifically Latina women are tied to labor demands. In North 

Carolina’s the labor demand is for unskilled and low-skilled jobs with low wages and poor 
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working conditions in agriculture, food processing, manufacturing, construction, and service 

work (Gill 2010; Griffith 2005; Johnson and Kasarda 2009; Kandel and Parraod 2005; Mohl 

2003). Compared with their male counterparts, Latinas in North Carolina tend to be 

concentrated in smaller firms and more isolated work contexts, including hotel housekeeping, 

private household work and “back of house” food service occupations like dishwashers 

(Deeb-Sossa and Bickham Mendez 2008; Flippen 2016; Gill 2010).  Women are discouraged 

and even discriminated against differently from engaging with the community at large 

differently from males. Latina immigrants’ reproductive capacity was viewed by anti- 

immigration advocates as a threat to public resources and decried as the cause of 

demographic change—or the “browning of America”—in the United States (Chavez 

2013:87). Women are legally punished if they attempt to secure any type of government 

assistance they are undocumented immigrants must have been in the country for five years 

before they can participate in federally funded assistance programs. Under reforms passed as 

part of the 1996 Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act 

(PRWORA), limitations on benefits like SNAP (food stamps), TANF, and Medicaid were 

extended from undocumented immigrants to include those lawfully present in the country for 

five years after arrival.   

Acculturation 

The acculturation process is associated with many negative psychological outcomes 

for immigrants. Examples of negative psychological outcomes include stress, depression, 

anxiety, and overall poorer psychological functions (Consedine, 2014). Researchers suggest 

this process is a complicated one containing many smaller components giving way to a larger 
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process (Consedine, 2014). More specifically, factors contributing to the acculturation 

process include time spent in the host community.  

This theory was derived after an investigation of what other markers contribute to the 

acculturation process and further analyzing the complicated process of acculturation. 

Traditionally, factors such as time spent in the native culture were not enough to fully know 

how immigrants adapt to their new environment. 

Immigrants from different cultures acculturate differently. The question becomes why 

do immigrants from varied cultures acculturate differently? What other factors contribute to 

the differences in the acculturation process? Some immigrant cultures emphasize the 

experience of emotions more so than the expression of them. Experiential culture traits 

appear more inhibited and deemphasize expression of one’s emotions. On the other hand, 

expressive cultures are much less inhibited regarding emotional expression. Although the 

emotional experience for immigrants remains constant, emotional expression changes over 

time (Consedine, 2014). As immigrants interact more with the main culture, their emotional 

expression becomes similar to that of the main culture (Consedine, 2014).  

 In a recent study of female immigrants and their emotional acculturation process, the 

variables anger, and anxiety were examined (Consedine, 2014).   The findings showed 

females from experiential cultures marked by more inhibition had poorer health outcomes. 

Conversely, females from more expressive cultures who demonstrated less inhibition did not 

have poorer health outcomes. It was noted that immigrants who are more emotionally flat are 

judged less harshly by main culture.   

 Immigrants who were found to observe societal norms and willingly adopted those 

norms acculturated more quickly to main culture over those who observed but were not 
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willing to mimic those cultural norms (Consedine, 2014).  The idea of fitting in with the 

mainstream culture is a major theme of the acculturation process. Immigrants are evaluated 

to see how quickly they are able to become assimilated to the majority culture. Those who 

take longer to assimilate are considered maladjusted in a sense. 

 In a study of emotional expression and health outcomes, female subjects who showed 

more emotional expression experienced better health outcomes (Consedine, 2014). The 

health outcomes included in this study were anxiety, fear, and sadness.  The report was not 

entirely clear about the findings and their origins although there were resulting themes. 

Female immigrants who are less expressive and more inhibited are more likely to be bullied 

by more expressive individuals in the American context (Consedine, 2014). Moreover, less 

expressive females have less ability to influence their environment, resulting in unhappiness 

and poorer health outcomes.     

Immigrants often have trouble navigating socially appropriate responses with 

members of the main culture. The difficulty in making social connections to the host culture 

often results in acculturative stress. When adapting to the culture of their host community, 

immigrants struggle with identity confusion, anxiety hostility, uncertainty, and depression, 

ultimately leading to acculturative stress (Williams & Berry, 1991). Immigrants often 

experience discrimination when they first arrive to their host community, result in social 

isolation (May et al., 2014). Immigrants who become socially isolated face difficulty finding 

work (Consedine, 2014). 

A notable factor which poses a challenge in using assimilation models in research is 

finding a way to label and identity the different groups of immigrants. It is important to study 

these two groups because there are significant discrepancies between them, and U.S. born 
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women and members of other immigrant groups related to labor market involvement.  The 

identity of immigrants is not always easy to record. Markers such as birthplace and ancestry 

are used as proxies to define each immigrant group (Read & Cohen, 2007) more narrowly.  

Immigrants of Iranian and Arab descent have no overlap regarding culture and language, yet 

their entry into the labor market is very similar.  As stated above, these two groups of 

immigrant women have much lower rates of employment over female immigrants of Latin or 

Asian descent (Read & Cohen, 2007).   It stands to reason there may be some correlation 

between the two groups in comparison to native groups. The link could offer some insight on 

how immigrant groups assimilate differently to U.S. culture.  

Despite the hypotheses offered by human capital models, English language 

acquisition and level of education seem to have the opposite effect on immigrant groups from 

Asian culture and groups from Latin or Arab cultures. Generally, research on employment 

and immigrants has been mainly focused on men. A major difference between the male and 

female acculturation process has to do with cultural gender norms (Read & Cohen 2007).  

The question becomes how Iranian and Arab cultural gender norms differ from other 

immigrant groups such as Latinas and Filipinas?  In the literature, the concept of integration 

is examined through the eyes of the host community member rather than from the 

immigrant’s perspective.  For example, research conducted on the perspective of immigrants 

in rural communities revealed important information about how immigrants see their new 

environments.  Immigrant groups believe it is the host community members’ responsibility to 

initiate contact with the immigrants (May et al., 2014). Furthermore, examining the 

immigrant’s perspective can help explain behaviors that could otherwise be misinterpreted by 
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host community members negatively. The expectation of who begins the contact with the 

other group causes a major break down in finding meaningful interaction with one another.   

Integration, the ideal of stage of acculturation, is affected by several factors. In 

general terms the host community members value traits such as self-sufficiency and 

independence. From the host community members’ perspective, the immigrants are 

responsible for making their own way in their new environment. As a result of this belief 

system, immigrants are not received well by host community members.  Negative attitudes 

toward immigrants and discrimination are barriers to rural integration (May et al., 2014).  

This disconnection based on belief systems adds to the inability for the host community 

members and immigrant groups to find common ground.  

Immigrants entering into a new environment who encounter negative emotional 

responses from others receive pointed messages from members of the host culture. There is 

strong motivation to behave differently when the members of the host culture respond 

negatively to their immigrant counterparts in social settings.  Negative responses from host 

culture members evoke negative emotions in the immigrants. Emotional responses are a main 

component of the cultural experience regardless. Over time, the immigrant’s understanding 

of acceptable cultural behavior is formed and solidified through these social cues and 

interactions with members of the host society. The more time spent in the host culture, it is 

likely immigrants will be able to adapt to their new culture and a firmer emotional baseline.   

Acculturation research in general is difficult to conduct for many reasons. 

Acculturative stress. Key psychological variables in dealing with acculturative 

stressors are coping skills. Individuals deal with stress in different ways. Stress can be 

motivating for some while devastating to others. Additionally, some immigrants fall on one 
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end of the spectrum or the other. Those immigrants who see themselves as having a role to 

play in the acculturation process have more positive experiences over those who don’t. Berry 

discussed the phases of acculturation and their impact on mental health outcomes for 

immigrants. Immigrants who are in the separation and marginalization stages of acculturation 

are more likely to experience acculturation distress (William & Berry, 1991).  Another aspect 

leading to movement from one phase of acculturation to another is cognitive control or 

cognitive perspectives. If immigrants see themselves as having some power over their 

acculturation process, then they are more likely to experience healthier mental health 

outcomes (Williams & Berry, 1991).  

In summary the factors that impact the employment of U.S.  immigrants include 

human capital, social capital, English proficiency, gendered labor market, immigration 

policy.   

Acculturation Theory  

The acculturation process is an important part of the lived experiences of immigrants. 

Berry’s acculturation theory has several factors, assimilation, separation, integration, and 

marginalization. These factors help to explore the underlying core concept, identity 

development which impacts immigrants. More specifically the Horenczyk elaborates on 

Berry’s acculturation theory. Facet theory a more update version of acculturation theory 

helps to frame these concepts in a more dynamic way. The four factors of assimilation are 

not dichotomous rather they work on a continuum. It also explains how taxing it is for 

immigrants to become a functioning member of their new community. This model highlights 

the many parts of identity development and reconstruction and those important 

influences.   Acculturation of immigrants does not happen in a vacuum it happens 
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in intragroup and intergroup relations. The identity adjustments made by immigrants have 

everything to do with managing expectations from within and from without. The results from 

immigrants across the board show the expectations of the host community members for the 

immigrants to assimilate are much higher than their own willingness to do comply. 

Immigrants are working on survival on getting to the next goal. In their pursuit of goals and 

dreams include the compromising of their own culture and identity. The pressure experienced 

by immigrants to give up parts of who they are in is tremendous. This model explains just 

how taxing it is for immigrants to become a functioning member of their new community. 

This model highlights the many parts of identity development and reconstruction and those 

important influences.   Berry's Acculturation Model details the effects on the identity 

development and the sense of belonging which underpins the four acculturation strategies.  

The previous research in this area often takes differing perspectives but still uses the same 

four adaptation strategies. In my opinion studying immigrants using the same the adaptive 

strategies from varying perspectives demonstrates the validity and usefulness of those 

strategies. The foundational components of acculturation theory are a sense of belonging and 

identity. In my clinical experience effective mental health counseling works to address 

identity development in a culturally sensitive manner.  Certainly, one can make the argument 

that a sense of belonging and one's identity influence every area of life. The four adaptive 

strategies are versatile and have been used to numerous times in past research.  As previously 

mentioned, the assumptions made regarding integration or biculturalism and assimilation as 

preferred strategies with better psychological and sociocultural outcomes over separation and 

marginalization are also included in previous research. Berry's Acculturation theory in my 
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opinion provides helpful clinical techniques for counselors in training and the treatment of 

immigrants.   

On the other hand, the feminist perspective includes the idea of brain having the 

ability to change and create new connections at any age and stage.  Nature versus nurture 

determines how we understand psychological development. One’s environment and genetics 

are what made up the essence of one’s psychological makeup.   Newer ideas are in the 

neuroscience field indicate new and different experiences actually change who we are on a 

genetic coding level (Kaschak, 2013). The old way of conceptualizing gender, brain 

development and one’s genetic code could be categorized as dualistic and linear in nature.  

Feminist theory, or multiplicity, offers more fluid way of understanding the world.  

Multiplicity is a complex concept, mattering maps is related to probabilistic rather 

than deterministic viewpoints (Kaschak, 2013). Psychotherapy used the medical model 

symptom, behaviors, and diagnosis approach for treatment. Clinicians used their senses to 

observe patients’ symptoms using observation patterns are discovered. The observed patterns 

of symptoms are assigned to a system of pathology referred to as a diagnosis from the 

DSMIV 2000 diagnostic manual. Later, treatment is assigned based on the observed 

symptoms and ultimately the diagnosis. This is an example of the western way of thinking 

using an empiricism framework.  

On the other hand, mattering mapping acknowledges the intersectionality of multiple 

realities (Kaschak, 2013). For example, immigrants may be considered a part of the majority 

culture in their home country, but in the new home country they are the minority. Likewise, 

ethnicity is fluid and is every changing. In the United States individuals from one country are 

all lumped into together as a part of the minority population regardless of their specific ethnic 
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background (Kaschak, 2013). The changes in the immigrant’s identity is how mattering 

mapping can be used to help make sense of a fluid every changing existence is the 

immigrant’s new reality. These inextricable ways of living and being are in direct conflict 

with the ways of the current American majority. 

As previously mentioned, the acculturation process is not experienced in the same 

way by all immigrants.  For example, acculturative distress is experienced by many 

immigrants, yet the responses to it are individualized. Additionally, it is important to draw a 

distinction between refugees and immigrants especially when describing acculturative 

distress (Williams & Berry, 1991).   

Refugees are a subset of immigrants who flee their homes because of fear of 

persecution for their beliefs, politics, or ethnicity (Williams & Berry, 1991).  In comparison 

to the general population, refugees experience mental health symptoms at a higher rate, 

demeaning them as an at-risk group in need specific interventions. Acculturative stress 

accounts for variable mental health outcomes that have been observed among refugees. 

Research findings point out that, not every individual responds the same to the acculturation 

process in the same way even though the circumstance is the same (i.e., refugees) (Williams 

& Berry, 1991).  

Poststructural Feminist Theory 

Poststructural Feminist Theory contains three, subjectivity, discourse, and language. 

Subjectivity.  Subjectivity is an inherent part of research “how have we come to know what 

we do about  “fill in the blank”.  The point of subjectivity is to open up a discussion making 

them and the power relations within them visible and thus accessible for examination and 
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possible revision from a poststructural perspective there is no fundamental or essential self, 

but instead, “we speak ourselves into existence within the terms of available discourses”.  

Discourse. In poststructuralism discourse is conceived as a set of beliefs and 

understanding of the ways we are in the world (Weedon, 2004). Discourse is not specifically 

a language or text but is the effect of language practices. Discourse is embedded in notions of 

identity (i.e., what it means to be a girl, boy, or student),  which are “a historical, socially, 

and institutionally specific structure of statements, terms, categories, and beliefs,” that 

organize the ways in which we can think and act (Scott, 1988, cited in St. Pierre, 2000, p. 

485)  

Language. Poststructural perspectives reject a correspondence theory of language 

claiming words do not mirror the world. Words do not carry meaning in and of themselves, 

but only as they occur within particular cultural narratives. Words mean things in the cultural 

context and those meanings do not exist outside of that social context. The plurality of 

language and the impossibility of fixing meaning once and for all are basic principles of 

poststructuralism. This does not mean that meaning disappears altogether but that any 

interpretation is at best temporary, specific to the discourse within which it is produced and 

open to challenge. Feminist poststructuralism concerns itself with power the production of 

conflicting and competing meanings. Meanings of words are fixed only temporarily. 

Language also determines how we perceive possibilities of change. 

 It is valuable to discuss identity development in terms of cultural and racial terms. 

The Latina community are a diverse group of individuals with varying racial backgrounds. 

Later such factor will be explored through power differentials and feminist theory. Views on 
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immigrants of color by other native groups of color are an important example of knowing the 

assimilation process of immigrants in the U.S. culture.   

Theories based on gender identity help to explain the importance of women’s 

experiences and their acculturation process.  Post-structural feminist theory helps the 

structure of knowledge production which uses post-structural theories of language, 

subjectivity, social processes, and institutions to understand existing power dynamics and to 

identify areas and strategies for change (Weedon, 1997).  Feminist post-structuralism 

includes multiplicity rather than dualistic thinking. For example, post-structuralism considers 

how power culture and social relations all have an impact on the acculturation for immigrant 

females (Gavey, 1989). Post-structural feminist theory conceptualizes gender as an important 

component to the social make up of a woman’s world. This gender component is a fluid non 

fixed social structure that requires constant renegotiation. Women must negotiate the 

ambiguity of oppression and privilege that accompanies the experience of being a member of 

an oppressed subset of people (Wu & Wu, 2015). As a matter of speaking, women resist 

oppression in different ways. This resistance entails constructing and reconstructing their 

identity according to their circumstances in the new environment i.e., the host culture (Wu & 

Wu, 2015). Feminist theory is explained by (Kaschak, 2013) in her study on mattering 

mapping.  Mattering map has its foundation in focus on non-fragmented or reductionist in 

nature rather constructed from a social construction and quantum theory and neuroscience 

(Kaschak, 2013). Kaschak 2013 talks about dualistic thinking versus a more 

multidimensional way of conceptualizing important phenomena. When conceptualizing 

gender, a dualistic approach is assigning individuals to one of two genders, male or female.  

The dualistic aspect is all people were born into one or the other. There was never permission 
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for any kind of fluidity or movement regardless of how an individual viewed their own 

gender identity.   

Conclusion 

The purpose of this study is to explore the lived experiences of immigrant women in 

the United States, more specifically, the challenges women experience with overcoming 

barriers of employment. Immigrants impact American culture in many ways. More recently 

the voice of immigrants has gained quite a bit of momentum in U.S. politics (Sanchez, 2012).  

The immigrant population has been studied at length, yet a noticeable gap exists in the 

literature. One of the identified gaps is information about immigrant women. Immigrants, 

both men and women, come to the United States in search of opportunity and prosperity.   

This study will be an exploration of the factors impacting barriers to employment for 

female immigrants and while offering insight into policy and clinical implications for 

working with this population.  The current response to immigrants by the U.S. government 

has been an implementation of policies that indirectly complicate how immigrants can 

become employable and ultimately survive (Sanchez et. al, 2012).  Immigrants have always 

been a part of our country.  The literature omits the experiences of the female immigrants 

who play an important role in immigrant families.  The old adage states a group is only as 

strong as its weakest member.  The goal of this study is to learn the essence of immigrant 

women experiences with employment in the U.S.  The females are the mothers, wives, and 

sisters of immigrant families. They have a bird’s eye view of the issues facing their families. 

With all of their rich knowledge and experience women can help create solutions by giving 

voice to those suffering in silence beside us.  
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CHAPTER 3: METHOD 

The purpose of this study is to explore the lived experience of Latina Women on the 

Pathway to First Employment in the Southeastern United States.  This chapter includes a 

description of the participants, data collection methods, research design, data analysis, and 

the role of the researcher. Finally, credibility and strategies to enhance trustworthiness are 

described.  

Research Questions 

 RQ1: What are the lived experiences of Latina immigrants as they seek and secure 

gainful employment in the southeastern U.S.? 

 RQ2: What impact does employment have on the identity of women once they 

become employed? How does their employment impact their role in the family and martial or 

partner relationships? 

Research Design 

This study employed a phenomenological qualitative research design to know the 

essence of the experiences of Latina immigrants while securing gainful employment in the 

southeastern United States.  Qualitative research involves gathering narrative data from 

research participants, thereby capturing rich information that goes undetected by only 

seeking out numerical data (Creswell, 2013). Qualitative methodology is appropriate for this 

study because the researcher’s primary goal is to explore and understand, rather than confirm 

and explain, the phenomenon under study (Creswell, 2013).  An important underlying 

assumption of qualitative research is that human experience makes sense to those who live it, 

and it can be consciously expressed (Creswell, 2013). The qualitative researcher intened to 

provide rich thorough descriptions and interpretations of the phenomena under study as they 

occur in their natural environment while conducting research (Moustakas, 1994).  
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Research Tradition 

 The proposed study will employ a descriptive phenomenological research 

methodology by exploring and describing the meaning of lived experiences of a target 

population (Hays & Singh, 2012), and gathering information to understand meaning making 

and describe how people interpret their experiences (Patton, 1985). Phenomenology is a 

qualitative research approach that is helpful for researchers that seek to understand the 

essence of a phenomenon from the perspective of those who have lived experiences with the 

phenomenon under study, how they make sense of those experiences (Creswell, 2013; 

Merriam, 2009).  This methodology is appropriate for the proposed study because the 

researcher’s primary goal is to focus on their lived experiences and understand the meanings 

they have constructed, while making sense of their experiences and their world (Creswell, 

2013; Merriam, 2009).  

According to Moustakas (1994), relationship always exists between the external 

perception of natural objects and internal perceptions, memories, judgments, and reflection. 

Reflection is a major part of phenomenology, as it provides a logical systematic, and 

coherent resource for carrying out the analysis and synthesis needed to arrive at essential 

description of experience (Moustakas, 1994).  A key component of phenomenology is 

bracketing, where the focus of the research is placed in brackets and everything else is set 

aside so that the entire research process is rooted solely on the topic and research questions 

(Moustakas, 1994). Through the process of bracketing, statements irrelevant to the topic and 

research questions, as well as those that are repetitive or overlapping, will be deleted.  What 

will remain will include the textural meanings and invariant constituents of the phenomenon.  
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Research Goals 

The goal of the proposed research study is to understand the lived experiences of 

Latina Women on the Pathway to First Employment in Southeastern United States.  The 

obstacles and supports that Latina immigrants faced while seeking employment, including 

how employment affects their role within the family and martial/partner relationships, were 

of particular importance to the researcher.  Employment is a necessary part of life, as it 

provides security and survival of the family, including a way to build community. 

Immigrants have a need for community and connection beyond that of native-born 

community members. The voices of Latina immigrants are valuable, particularly, while 

establishing a counseling relationship. Counselors attempting to establish rapport with clients 

who are immigrants need to able to empathize. Furthermore, having a fuller understanding of 

the issue’s immigrants face while trying to become employed in the U.S. and being an 

immigrant woman is crucial for the counseling relationship.  

While interviewing the research participants, the aim was to know their lived 

experiences as they charted a career path in the U.S. The overarching goal was to learn the 

specific challenges encountered while adjusting to living in a new environment, learning a 

new system, balancing work responsibilities along with the many role’s women have within 

their families, being a partner, mother, sister, daughter, care giver.   

 It was my hope to give voice to their experiences in a way that only they can.   
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Researcher Reflexivity Statement 

 The researcher is a 43-year-old Arab American woman enrolled in a doctoral program 

in counseling and counselor education. She identifies as first-generation immigrant living and 

working in the U.S. She and other women in her family experienced many of the obstacles 

revealed in the literature regarding immigrant women and employment barriers. She recalled 

the struggles her family members had in finding employment in the U.S. despite their 

previous work experience, training, and education. The researcher currently works in higher 

education, is trained as a clinical mental health counselor, and is a licensed professional 

counselor. She worked in community based mental health services for the majority of her 

career. Specifically, she has worked with immigrant families as a clinical mental counselor. 

In her role as a counselor working with immigrant families, the women of those families 

were the underrepresented and offered the least amount of support. More recently, her work 

in higher education has been focused on immigrant women who are reinventing themselves 

through education and training. The researcher works closely with immigrants as they engage 

with the labor market in the southeastern United States. Because the researcher has firsthand 

experience as an immigrant and has work experience in the community and in higher 

education with immigrant women, she has assumptions about the lived experiences of the 

participants in the present study. Consequently, it was necessary for her to use bracketing in 

order to maximize the unique perspective of the research participants within this study.        
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Instrumentation 

Semi-structured interviews using open-ended questions were the primary source of 

data collection. Interviews are an ideal method of gathering data. It allows the researcher to 

gather a special kind of information in a unique and effective way. Interviews have different 

formats ranging from structured to less structured. Semi-structured  interviews are commonly 

utilized with qualitative research. The largest part of the interview was comprised of 

questions the researcher developed prior to administering them with the participant. The 

questions were structured in such a way to engage participate in an open conversation about 

the topic of study. At the start of the interview participants were asked to complete a brief 

demographic questionnaire.  Interviewing research participants: (a) allowed the participant to 

talk and respond to interview questions in their own words, (b) gathered the research 

participant’s story, and (c) allowed the researcher to probe for more details and ensure the 

questions are understood by the participants (Hays & Singh, 2012). 

Demographic questionnaire.  According to Hays and Singh (2012), demographic 

questionnaires are important for collecting the research participants’ information, including, 

race ethnicity, socioeconomic status, ability status, and religious and spiritual affiliation. All 

of these categories were included in the demographic questionnaire.  

Interview questions.  The interview questions were based on the research questions. 

A total of eight open-ended questions, accompanied by probes, will be used to collect data, 

however there was one interview that was deleted leaving a total of seven interviews. Each 

interview took approximately 45 to 60 minutes, there was one interview that lasted well over 
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one hour.  An outline has been created with broad category questions that address the design 

of the overall research study.  

 The interview protocol were standardized, open ended interview as described by Hays 

and Singh (2012). Content will include: (a) background demographic questions, (b) 

experience questions, and (c) commentary. As a part of the interview protocol background or 

demographic information will be gathered for basic identifying information. Commentary or 

follow up questions were included as a part of the interview protocol to allow participants to 

respond freely and create a place for additional information to be incorporated in the 

interview that may not be gathered from asking direct questions. The interview questions, the 

purpose of each question and the type of question is presented in Table1. 
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Table 1 Interview Questions  

Interview Question Purpose of Question 

Source or Background 

Type of Question 

Tell me a little about yourself Building rapport Background question or 

demographic  

What were some barriers to 

finding employment? 

To learn about participants 

lived experiences regarding 

employment  

Experience question 

How did you become 

employed? 

To learn about the 

participants’ path to 

employment  

Behavior or experience 

question 

How does being an 

immigrant woman impact 

your employability? 

Acculturation and other  

factors impacting research 

participants  

 Behavior or experience 

question  

Who has been helpful to you 

with finding work? 

 

What did they do to help? 

Learn about the support 

network involved in 

participant’s life  

Behavior or experience 

question 

 

 

Probing question 

What makes obtaining 

gainful employment 

difficult? 

Tell me more about that? 

Gaining insight on the 

experiences including 

barriers to obtaining work  

Experience question 

 

 

Probing question 

What about your life changed 

once you became employed 

in the U.S.? 

Establish information about 

relationships, friends, 

community members and 

family 

Experience question 
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Procedure  

Data collection.  Following IRB approval, a convenience sample of participants were 

recruited. First, the researcher sent out an email (Appendix A) to prospective participants at 

Wake Tech Community College College’s continuing education program. Prospective 

participants were instructed to contact the researcher to schedule a screening phone call to 

verify their eligibility. The researcher met with students who met with qualifying criteria in 

person. Next, the participants were screened for eligibility purposes to confirm. Eligible 

participants were asked to schedule an interview at a mutually convenient time at a location 

of their choosing. At the start of the interview the researcher will obtain informed consent.  

Interviews will be scheduled for 60 minutes and will be audio recorded. A total of eight 

research participants were interviewed. The third interview was deleted from the recording 

device. This was an unfortunate a matter of human error. Nevertheless, there were a total of 

seven recorded interviews available for data analysis purposes. Interviews were transcribed 

and prepared for data analysis and sent to participants for review to ensure accuracy.  

Data storage and management.  A copy of each interview recording were saved to a 

password protected file on the researcher’s computer. Recordings were identified, and 

pseudonyms were used in place of participant names. Each interview recording was 

transcribed verbatim by a professional transcription company to a Word document. Hard 

copies of consent forms were stored in a locked office only accessible to the researcher. 

Upon completion of the study, all data were transferred to an external hard drive and stored 

in a locked file cabinet for five years. All data and associated documents were permanently 

destroyed or deleted five years after completion of the study. 
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 Data analysis.  Data analysis consists of preparing and organizing data to prepare for 

coding and identifying themes. Before organizing the data, the researcher reviewed the 

transcripts in their entirety and memo. A codebook or a short list of codes was initially 

developed to help with the rest of the analysis process. Developing descriptive summaries of 

the data helps to synthesize the information more generally. This step allows for further 

synthesis of the data prior to establishing themes and codes.  Formulating codes or categories 

helps to reduce the data and further organize it. Coding is a central to qualitative research and 

makes sense of the interviews. Coding individual experiences using the phenomenological. 

Labels or shorthand words or phrases  were meaningful and drawn from the interviews. 

Established themes from the coded data gives voice to what came to be a part of the results. 

Quotes, narrative descriptions are taken from the interviews. The themes were developed 

through reviewing codes within the context of the entire interview. Horizontal techniques 

were implemented which included, developing a list of non-repetitive non-overlapping 

statements, deemed as equally important.  Textural and structured descriptions were 

developed to describe what the participants experienced. The themes were the representation 

of the content of the participants’ response to the interview questions. Create a description; of 

what the participants in the study experienced with the phenomenon, textural description or 

verbatim examples or quotes. A write up of the description of the phenomenon giving the 

essence of the experience and represents the culminating aspect of the phenomenological 

study. The write up included a story told to the reader regarding what the participant 

experienced with the phenomenon and how they experienced it. The write included an 

exhaustive description of the essence of the experience this approach follows the general 

guideline of analyzing the data for significant phrases, developing meanings a clustering 
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them into themes and using those themes with quotes to describe the phenomenon. Grouping 

pieces of data helps to organize them in such a way that makes the commonalities between 

responses evident and eliminates redundancy. Then assessing and interpretation of the data 

developing meaning.   

Credibility and Trustworthiness  

Credibility and trustworthiness are termed in a few ways including, rigor, authenticity 

and goodness are all terms used to describe trustworthiness in qualitative research (Lincoln 

&Guba, 1985). Truthfulness validity of a research study is equal to the truthfulness of the 

research outcomes ultimately maximizing the voice of the participants (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985). One way to sum up the criteria of trustworthiness is to take a look at the both the 

strengths of the study and limitations of the research, also known as the truth value (Lincoln 

& Guba, 1985). Another important criteria of trustworthiness are to ask two important 

questions 1. Why should anyone believe the findings? And 2. How might the conclusions be 

wrong (Lincoln & Guba, 1985)? Criteria for trustworthiness include credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

  Validity in qualitative research includes member checking, thick description, 

bracketing and triangulation. Member checking is a technique that serves as a check and 

balance during the data collection process (Creswell & Miller, 2001). The research 

participants were from varied work backgrounds and from a variety of Latin countries. The 

researcher used bracketing to address her own experiences of the phenomenon prior to the 

interview process begins. This is an important procedural consideration to ensure the data 
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analysis and organization are process is not influenced by the researcher’s own experiences 

with the phenomenon.  

 Subjectivity is a considered a paradigm shift from quantitative research. Although 

subjectivity is a helpful tool that allows the researcher to learn about the phenomena. The 

separation between the researcher and the research participant is difficult. Member checking 

is finding the voice of the research participant in the data. mist of everything happening with 

the process. Information can be misinterpreted by the researcher over the intended meaning 

of the participants. The interviews of research participants will be used to gather data based 

on the research questions. 

Member checking has been established as mainly the key to establishing 

trustworthiness. The researcher follows up with the research participant and involves the 

research participants in the research process (Hays & Singh, 2012). Member checking 

typically is implemented using several different ways; clarifying the participants response 

during data collection, by asking the research participant to review field notes to verify 

authenticity, conduct follow up data collection to further expand on the original findings, 

finally distributing the qualitative report to participants for their input (Hays &Singh, 2012).  

Stability checks are recommended for confirmation purposes. CQR and establishing 

trustworthiness is challenge for qualitative research designed studies. For this study the 

researcher followed up the each participant that were accessible. Due to the pandemic 

COVID 19 some research participants were not accessible because of the quarantine 

measures.  



52 
 

   

Thick description is one way to implement strength within the qualitative inquiry 

process.  Thick description is one way to achieve trustworthiness and a way to think about 

data, interpret it and report findings. It goes beyond reporting basic facts, feelings, 

observations events and drawn inferences of meaning from the events is also part of thick 

description. Four major components of thick description; it gives context of an act, it states 

the intentions and meanings that organize the action, it traces the evolution and development 

of the act and finally it presents the act as a text that can be interpreted. Qualitative research 

process uses the participants’ words and the interpreted meaning that goes along with those 

words. Triangulation involves using several forms of qualitative inquiry to support and better 

describe finding (Hays & Singh, 2012). The concept of triangulation includes finding 

inconsistencies among the different forms of triangulation of data sources, investigators, unit 

of analysis, data methods and theoretical perspectives.  

Bracketing is a pre-data analysis step of the researcher bias and assumptions about the 

study’s focus. The principal researcher bracketed her own biases and assumptions about the 

research topic. In the qualitative research process the researcher immerses oneself in the data 

in order to gain a deeper understanding of the lived experience of the participants. While 

analyzing the data the researcher writes her personal thoughts about the emerging themes 

within the data.  The purpose of bracketing is to prevent the researcher’s own personal 

experiences to interfere with the research process. Bracketing assists with the trustworthiness 

of the data collection process. Table 2 illustrates the trustworthiness strategies used for each 

criteria are for this qualitative study. Throughout the data collection process, the researcher 

developed a process to address biases. The process included free writing ideas in a notebook 

prior to conducting the interview with the research participant. The written ideas included but 
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were not limited to, the traditional roles of Latin families, being less progressive. Other ideas 

included the participant not having proper support from the male members of their family 

regarding securing work opportunities. The journal notes were conducted prior to beginning 

the interview and then were revisited once the researcher reviewed the transcribed interview.  

Credibility refers to the believability of a study. Credibility also helps to determine if 

the results of the study actually make sense for a qualitative study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Transferability is related to external validity in quantitative research. The degree to 

which the findings could generalize to a population is transferability in qualitative research 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Transferability is not a necessary part of phenomenological study. 

Not all study outcomes are suited to generalize to a larger population rather some study 

results are designed to address the population at hand.   

Dependability is similar to credibility in terms of achieving similar research findings 

across other studies; in qualitative research dependability is similar to reliability in 

quantitative research. This study used thick descriptions to analyze data in order to show 

dependability (Hays & Singh, 2012).  In this current research study methods such as, using a 

research team for data analysis and thick descriptions of the research process were used in to 

meet necessary requirements to demonstrate dependability. Each category and subsequent 

themes were written and accompanied by quotes from the data.  

Confirmability refers to achieving confirmability meaning the degree to which 

interference from the researcher is prevented. Researchers must listen to the data and report 

them in the way they were experienced by the research participant. This helps preserve the 

integrity of the responses given by the participants. Confirmability will be used here to show 
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the genuine reflection of the research participants (Lincoln, Guba, 1985). The researchers 

will memo her personal thoughts and feelings throughout the data collection process. By 

reflecting and documenting personal biases this helps to reduce any outside influence and 

preserve the response of the participants.  

Coherence selecting an appropriate research tradition is vital to the success of the 

study. Hays & Singh state that coherence is the degree of consistency regarding research 

design for the entire study. Establishing coherence specifically describing the research 

tradition and consistently implementing that tradition promoted a well-developed research 

study.   In this study a direct connection between the research questions and the research goal 

of the phenomena studied are established. Phenomenological research seeks to learn the lived 

experiences of people who have experienced a phenomenon (Creswell, 2013). The research 

question in this study is, “What are the lived experiences of immigrant women working and 

living in the U.S.?” To further establish coherence and thick descriptions were used to 

explain the steps in the research process. Each interview question posed to the research 

participants had its basis in the overarching research question. The interview questions were 

based in one of three main areas, background information, experience questions or behavior 

questions.   

Sampling Adequacy refers to using the appropriate sample composition and size 

based on the research question(s) and research tradition (s). The term refers to using a 

sampling method that is congruent with a research design, collecting data from enough 

participants to represent the sampling method, and including those who have specific 

knowledge of the research topic. The actual number of research participants depends on the 

information sought out by the researcher and the research design (Hays & Singh, 2012). The 



55 
 

   

researcher will use a sample size of up to 10 participants. In this qualitative research study 

this number provided a substantial amount of data. The participants within this study were 

selected based on certain criterion. Sampling adequacy will be addressed through member 

checking, triangulation, and thick descriptions of research participants’ lived experiences 

(Hays & Sing, 2012). Hill recommend 8-15 research respondents for the CQR methodology. 

This number allows for a large enough sample.     

Table 2. Trustworthiness Criteria 

Criteria of Trustworthiness. 

Trustworthiness Criteria Description 

Credibility Overall “believability, internal validity 

Transferability Generalizability, external validity  

Dependability Consistency, reliability 

Confirmability Neutrality of researcher 

Authenticity Truthful to participants 

Coherence Consistency of research approach 

Sampling adequacy Appropriate sample size and composition for research 

purpose 
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Role of the researcher  

      As the researcher for this study, and as a clinician I have personal and professional 

experience with working with immigrant women. I am aware of the perspective I bring to the 

research. In phenomenology research the role of the researcher is to engage the participants 

without influencing the data. The researcher interviews the participants and helps them to 

articulate their own experiences with the phenomenon. My aim was to take an etic perspective, 

that of an outsider regarding the topic. Although there were some familiarity with the 

experience of being an immigrant, having witnessed family members struggle to find work, 

additionally those struggles impacted me directly, the experiences my own work experiences 

have not been the same. The strength of having this etic perspective is knowing the intimate 

details and impact these experiences have on interpersonal relationships with having my own 

experiences.   

Summary 

       This chapter discussed the research design that will be employed to gather data, 

participant recruitment, data collection procedures, data analysis, and the role of the 

researcher. Chapter four will present the findings of the propose research study. The chapter 

will include a thorough examination of the categories and themes that emerge from the data.   
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS 

The purpose of this study was to explore the lived experiences of Latina Women on 

the Pathway to First Employment in southeastern United States.  The following sub questions 

were explored: What impact does employment have on the  multiple identities, children, 

relationships with community members and with their friends and family of women once 

they become employed? How does their employment impact their role in the family and 

martial or partner relationships? The findings of this study provided insight into the 

complexities of seeking and securing employment for Latina immigrants, thereby helping 

counseling professionals work more effectively with the Latina immigrant population.  

Seven Latina immigrants participated in the study, each of whom have lived in the 

United States for at least five years and have work history in the United States. Data analysis 

yielded four themes and captured the employment journey of participants, as well as their 

relationships with family, friends, and community members while seeking and securing 

employment in the Southeastern United States. 

The descriptive qualitative design was a logical methodology choice for this study. 

Descriptive qualitative research is intentionally narrative, as the data depict the story of each 

research participant, rather than detailing the information numerically. As previously 

mentioned, from a phenomenological perspective, the root of this study was to know and 

understand what individuals have encountered and endured while becoming employed. This 

methodology made it possible to personally connect with the data and served as an effective 

way to gain perspective on the experiences of immigrants living in the United States. 

Ultimately, perspective gaining, and personal connection are effective mechanisms to help 

create change.  
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This section begins with participant profiles, including select personal characteristics. 

In total, eight participants were interviewed for the study; however, the principal researcher 

misplaced one interview. Therefore, only seven participant interviews were analyzed.  

Participants are identified by a randomly assigned number and no identifying information can 

be linked to them in any way per the IRB guidelines for this study.  

Participant Profiles 

Lola is 42 years old, married, and has three children with her partner. They emigrated 

from Mexico and arrived in the United States together when she was in her early 20s. She 

currently works as a kitchen manager in the fast-food industry. Her formal education ended 

in middle school and she did not finish her education in Mexico. She is currently enrolled at 

Wake Tech Community College studying cosmetology. 

Lupita is 40 years old and emigrated from Veracruz, Mexico. She came to the United 

States in her late teens to join her partner who was already working in the United States. The 

couple has one daughter together. While living in Mexico, she left school to start working 

after giving birth to her daughter at age 16. She is currently enrolled in the cosmetology 

program at Wake Tech Community College. 

Sarah is 33 years old, a single woman from Mexico. She arrived in the US with her 

parents in 1991 at the age of five. She started school in the U.S. and had no school 

experience in her home country. At present, she has Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals 

(DACA) status. 

Sally is in her fifties and is married with two daughters who were born in the US. She 

is from Mexico City, Mexico; she arrived in the U.S. as an adult with her husband, who is 
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also from Mexico City. Prior to immigrating to the U.S,, she obtained her undergraduate 

degree in exercise science from an institution of higher education in Mexico.  

Aida is a 52-year-old married woman from Ecuador, who has two children, both born 

in the U.S. She came to the U.S. as an adult with her family and earned a college degree in 

food science while living in Ecuador.  

Julisa is 31 years old, single and has no children. At the age of 12, she and her parents 

emigrated to the U.S. from Mexico. She has been living in the U.S. for 19 years and currently 

has DACA status. 

Melina is 41 years old and married with two children, both born in the U.S. She and her 

family arrived in the U.S. when she was 10 years old and she has lived in the U.S. for 31 

years.  
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Table 4.1. Participant Demographic Information 

ID Age Country of Origin  Marital 

Status 

#  of 

Children 

        Education      

      Before U.S. 

 Arrived in U.S. 

as Child 

Lola 42  Mexico   Married   3  Middle School  Adult 

 Lupita 40  Mexico Single  1 High School  Adult 

 Sarah 33  Mexico  Single  0  None  Child 

 Sally 50’s  Mexico  Married   2  College   Adult  

 Aida 52  Ecuador Married   2  College   Adult 

 Julisa 31  Mexico  Single  0  Elementary   Child 

Melina 41 Mexico Married 2 Elementary  Child 
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Findings Per Research Question One 

         Within this section there will be an analysis of each of the research questions 

pertaining to the current study.  

Research Question One: What is the Lived Experience of Latina immigrants as they seek and 

secure gainful employment in the Southeastern U.S. ? 

This section addresses research question one which states, “What is the lived experience of 

Latina immigrants as they seek and secure gainful employment in the Southeastern U.S.?” 

The four clusters that emerged were work experiences, identity, barriers to work, and 

policy barriers.  The interview questions were designed to help the participant explore their 

identity as it relates to their family of origin, their role within the community, their 

professional and education backgrounds, and their pathway to employment.  

Work Experiences 

To understand Latina immigrants' experiences while seeking work it is important to 

know about her background, her education and professional background, past work 

experiences, policies that impact entry in the labor market and as well as the motivation to 

work.  Knowing these points help to inform her path in becoming employed in the United 

States. Serving others was a commonly expressed ideal among research participants. Some 

of the ways in which serving others were expressed included faith and community 

involvement. When asked the interview question, what is your motivation to work, the 

participants shared different factors including the influence of faith, awareness of community 

need.  Sally discussed how she came to work in community-based work. First, Sally’s 

account. 
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 “I want power in what I do because I can help people just as a volunteer. But I want 

to have the power and the knowledge. That knowledge comes with education and the 

power comes with credentials. So, I want knowledge, I want power and I want to help 

support the population of my choice, which is the immigrant, Hispanics, Latinos.” 

Sally desired to work within the Latin immigrant community. She shared about the 

need within the community and how the immigrant population is underserved. Being an 

immigrant herself, she has insight on the needs of the community.  

Sally focused on the need to be of service to the community. She found herself in a 

role of the helper within her community, “I have to help people. I have to be an advocate for 

the needs of others. I worry about the society in which I'm living. I worry about my 

community. I want to help people that are immigrants in this country. I want them to 

succeed. I don't want them to be working in landscaping, in construction. I want them to do 

more. I want them to be involved in their children's lives. And I know they can if they have 

someone that shows them the way.” This quote demonstrates the desire for her to perform her 

work, to help, to create a way to solve what she has identified as the problems within the 

Latin immigrant population in her local community. 

 Similarly, when participant called Aida described her experiences working in 

substance abuse counseling groups at her internship she said, 

I really like to listen to these people and use the theory that I learn. You learn that 

these people teach each other people how to confront and how to work really hard to 

be on this page, in this journey. I remember being in the group and just being a 

listener sometimes, because they start to give you, no I did that, and you can do it. 
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Always start with something nice and I finish nice. Something, any quote to give it, 

empower mode to them. Like they are doing all alright.  

Aida spoke often about offering her skills as a listener to the clients she works with 

and how she enjoys encouraging them along their treatment path. The idea of listening and 

helping others to work through their life issues lends itself to the theme of serving others.    

Participant Julisa also talked about her motivation to work. In responding to the 

question about her dream job she replied with the following quote.  

So, my dream job is a job that lets me have a big impact in society, and people from 

different cultures and different languages. I want to be able to go out in the world and 

travel and just get to know different communities and get to spend time with people 

of other faiths and other cultures. I see myself doing a lot of things like that because 

I'm very interested in the way people think, why they think of their friends, why they 

do things differently. 

Julisa  expressed seeing her work as valuable and her contribution to the labor force 

as something that is useful to a diverse group of people. her desire to be influential in a 

significant way in her work and in career endeavors impact on society.  

Julisa discussed how she wanted to become a doctor. She obtained her biology degree and 

planned to apply to medical school. Julisa works in a related field where she is still able to 

make somewhat of an impact by working with health care providers in getting them 

accredited.  
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Yeah, so its' related to the medical field. And I always wanted to make a big impact in 

the world to people. How can I help people and I knew that I was smart. I knew that I 

knew how to do things. I have the capacity to perform well. The company I work for 

does accreditation. They make sure the patients are properly taken care of to meet 

good standards. It really shows the patient, you know you are going to be taken care 

of, well, and so I know that we are having a big impact in patients. Something a lot of 

people don't realize but now that I know the importance of accreditation and I know 

that we have a big impact on how health organizations perform that we make a 

difference in the world. 

Her expressed desire was to help to heal others through medicine. However, those plans were 

diverted due to her DACA status. 

Sarah had a number of jobs that ultimately led her to working at a Catholic church in 

the rural part of the county. Sarah worked at a number of different jobs. Along her career 

path and networking with the leadership at her church she began working at her church 

where she attends mass. The role she initially took on was as a bookkeeper. She later 

participated in training across departments. Now, Sarah works with families in need, helping 

them get connected to services.   

Well, when I came to the church again, after leaving for a while, I started finding 

out you can help in so many different things. So, I met people that were Catholic from all 

over. And most of them, we still maintain contact. It's more of like a family. And that's 

when I started thinking about possibly working in youth ministry. And so recently I went 

through some retreats with him (church retreat leader) and that's why I've had a lot of 

growth too.” Sarah discussed how working with the families has helped her with personal 
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growth which has helped her to be of service to the church members. “I've coordinated 

ministries of retreats and youth groups. I have people who have literally told me that they 

believe in God because of me. And so, I would never change that. That is so self-

rewarding.  

Sarah reflected during the interview about her work experiences. She talked about how she 

worried so much in the past.  

 “I realized that I shifted career wise. I shifted as far as what I do for the rest of my life 

doesn't worry me anymore. And I accept a lot of things in life and I work with issues. I 

think working here, I grow up probably like 30 years because I deal with a lot of elderly 

people, a lot of young people, people with marriage problems, people with kids all kinds 

of things. And I think I've matured more here than ever and the last thing 10 years I've 

matured a lot, but in the last three, four years.  

She would spend a tremendous amount of time, preoccupied by how she would become 

employed, if she would be able to keep her job if her DACA status changed due to the new 

administration’s efforts to change DACA. Sarah shared she how her work at the church has 

impacted her personally, in meaningful way. 

Identity 

The concept of identity is layered and complicated; the identity of Latina immigrants 

is no exception. Latin culture is diverse, and it has its roots in collectivism over 

individualism. In the interview process when prompted to describe themselves, often the 

participants  identified with their country of origin, their marital status, parental status, age, 

culture and religion, professional background, and work experiences and being a Spanish 

speaker.  Identity, in all of its complexity plays a role in how the Latina immigrants see 



66 
 

   

themselves and how the world responds to them. Language and Acculturation were often 

grouped together throughout the course of the interviews.  Themes connected to identity 

emerged including language acquisition including learning to speak English while also 

maintaining speaking Spanish. Likewise, acculturation and maintaining a connection to their 

native culture and practicing Catholicism were closely intertwined for each participant.  

Additionally, when asked to discuss their backgrounds, the responses included 

country of origin, educational and professional backgrounds, and religion. Participants talked 

about being raised Christian, and specifically Catholic; religion is infused in the Latina 

immigrant cultural background even when religious practices are not routinely a part of their 

lives. Also related to religion, celebrating Christian holidays like Christmas were a common 

responses. Melina described her family’s holiday traditions stating “I always like the culture 

when it comes to the food. We do things such as las Posadas and Christmas like nine days 

and before” time honored Mexican Mariachi bands were all included.  

Acculturation. Acculturation is the process of adjusting to a new home country. 

Acculturation appears differently for each participant likewise the age and stage when they 

came to the United States influences the acculturation process. Research participants 

discussed how influential their families are on their identity development. Considering the 

collectivist nature of immigrant families, it stands to reason their families play a large role in 

their identity development. Also, speaking English and maintaining their native Spanish were 

factors that influence identity. Sarah shared the stance her parents took on language spoken 

in her childhood home. She gave some background on her parents’ generation and her 

mother’s influence over her awareness regarding being of Latin descent. Sarah stated, "My 

parents were born in the 1950's. So, they are old fashioned. My mom at some point made a 
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rule that I was not allowed to speak English at home. I only spoke Spanish at home because 

she didn't want us to lose Spanish.”    

Like Sarah,  Melina’s parents also shared some of the same guiding principles on 

speaking Spanish at home. Melina shared her family did not allow English to be used at 

home. Melina stated "My mom made a rule that I was not allowed to speak English at home. 

I only spoke Spanish growing up." Melina talked about how valuable it was to her to be 

bilingual. Some valuable points came from Melina’s experience, one being that by the time 

she was an Being  bilingual, fluent in both Spanish and English as an adult helped her to 

secure work and help her advocate for her family at times. Melina disclosed later in the 

interview she did not implement the same rules in her own home with her daughters. Melina 

shared her husband is American and does not speak Spanish, so her children did not grow up 

with their mother’s Spanish language. “He (her husband) actually has kind of broken a little 

bit of that culture. That's something I want my kids to have, you know, I don't want them to 

grow from each other, especially when they're from their own families." This can be 

attributed to Melina’s acculturating to American culture and losing some of her identity as 

Latina. A part of her identity is tied to being able to speak Spanish, it keeps her connected to 

her family members her heritage and culture. There was a sense of loss when she described 

how she didn’t want her children to move away from their family.  

Acquiring English language skills was an important part of adjusting to living in the 

United States. Another meaningful point was evident with regard to acculturation of 

immigrants . The research participants arrived in the United States at different points in their 

lives. Some of the research participants arrived in the United States as school aged children 

and some as adults. For the Latina immigrants who came as children, their acculturation 
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process differed from those who arrived as adults largely because  of being in school. The 

participants who were school aged when they immigrated experienced some interruption in 

their academic progress.  Being a student in the United States meant being in English 

speaking classrooms, their lack of English language skills caused an issue for their academic 

work. 

  The acculturation process for immigrant groups involves learning the culture and of 

the host community while learning English.  Melina experienced an adjustment period when 

she first left Mexico and then again when her family moved to North Carolina. Per her 

account, the adjustment leaving California and moving to North Carolina was more impactful 

than moving from Mexico to California, as described in her account below  

I actually was in elementary school when I came to the United States for the first 

time. The last year I completed in Mexico was fifth grade. And I started sixth grade 

over here for the first time, which was actually in California. Oh, the school system 

over there was like being Mexico, you know, the class was in Spanish, everybody 

spoke Spanish. Yeah, it's like being in little Mexico. I mean, I didn't get to miss 

Mexico because I had a teacher, which was English teacher that was to teach me 

English. Um, but everything else, like your main courses that were in Spanish, you 

know. When I got here to NC and that's when I struggled. In sixth grade here in NC 

there was a teacher that was giving English classes to immigrants. Yeah, children, but 

she will only come to my school, maybe once a month. She was the only teacher, and 

she was schooling all the counties in all the schools. 



69 
 

   

 Being an English language learner in North Carolina public schools for Melina was 

difficult in comparison to her experience in California. She described the issues she 

encountered at school. In North Carolina, she did not have other students and teachers she 

could communicate with in Spanish, only English. Being the only Spanish speaking student 

had a negative impact on her emotional wellbeing.  

As a student and an English language learner Melina expressed having experienced a 

tremendous amount of stress. Upon completing high school, she had the opportunity to attend 

classes at a local community college, but her negative experiences kept her from pursuing 

higher education. However, her bilingual skills have benefits that go beyond academics. As 

previously mentioned, Melina talked about using those experiences in school to help her 

family. “I took my mom and her friends to apply for a position at this place. And the general 

manager comes in and asks who speaks English. ‘I can only hire them if I hire you.’ He said, 

‘I need you.’ So, he trained me.” Melina’s ability to help her mom and her mom’s friends 

become employed was a pivotal moment in her life. She began to look at her skill set as a 

way to create social and economic mobility for her entire family.  Melina’s identity 

development was impacted by her finding work for herself and being able to help her mom 

and community members to do the same. She said, “I am a problem solver.”  describing how 

being bilingual was the reason her mother and her mother’s friends were able to get hired at a 

factory when she was a teenager. The path to gaining English skills is an enormously difficult 

one. Being able to assist her mother and her mother’s friends in securing employment 

empowering for Melina. 

For Julisa who came to the United States as a young child, she adjusted to life in her 

new host community in her school setting. Julisa recounted a story about completing a 
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presentation in front of her middle school class. She did not have a proficient grasp on English 

instead she wrote things down and relied on her memory. Her experience inside the classroom 

trying to navigate new environment and do schoolwork is described below. 

I was 12 years old. When I came, I didn't know how to speak English. I used to have 

English classes in Mexico, but I remember I thought I knew it. But when I came here, I 

realized that I didn't know anything.  I was never aware of how bad it was until I came 

here. I remember one of the things that used to happen in school was they used to have us 

go up there and do presentations. In English, so and so we had to do them in order to pass 

the class, but they knew that we couldn't do it in English. So, they still asked us to try. 

And so, I would get up there and just stand in front of everyone. Look at everybody and 

start. I started reading my notes. And I just read it as if I was reading in Spanish, because 

I didn't know the difference. As you can imagine everybody would just laugh and I mean, 

it was, and I would laugh too.  

Julisa was accustomed to excelling in her academics, she reported skipping a grade in Mexico 

before coming to the United States. She was a resilient student and went on to graduate with a 

bachelor’s degree in biology from University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. However, this 

story highlighted her acculturation process during a crucial point in her development. She 

demonstrated a level of resiliency at a young age adjusting to middle school with little support 

from those around her.  

Similarly, now that she is an adult Julisa shared her experiences of being the only 

Latina at work, now that she is an adult and her ongoing acculturation process at work. Julisa 

described feeling isolated at work. Julisa described dealing with the challenge and negatively 

experienced emotions because she was the only Latina at work.  
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I didn't feel comfortable bringing my food from home. I wouldn't warm my lunch in 

the microwave at work. The people at work are not gonna know what I am eating for 

lunch. I remember feeling shy to share my food. Yes, every time you go to a new 

place, you have to explore the environment. That's how I felt. I felt like I had to make 

sure that I was in a good environment before being myself because when people don't 

know something when you bring something strange to people you don't know how 

they're going to react and so every time you go to any place you don't know how 

much they have experienced before.  

Indeed, Julisa’s work experience of trying to find her place and fit in at work was an 

important part of her lived experience. 

The acculturation of immigrants has effects on academics and their inclusion within 

the work environment, depending on the stage of life. Participants shared how challenging it 

was especially in the beginning of their journey to find work. The lack of English language 

acquisition presents a barrier to obtaining work for immigrants who are seeking work in the 

United States. Each participant shared experiences with obtaining employment. The 

consensus among research participants was the importance of taking any job that was 

available in order to earn an income, especially in the beginning of their pathway to 

employment. Those jobs were often low paying jobs and required long hours. As a result of 

working long hours many participants talked about frequently being away from home and not 

being around for their children. Lola shared when she was raising her oldest child she worked 

in a restaurant and she went to school. Because she didn’t earn a lot of money and she was 

taking English languages courses in the evenings she often left her daughter with a 

babysitter. This resulted in a strained relationship between the participant and her oldest 
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daughter who stated: “You've never been with me because you always went to school or 

you're always working." Lola expressed regret for her strained relationship with her daughter. 

These are the prices Latina immigrants pay for making a new life in a new country.  

Religion. Catholicism is the only religious affiliation the research participants 

identified. Sarah discussed in some amount of detail how religion impacted her life in 

significant ways. For instance, she discussed while in college she for the first time 

encountered those who had opposing views on creation and evolution, procreation, and 

abortion. Even her political stance on women’s issues were influenced by Catholicism:  

I was born and raised Catholic. I would be brought to mass, which is service on 

Sundays. I grew up with different things because of that. Like during lent and being 

brought up Christian. I had a quinceanera. I did all my sacraments. When I was at the 

university I had very conflicting views with what I was raised with and what I was 

learning in school. I was learning about genetics and abortions and things of that sort. 

So, all that kind of conflicted with what I thought. I realized my mom did a pretty 

good job at keeping me away from things that would conflict with that, but then when 

I'm alone and without my parents, now I don't know what to do. And we're culturally, 

we don't communicate a lot. So, it's not like I sit down and talk to my parents about 

how I feel.  

Barriers to Work 

         Throughout the course of this research study, there was another notable theme in 

addition to acculturation and language; barriers to work. The barriers to work theme helps to 

further understand the lived experiences of Latina immigrants and their pathway to 
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employment. Two barriers emerged throughout the course of this study: policy, and 

residential status. Policy impacts their eligibility to work, and where they work. When 

participants discussed what it means to them to live with these constraints, they described 

feeling stress and depression along with other negatively experienced emotions as they move 

their pathway to employment.  

Mental health concerns can be difficult to identify yet they are equally as impactful.  

Immigration policy impacts all immigrants in this study the same way and more or less are 

uniformly implemented. For instance, immigration policy specifically about how immigrants 

can enter into the labor force is based on their residential status.  The mental health theme is 

somewhat a byproduct of the policy theme. Local or national outside factors influence policy, 

none of which Latina immigrants have any control over.  

Mental health Sarah shared her experiences regarding a few low points when she 

described having depressive symptoms. These negative experiences concerned her 

circumstances which kept her from pursuing her goals. Sarah stated: “So that was a different 

thing that affected me, I guess. And so, I spent a year that I didn't do anything but work. All 

my friends went away. I was alone. And I think my parents did worry for me at the time. I 

mainly did one thing, go to work, and come home. I didn't go out. I didn't know.” Sarah went 

on to describe her experience while taking undergraduate courses at UNC after completing 

her transfer process from a local community college. “And when I got to UNC, I had to 

repeat some classes. I started as a sophomore, not a junior. And so, getting used to the way of 

doing things there, it was not easy, and I think the whole time I was at UNC, I had a very big 

presence of all the money they were spending on me. I always had that in my mind like this. 

Like if I ditch a class, it's $150 that I'm wasting. That's how I would think. If I don't pass this 
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test, it’s this much money that they're wasting.” She described feeling pressure to do well and 

perform. Sarah was acutely aware of the financial burden paying for education was on her 

parents and the sacrifices made by her family in order for her to attend University.  Also, 

when Sarah was no longer able to continue her studies, she lost her social network. This was 

a significant loss to her and caused emotional distress.  

Sally mentioned feeling stress every day due to personal issues. Her status in the U.S. 

helped to create circumstances that resulted in engaging in rule breaking activities. She also 

described working with mixed status families while trying to reassure them things would be 

ok. “Not even the owners of the places where I worked. Yes, I was lucky enough that the E-

Verify, which is verification for immigration status didn't exist when I didn't have 

documents. I was lucky. Nobody knew. Yes, it was extremely stressful. Extremely stressful. 

Yeah. It's awful, you cannot work without being worried. You cannot be in a place without 

being worried what is going to happen next. Is everyday stress. Is your heart pounding every 

day. It's awful. It's awful.” Sally explored her own concerns while still being mindful of the 

needs of the community that she is a part of: 

I noticed the need in the community, and I wanted to go back to school 

 here to get the training that I needed to serve the population that I care for... I care for 

everyone, but I want to work with the Hispanic, Latino immigrants. I wanted to go 

back to school but I didn't have the money to pay for my education as a foreigner. At 

that moment I didn't have legal status. So, I couldn't go back to school. I couldn't 

apply for a student loan, and I was working without documents. I was stressing 

myself out every day. I was worried about the police pulling me over because I didn’t 

have a driver's license. And you have to work. We are in Raleigh, North Carolina, 
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where the public transportation is minimal, and there is nothing within walking 

distance. So, you need to work. 

 This part of the interview illustrates the important perspective of the Latina immigrant 

experience. Sally gives us the unique perspective on her life circumstances, finding 

meaningful work that she is driven to do with her unique skill set, wanting to make a 

difference in the lives of her community members. All the while she, herself is living some of 

those same struggles, preoccupied with being forced to engage with law enforcement, not 

being completely honest with her own employer about her status. Finally, her lived 

experience involved in a constant state of anxiety not only for her own safety but the safety 

of her husband.   

Policy barriers. Many research participants reported struggling to obtain work, especially 

upon first arriving in the United States. Most Latina women talked about not being confident 

in their English language skills especially when first arriving in the United States.  In the 

beginning of the job search, gaining employment with no work experience in the United 

States was an arduous task. For immigrants who are undocumented, finding work often looks 

like service or restaurant industry work, manufacturing, agriculture (Flippen, 2014). 

However, over time and practice using their English language skills, they were able to 

secure better, more stable, and better paying work. The ability to speak English was a 

significant factor while on the pathway to obtaining employment. Most research participants 

shared experiences with additional barriers to obtaining work and in their daily tasks 

existence which caused them a significant amount of stress, including a lack of access to 

healthcare and transportation. The lack of access to these essentials are indicative of class 
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issues in our society; being a part of the immigrant community only worsens the issue. It 

stands to reason, if those who are citizens of the United States do not have access to 

affordable health care and transportation then there is little expectation that immigrant would 

fare any better.   

Additional issues of access were made evident, for instance access to education and 

information about issues regarding education and training. Two of the seven participants, 

Sally and Aida came to the U.S. as adults and with post-secondary education.  Sally 

discussed her experience regarding becoming employed included a language barrier, but 

there was also the issue of education. Although Sally is educated and obtained her 

undergraduate degree in Mexico City in physical education, her education was not 

recognized in the United States. “Well, several challenges, and some challenges apply to the 

language barriers because I don't speak English. Another challenge was related to my 

profession because my bachelor’s in Mexico doesn't count here. My education whatever 

education I have with me, it didn't have any value here.”  Without a way to maximize on her 

skills, training, and work experience from her home country, obtaining work was a challenge.  

Furthermore, Sally had little access to resources such as information regarding education.  

Later Sally realized she was not able to participate in the United States educational 

system because of her residential status. Sally gives an account of how her residential status 

and impacted on living and working in the southeastern United States.  While giving her 

account of her status issues she stressed her only motivation was to provide for her family to 

be a productive member of her community, she had no malice intentions.  
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It was not a desire to break the rules, because I didn't want to... It was not my 

intention to break the rules, but it was a need to work in this country. It was a need to 

bring food to my table. So, I had to work without documents. I needed to drive every 

day. Part of my job, it was going to federal buildings, state buildings. I was required 

to have a North Carolina identification which I didn't have. So, I was under stress 

every single day. 

 The quote from Sally described the constant stress and conflicted internal struggle , knowing 

her daily activities things she needed to do to provide for her family and take care of herself 

also included breaking the law. The mental and emotional stress of living in fear of being 

pulled over by law enforcement while driving at any point throughout her day was 

overwhelming. The irony is that Sally’s work life included serving the needs of 

undocumented immigrants while she herself was experiencing the same stressors; this 

negatively impacted her mental health. Sally described being anxious while living under the 

constant threat of being caught driving without a driver’s license. She very much wanted to 

work to improve the lives of other immigrants, which was a part of her work, yet she was 

also an immigrant who needed assistance herself. Sally shared the presenting issues those 

who are undocumented have while navigating a new host community. She and her husband 

were vulnerable because they did not have proper paperwork; their residential status limited 

their ability to gain access to work and local resources that those with a different residential 

status have. Due to their circumstances, it was necessary to depend on others for support. For 

example, Sally talked about their shared struggles with finding employment on its impact on 

their family. “We had a sponsor for immigration, later my husband found out it was money 

laundering, and not legitimate work. 
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Residential status became a significant influencing factor for the participants and 

their family members. Although no participant was asked about their status, some included 

their status within their response. In this study two of the seven participants, Julisa and Sarah, 

identified as having DACA status (Deferred Childhood Arrival). The DACA status 

participants shared their special cases that make them a part of a vulnerable subgroup of 

Latina immigrants. Being a part of this subgroup of immigrants poses some special 

circumstances. It is also important to note that those who came to the United States as adults 

do not have access to the DACA program.  The identified barrier to employment, residential 

status also impacts the mental health of their entire family. Despite the tenacity of Latina 

immigrants in this study, there still are mental health implications for their status. Latina 

immigrants shared the array of challenges they experience as a result of their status in the 

United States. For example, any engagement with law enforcement, not having access to 

education and an overall lack of stability and predictability in their lives all have negative 

emotional consequences. 

Sarah explained her experience as a childhood arrival to the U.S. and the barriers she 

encountered. Her residential status was a barrier for her in gaining access to education 

and to gainful employment.  

 When I graduated from high school, I did not go immediately to community college 

because I was denied going into community college. If I could go and apply to have 

citizenship and just go through a process, I would, but I'm not allowed. There's 

absolutely nothing I can do about it. Nor is there a pathway for me for the long time 

that I've lived here, there is no forgiveness, there's no fine to pay, there's nothing. And 

all I did was drive up here with my family from Mexico when I was young. I don't 
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feel free. Giving me DACA made me feel somewhat free, but still, I feel like I'm 

inside a cage sometimes. I can't do anything. Well, I would like to meet some of my 

family. I would like to go visit my grandparents' grave site. I would like to know 

where I come from, which is really funny, where do I come from, and I haven't been 

there. Nor is there a pathway for me for the long time that I've lived here.   

Sarah, Sally, and Lola discussed feeling negative emotions and distress when talking 

about the barriers they encountered on their pathway to employment. Sarah shared her 

thoughts about the challenges she experiences when seeking employment “I guess I would say 

a little bit depressed, but I don't even know because I never went to the doctor. I didn't have 

medical insurance either.” The issue of status impacts many areas of the lives of immigrants. 

Later she was able to complete her associate degree, but she was denied access to 

education a couple of times. Sarah goes on to explain how policy changes impacted her 

differently than her older brother. “My brother went to community college and it was fine, 

but since 9/11, the community college and everything in the school system changed." She 

described the challenges that occurred as a result of the September 11th attacks that kept her 

from being able to do the things she wanted to do. These factors were not related to her 

academic ability, rather the policy and bureaucracy of the federal law made it difficult for her 

to continue with her studies.  The only difference between her experience and that of her 

brother, essentially was timing. Sarah “They basically said I could not go to this school."  

 Later in the interview she expressed a type of resilient thought regarding the 

challenges she experienced while seeking employment and education. This story speaks to 
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the character, resilience and determination is required in obtaining work as a Latina 

immigrant.  

I drove an hour and 15 minutes to have my first ‘legal job’. That was after I received 

my DACA. So that was my first job which felt really great. If you feel like anything 

preventing myself is me. Well, if I really want to do something, I will find a way. It's 

also like thinking how do people like me with no status get by here. You find a way. 

That's why it's the United States because there's always a way! 

This quote referred to her challenges with securing employment the lengths she went 

through, her long commute to work for her first job working for the WIC clinic in Durham 

County.  She spoke about how undocumented immigrants often experience many obstacles in 

everyday life, but they still find a way to make it, to find housing, raise families and 

contribute to society.  

Research Question Two: What is the impact of employment on women’s multiple 
identities, children, relationships with community members and with their friends and 
family? 

This section address the second research question of the study: What is the impact of 

employment on women’s multiple identities, children, relationships with community 

members and with their friends, family? The identity of each research participant is greatly 

influenced by factors included in the research participants’ profile, for example, age, country 

of origin, and native language. Throughout the interview process, one cluster was identified, 

and subthemes emerged including family support, friendship, self-identity, and motherhood.  
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Family 

         Family and relationships are common themes across all research participants. When 

research participants were asked to describe themselves, the response included their role 

inside of the family. Participants talked about their relationship status, and about their 

children. The participants’ family helps to inform her identity and how she related to the 

world around her. Themes regarding family include family support, partnership, friendship, 

self-identity, and motherhood.  

Family support makes a difference. A major influential factor for a Latina 

immigrant in her pursuit of employment is her family support; her parents, partner, and 

children, all play major roles in the life of Latina immigrants. The impact and influence of 

her roles within her family inform her decisions when seeking out work.  During the 

interview process research participants shared how their family members encouraged them, 

supported them, and inspired them to pursue work outside the home despite facing 

challenges. The majority of the research participants indicated their family members were the 

deciding factor on their decision-making process including pursuing higher education and 

working outside the home. For instance, Sarah described her relationship with her father and 

his support with pursuing higher education: “My dad took out loans and borrowed against the 

family home, even tried to sell property in Mexico to fund my education, but the family ran 

out of money before I could finish at UNC.” Sarah completed her associate degree and a 

local community college, later she was accepted to University of North Carolina at Chapel 

Hill, however, she never completed her undergraduate degree, they simply ran out of money.  
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Relationships include partner relationships within this study, three of the seven 

participants were married, two of them came to the United States with their husbands, but 

only one reported that she made her decision to emigrate here for him.  Aida described her 

husband’s support this way, "My husband is a bit supportive, most of the time, like dinner 

and my kids are financially supportive too.” She also described her parents and their 

continuous support, "My mother called me when I say to her, pray for me, I'm going to have 

stress, I'm going to pray." Same participant went on to say, "When I moved to North 

Carolina, that was my biggest painful because in New Jersey I know, I'm 20 minutes from 

my house and here that was different. I cry all the time." Aida described her challenges with 

taking classes and being a mom and working. She discussed how her husband has been 

instrumental in being supportive of her while she balanced all of her duties.  She attributes 

her success in becoming a helping professional to the spiritual and emotional support she 

received from her family.  

Aida’s described her relationship with her husband and that relationship’s impact on 

her employment. She placed priority on her husband’s work during his career transition. For 

her it was beneficial to the family for her to work within the home then later pursue her own 

career.  husband his experiences were challenging, in a way starting from an entry level 

position and establishing himself in a new place. Once their family relocated to North 

Carolina from New Jersey she and her husband had different career pathways.  Her pathway 

of seeking employment differed from her husbands’. She shared her husband’s support of her 

work and education endeavors where necessary in order for her to do the work she wanted to 

do.  Aida’s husband owned a construction business and upon relocating to North Carolina he 

had to reimage his business altogether. In North Carolina Aida’s husband had little social 
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capital. He became a contractor for a time to establish the social capital necessary to work in 

the construction industry. Aida on the other hand decided to stay home with their children.  

Professionally,  I decided to be at home for many years. For me that was really 

important to be with my kids and of course, my husband, that was really supportive. 

But I really want to do something, I say let me start doing something. I thank God, 

everything that I do because I do it with a lot of passion too.  

Through pursuing higher education and additional training was Aida’s pathway into 

work.  She wanted to work in the helping field, which led her to pursuing higher education. 

When asked ‘what hinders you from obtaining your dream job?’ Aida responded by saying .  

“I need more knowledge, even though I carried a lot of things, do you know, to try to be 

more helpful, but I know that I need to be more prepared”. With her husband’s support Aida 

was able to seek out employment that was also a passion for her. Her husband’s support, 

emotionally, financially were necessary for her to be able to become successful.  

Another participant described how she developed her work ethic and her desire to be 

independent came from her family. Melina discussed her mother encouraging her to be a 

self-sufficient person. “My mom wanted me to become independent. She was like I want you 

to learn how to support yourself to be independent. Don't depend on the man financially, 

don't have children and be dependent on a man."  Additionally, Melina’s parents struggled to 

inspired her to think differently about work. “My mom and dad would return home from 

work in the field, dirty and tired. I just wanted to work in a clean place where I wouldn't 

return home dirty from work.” Melina’s parents worked long hours in an unsafe 

environment. Being a witness to their struggles motivated her to look for work outside of the 
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agriculture industry. Her parents gave her the inspiration she needed to seek out other 

opportunities.    

Sally’s family encouraged her to obtain education beyond high school. Her parents 

did not have the opportunity to attend school, yet they held education in high regard.  She 

described her parents growing up in the rural parts of Mexico, and her parents were older 

parents when they had her. Sally disclosed: “My parents, they barely knew how to read and 

write. They didn't have the opportunity to go to school. My dad, he got me into books, even 

though he didn't know how to read. He got paid every Friday and he came home with comics, 

Archie, Salt & Pepper, a bunch of comics.”  

  By all accounts the encouragement of family’s contribution greatly to supporting 

Latina immigrants in pursuing their work. The support the immigrant receives varies, from 

spiritual guidance, financial support, and inspiration to do more than her parents.   

Family connection. The family is at the center of everything. The research 

participants highlight family connection as foundational to their culture. Melina talked about 

the cultural significance of family. She shared when she was growing up with her family, 

getting together on Sundays after church was important: “You know, we have like a small 

meal cookout hang out and catch up with everybody. And unfortunately, now I don't get to 

do that with them. So maybe add to it every two weeks, or once a month. My husband doesn't 

understand.”  Melina is now married to an American man. She splits her time between her 

husband and daughters and her time with her parents, siblings, and extended family. She 

visits with her given family to connect and engage with her culture, preparing her for the 
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work week. Melina talked about having a sense of connection and love with her family that is 

irreplaceable.  

Sarah included faith and family going hand in hand.  Her family were the first to 

teach her about faith. Work and the motivations to wanting to do work in the church came 

from her faith-based family values. Sarah talked about her desire to work and how her family 

values inform the kind of work she wants to do. “I want to better my community through 

helping others find their faith.”  While renewing her own commitment to her faith she also 

became more involved in church activities. She described an experience she had that seemed 

to solidify her spiritual principles, “I've coordinated ministries of retreats and youth groups. I 

have people who have literally told me that they believe in God because of me. And so, I 

would never change that. That is so self-rewarding.” Doing event planning work for her 

church is one job she has had over the years, and it's a rewarding one. Sarah discussed her 

mother’s relationship with her own spirituality and religion. A near death experience with a 

tragic car accident followed by an influential friend led her to have a deeper religious 

experience. These experiences within her faith life and her family and best friend have 

shaped her personal growth journey. Sarah has incorporated the tragic events in her life and 

her personal growth as a result, into her work at the church.  

I think my Mom didn't have a relationship with God the way we've established it now 

and I consider it more of my conversion because now I have a very deep relationship 

with God, and it's been because of me that my whole family has shifted because of 

my best friend. So that I see life totally different now that I used to, plus I almost 

died, that also. 
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Intertwining her family, faith, and work continues with Aida. Aida included religious 

practices when asked about how her parents supported her career path. “My mother called 

me when I said to her, pray for me, I'm going to have stress, I'm going to pray.” Relying on 

her family connection as a source of strength is commonplace. The family connection 

whether it is financially or spiritually or spending time together, these connections show up 

for Latina immigrants broadly and make them able to work and be productive. 

Friendship. Friendships serve as a lifeline for Latina immigrants. The majority of the 

research participants described their friendships as a crucial part of their lives. For instance, 

most of the research participants shared their friendships as a source of inspiration to 

accomplish goals, as a source of emotional support and ways to connect over commonalities. 

Sally shared how her friend’s influence and impact her journey to becoming employed. 

My friends are my motivation to do more because the friends that have already 

completed their career, so they are on their way. I want to be them. I have a friend that is 

almost to become a doctor. One of my best friends, she's a doctor. And another one good 

friend that was studying while I was working with her, she already completed her 

education. Two of my best friends here, they already have a double license. My friends 

are my motivation. 

 Melina shared her experiences with attempting to go back to school following her 

high school graduation.  

My friends who graduated when I did from high school, were telling me their 

experience and she told me just don't give up. Don't give up. Just try to, you know, try 

to ask for help try to, you know, maybe, see if you can get a scholarship. I would get 
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inspired from my friends. I was able to find some job opportunities. It was really hard 

for us. They offered me support and guidance. 

Melina expressly mentioned how valuable her connection with her friends is to her. 

She talked about the gratitude she has for her lifelong friendships with the women she grew 

up with. They have a special bond; the friends intimately know each other’s struggles and 

serve as a special kind of motivating factor.  Melina described how her friends function as a 

source of information about work and school. Their friendship works more like a sisterhood 

which is truly special. “I have four friends that I have from growing up together, we kind of 

like the impact, we always try to find a good job opportunity and we're always pushing for 

more.” 

Yet another research participant described her experiences with her friendships.  

Sarah credits her best friend, who is also a Latina immigrant, with helping to guide her with 

her faith. After having a near death car accident her best friend took her to church. Sarah 

described a renewed sense of faith. “Some of them share the same values and faith as me. I 

think I also grew in that.” My mom didn't have a relationship with God the way we've 

established it now and I consider it more of my conversion because now I have a very deep 

relationship with God and it's been because of me, that my whole family has shifted because of 

my best friend’s influence on my faith. So that I see life totally different now that I used to, plus I 

almost died.”  

Self-Identity. The ways in which Latina immigrants self-identify influence their 

priorities and their decisions making process. Also, how others within their environment 

respond to them help to shape their identity. During the course of the interviews each 

research participant was asked to describe themselves. This open-ended question was 
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intentionally phrased this way to offer each respondent the opportunity to talk about 

themselves in the way that made sense to them. Lola responded with her depressive 

symptoms, her personal characteristics, being a mother and her marital status. “About myself. 

All right. I like to talk. I like to have friends. I like to be happy but sometimes it's hard. I have a 

little depress. Well, not a little. Yeah. So, I'm working on it.“  Lola shared about her depressive 

symptoms immediately upon beginning the interview.  

Lola included her role as a mother as an important part of her self-identity. Each 

respondent with children identified being a mother as an important part of their identity. As 

mentioned throughout the study, the family connection and support are critical components 

for Latina immigrant’s success with regard to work. For example, the support she receives 

from her partner and other family members has motivated to her to put action behind her 

desire to work. Being a parent impacts the work she does. Her availability to work the 

support of her partner all play a role in her ultimately obtaining work.  

I started to work because my brother and my husband, my dad, my another brother, they 

started to work in there. You know, easier. They have.. Okay, and I have my sister-in-

law, she's American. So, they saw me they say she need to work, and they hire me to be 

working with them. Now I'm working in the kitchen. I was a manager before. When I 

started to work, to go to school, they cut my hours because that and they say, "You won't 

be available to work like before 

 Lola discussed her relationship with co-workers and friends at work. She received a 

promotion at work. Although she was pleased with the promotion it had a negative impact on her 

relationship with her co-workers.  

“So ... at work you can find too many people. Some people you don't like. Some people 

like... each other have some problem too. So anyways, if you're working with a lot of 



89 
 

   

Latin people, a lot of Latin people they get jealousy. They hire you and they say you're 

different or you can be better later because they give me the opportunity to be a manage, 

but some people were not happy about it. So, they was saying things that way they can 

put me down. So, it's not easy to be dealing with that.”   

Lola talked about how challenging it was for her at work after she became the kitchen 

manager.  She encountered conflict and other negative encounters from her co-workers 

which caused her a lot distress. This job was her first experience with working outside of her 

home. Her entire social network was compromised of the people she worked with, so when 

she began experiencing challenges with her co-workers it created distress for Lola.  

 Being a woman brings about its own set of challenges and the intersectionality of 

being a woman and an immigrant makes for even more challenges. Aida had taken an 

inclusive approach to her work with students. She teaches Spanish classes and most of her 

students are women.  She considered them as a part of her social network. Even in her role as 

a teacher Aida sees her students as a valuable network and uses her classroom as a platform 

for students to network and connect with one another. She takes her role as a teacher to 

promote community to help her students connect with her and with each other to help build 

social capital needed to become successful. Aida values education both as a teacher and as a 

student. She stated: 

Because we are women, because I'm listening to a lot of history about every woman, 

that they have different types of problems. More situations for immigration part. Yes, 

I try to always be positive, encourage them, and always feel this type of therapy. Try 

to listen to them and they try to explore all the situations. Even though I teach 
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Spanish, there are different kinds of students that already speak Spanish with me, and 

every class I need to listen and listen to understand them and in Spanish. 

Lola and her husband both experienced issues at work.  Although the issues 

experienced for both Lola and her husband were similar her options were vastly different 

than those of her husband. As a result of the difficulty her husband experienced at work, he 

was able to open his own business and work for himself. These opportunities seem to not be 

as available to Latina immigrants as they are for their partners.  Lola experienced difficulties 

at work and as a result she was fired but later rehired. Under similar circumstances her 

husband moved on in his career and opened his own business. 

You know, he's different. Well, he was working for too many years, like 20 in a 

restaurant. So, I was pushing him to have a different job or to get more time for him 

because he was working seven days a week. You guys call 24/7. I told him it's too 

much. He got so frustrated, he was like that, always mad and I say, ‘No, you need to 

change your job. Your job is making you to be that way, so no.’ So, thanks to God a 

year and a half ago he started to be working in his own company. He drives a huge 

truck now. 

Motherhood. For Latina immigrants, motherhood certainly helped to shape their 

identity. Motherhood brings about challenges and conflicting priorities that had an impact on 

employment. One of the most commonly discussed challenges was balancing time between 

work and home. Respondents discussed their experiences with balancing raising a family   

and their work schedule time away from home working.  In this study five out of seven 

participants were married or partnered, leaving two out of seven single and with no children.   
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Lola is married and came to the United States with her partner. Lola explained having 

younger children made it difficult to balance all of her responsibilities. Upon first arriving to 

the United States, she worked longer hours and was paid very little. Factors like being in the 

United States for a short time, not having adequate English language skills and little to no 

work history in a new country all created circumstances that were not helpful to addressing 

this work life balance. She worked a job that did not pay well  and required long hours. Lola 

described those early years as stressful and hard.  However, as her children grew older, she 

experienced fewer challenges with managing time for work and family. During those more 

challenging years, Lola talked about the changes her husband had with his work. Lola 

described how they as a couple struggled in their relationship.   Lola described the changes 

her husband made in his career.  “He has his own company now and he has people working 

for him.” Lola shared that her husband left his restaurant job and started his own trucking 

business. Making that change afforded their family an increase in his earning potential which 

then gave Lola more time at home and subsequently less time at work.  Although Lola did 

not mention how her work was influenced by her relationships specifically, she made the 

comparison of her quality of life then and now. Lola talked about her quality of life has 

improved drastically over the years. Additionally, her relationship with her husband 

improved as their children got older. Lola made the connection between filling her role as a 

mother and a partner over her work schedule. In other words, she maintained more traditional 

gender roles within her family. She remarked, now that her children are older and more self-

sufficient, she has more time and attention to dedicate to her partner and work. 

 Lupita shared the following when asked about motherhood and its challenges, “The 

time yeah. The time goes. Many of the times she (her daughter) gets sick or she has to do 
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something at school, or the days there is no school, we don't have to worry about..., so that is 

not easy for us. Even I think, for all the Latin women who have kids, if they have kids, they 

have a lot of trouble when they get sick. I don't know.”    

Lupita is partnered but not legally married. She discussed her experiences with 

motherhood from a single woman’s perspective. All respondents with children reported 

motherhood having an impact on their lives, but not one respondent   experienced the impact 

in the same way.  Sally responded to the challenges of motherhood.  

Not many. The truth is they’re not many because our job has been really flexible. My 

husband worked in a newspaper and then at an after-school program that gave us a place 

for my kids. So no, we didn't have challenges. No. We were able to work things out and 

to have the opportunity to be with our kids and work at the same time. We didn't even 

have babysitters. My kids were not demanding. They, at a really young age, learned how 

to regulate themselves. 

  Sally described collaborating with her husband to manage their family’s needs without 

the assistance of other supports. The collaboration efforts by Sally and her husband gave her the 

ability to work and care for her family.  The findings indicate Latina immigrants who receive 

support from their partners are able to effectively parent, and motherhood is a more comfortable 

experience.   

Aida shared similar challenges as Lola with regard to work schedules and managing 

responsibilities. She discussed the challenges of maintaining her work schedule and 

responsibilities while still caring for the needs of her children and husband. Aida stayed home for 

many years then later decided to work outside the home. She struggled to find work then decided 
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to become self-employed. Aida described her struggles and feelings regarding her relationship 

with her younger daughter. 

Because I am self-employed , I try to cover, but sometimes I can make it and sometimes I 

can teach my class from 6:00 to 7:00, 7:00 to 8:00. And that period that was really hard 

for my youngest one, because she always told me that she doesn't like to be in school. It 

doesn't give you attention in the beginning. Still because I'm being home for maybe not 

long, I need to prepare the food and all the stuff. Right now, it's like I'm easier for me 

because I give you assurance to them and they have to go through a lot of things too.  

Aida shared how she realized her daughter was struggling in school and she was not there 

to offer the support she needed. This was problematic in their relationship. Aida talked about how 

she wanted to do everything, work, have a career of her own, and be a mother all at the same 

time. Table 4.2 provides a summary of the themes and clusters across the research questions.  
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Table 4.2. Research Questions: Themes and Clusters  

Research Question                                Cluster                             Theme                  

#1 What is the lived 

experience of Latina 

immigrants as they seek and 

secure gainful employment 

in Southeastern US? 

Work Experiences  Serving Others  

  Identity Acculturation, Language & 

Religion   

  Barriers to Work  Policy barriers, Residential 

status, and Mental health  
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Table 4.2 (continued)  

#2 What is the impact of 

employment on women’s 

multiple identities, children, 

relationships with 

community members and 

with their friends, family and 

partners? 

Family Family support, Family 

connection, Friendship, Self-

Identity & Motherhood  
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

This chapter provides a discussion of the findings elicited from the research study on 

Latina immigrants and their pathway to employment in the United States. This discussion 

includes the research findings from the data in comparison to the conceptual framework and 

the literature used as the foundation for this study. It was determined from the data analysis 

for the majority of Latina immigrants their pathway experiences to employment are 

complicated and influenced by language, acculturation factors,  family connection and family 

support, and policy barriers and residential status. The data garnered the following clusters: 

work experiences, identity, barriers to work, friendship, self-identity, and motherhood each 

with accompanying themes. 

Immigrants have always been a part of the United States. They are among the 

founding fathers of our democracy. Despite the long history of immigrants in our country 

they often receive negative press to the extent of being referred to as a potential threat to 

national security. It was the intent of this study capture first-hand knowledge from the 

perspective of real-life experiences of immigrants through interviews Latina immigrants. 

This study’s design was one which emphasized the importance of hearing directly from this 

population, for each person to tell her own story of their pathway to employment in the 

United States.   

 The purpose of the study was to take an in-depth examination into the lived 

experiences of Latina immigrants as they seek and secure gainful employment. This chapter 

provides a discussion of the findings elicited from the research study of Latina immigrants 

and the effect employment had on them. This discussion will be used to compare the findings 
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form the data to the conceptual framework and the literature used as the foundation for this 

study.  

It was determined from the data analysis that, for that these Latina immigrants, the 

study produced remarkable findings. The Latina immigrants’ employment pathway was 

greatly impacted by factors that included culture and relationships with those in their 

families. Participants in this study expressed largely positive outcomes when it comes to their 

experience as Latina immigrants as they sought and secured gainful employment in the 

Southeastern United States and the impact of employment on women’s multiple identities; 

children; relationships with community member; and with their friends, family, and partners? 

 Overall, the findings adhere to the Post Structural Feminist Theory (Weedon, 1997)  

framework as responses reflected ideas regarding gender, sex, and access to sociopolitical 

about subjectivity, discourse, and language.[citation]. Post Structural Feminist Theory 

(PSFT) has its foundation in feminist theory which emphasizes equity, especially for those 

who live at the intersection of class and race. PSFT gives a platform for understanding the 

more nuanced and complicated issues for those who are both women and are a part of a 

lower economic class. This is the space the Latina immigrants occupy.   

Participants 

 It was important to include research participants from various backgrounds within the 

Latina immigrant community.  The participants of this study were Latina immigrants who 

were all living and working in the Raleigh Durham Chapel Hill area and hale from a variety 

of countries. The Latina immigrants represented a number of cultures and countries, 

including, Mexico and Ecuador. The immigrants also varied in their marital status, age, 
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educational backgrounds, and professional background, and their identity played a role in 

securing employment. With regard to participant profiles, it is important to note five out of 

the seven participants identified as partnered or married. Those five participants are parents 

while the two single participants do not have children. All the participants identified as 

Catholic. Culturally each participant identified as Latina and Spanish speaking, one 

participant reported her home country was Ecuador. The remaining participants are from 

Mexico. Three of the seven participants arrived in the United States as school aged children 

two of those three received DACA status. The one out of three participants who came to the 

United States as a child was not able to receive DACA status, although she met with 

requirements. This is a small sample of Latina immigrants living and working in the 

Southeast and their experiences are valuable to the overall body of research.  Within the body 

of research there is no emphasis on Latina immigrants and work.  This study highlights a 

population of people who are otherwise invisible.  

 The literature review for this study was underscored by the lack of academic research 

about employment of immigrants in the United States specifically Latina immigrants. The 

findings of this study support that Latina immigrants’ experiences living and working in the 

United States, and their relationships are significantly impacted by a number of factors many 

of which the immigrants have no control over.. Latina immigrants have a different 

experience with employment in the United States even over their male counterparts. All 

participants within this study agreed about the importance of knowing the lived experiences 

of Latina immigrants. In addition, there are many conversations occurring nationally about 

the immigrant population.  
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Findings 

 There were twelve themes that emerged from the data: serving others, language, and 

acculturation,  policy barriers, mental health, family support, family connection,  residential 

status, friendship, self-identity, and motherhood. Through the data, themes I was able to 

answer the research question: What are the lived experiences of Latina immigrants were as 

they sought out employment and what impact employment had on their multiple identities 

and relationships?  

 The literature review for this study was underscored by the lack of academic research 

supporting Latina immigrants living and working in the United States. However, it stands to 

reason Latina immigrants are working based on observations in the community. They are 

visible, and there is substantial amount of research on Latin immigrant males working in the 

United States, yet there is no representation in the literature for Latinas. The findings of this 

research study support that Latina immigrants are working; they have a desire work and serve 

as assets to their respective communities and they are interested in contributing to the 

workforce and supporting their families by becoming employed. Likewise, there is rhetoric 

regarding immigrants, specifically Latin immigrants in the southern United States. This 

rhetoric permeates the national political stage, implying and sometimes outright stating, 

immigrants are not working or contributing; rather they take from the resources allocated to 

United States citizens. Hearing directly from the immigrants, knowing their lived 

experiences, through direct contact with them is a much more salient way to gain 

information. Additionally, the stereotypes are that Latina immigrants wish to have children 

and be a stay-at-home moms, I thought it was interesting and deserved to be explored further.  
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In this study, the motivation and desire to work is connected to family, but it will be 

discussed in some detail in order to explore and unpack it further.  

There were four total clusters that emerged from the data include Work Experience, 

Identity, Barriers to Working in the United States, and Family. Through the data clusters, I 

was able to answer the research questions that guided this research study. The common 

themes around the first three clusters were derived from the first research question.  In the 

following sections all the themes will be discussed along with the conceptual framework and 

literature reviewed.  

Clusters: Work Experiences, Identity, Barriers to Work . The subsequent themes 

include serving others, language, acculturation and religion, policy barriers, residential status, 

and mental health. 

Cluster: Family The common themes round family include family support makes a 

difference, family connection, friendship, self-identity, and motherhood.  

Work Experiences  

 The overarching common theme around work experiences is serving others. 

Respondents had work experiences in the United States and in their home country, but those 

experiences were not equally beneficial. With regard to entering into the U.S. labor market 

the experiences that were helpful were the experiences had in the United States. Serving 

others was often the motivation for work outside the home. For instance, Aida stayed home 

with her children and only worked at home for a number of years before entering into the 

workforce. Each of the participants discussed a desire to serve others and address the needs 

of their community. The motivation for working outside the home is grounded in the service 
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of others. The respondents talked about the importance of working to bring income into their 

home and care for their family. Likewise, respondents were motivated by the identified  

needs within the community. Participants shared they recognized their skill set as a form of 

work to help address those needs. There were varied version of noticing the needs. Differing 

ways of addressing the needs of the community included: retooling themselves, returning 

back to school to gain another skill (i.e., cosmetology or obtaining dual licensure in mental 

health counseling and substance use) to address the needs of those who struggle with mental 

illness and addiction. The needs of their community tended to drive them to work and serve 

those needs. 

The motivation to work and serving others was underpinned by the length of stay in the 

United States. The literature indicated women with longer duration of residency in the United 

States have higher employment rates than more recent arrivals and education as a factor for 

employment (Eggerth et al., 2012). The Latina immigrants with lower levels of education 

have lower levels of employment compared to their U.S. born white counterparts (Eggerth et 

al., 2012).   The research participants have had a variety of work experiences. Four of the 

seven had some experience working in their home country prior to immigrating to the United 

States. Those four participants did not work in their former career path once they became 

employed in the United States. All three of the four found work in the service industry.  

Identity  

 The common themes around identity included English language acquisition, 

acculturation issues, and religion.  For immigrants, learning the English language is a part of 

the acculturation process, and it served as a part of securing work opportunities. The impact 

of having another skill set had its advantages, including finding better work and 
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disadvantages, further separating the immigrants from their native culture.  Even the process 

of learning English for the immigrants as children versus as adults impacted them differently.  

Learning English as a school aged student for the three immigrants who came to United 

States as children was difficult, they needed accommodations in the classroom. One 

participant, Melina, shared she did not want to pursue higher education because of the issues 

with learning English in elementary through middle school. However, being bilingual is an 

asset for her and the entire family.  

Acculturation  

 Acculturation process is different for each participant in this study.  in the 

southeastern United States versus the same process in other states with a higher population of 

Latinx community members is different.  Likewise, adjusting to a new home community and 

adjusting to life in the United States and then relocating to the southeastern United States 

have their own set of implications.  Three immigrants shared their experiences living in 

California, Texas and New Jersey and compared those to adjusting to living in North 

Carolina.  For instances living in an area populated with immigrants like California differs 

greatly from living in an area populated with less immigrants i.e., North Carolina. North 

Carolina has allotted fewer resources to immigrant services including, community-based 

services as well as in the  in the public school system. Places that have fewer resources for 

immigrants creates more challenges, less opportunity for the immigrant families. These 

challenges include making it more difficult for immigrants to enter into the workforce. The 

economic impact of fewer immigrants contributing to the labor market can have devastating 

effect on a community. It becomes a vicious cycle of economic inequality a lack of resources 

and an exclusion of a group of residents from contributing to their community.   
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Barriers to Work  

 The overarching themes regarding barriers to working in the United States were 

policy barriers, residential status, and mental health concerns. A lack of work history 

specifically in the United States posed a barrier on the pathway to employment. Likewise, the 

local and national policy on immigration were contributing factors. Upon further 

investigation, barriers became evident including, immigrants not having proper identification 

making it difficult to obtain work. Those immigrants who are undocumented do not have 

required proper identification which does not allow them to obtain a driver’s license, 

precluding them from driving, and narrowed their opportunities to work.  As a result, 

residential status has far reaching implications regarding work opportunities. Undocumented 

immigrants are relegated to obtaining work in industries that are less regulated and less safe 

and, that do not pay a living wage. As a result, conditions of scarcity were created within the 

families. The idea of not having enough resources and finances with little hope for 

improvement their family increased stress in their lives.  

Likewise, the implementation of these policy barriers, in addition to identification, 

included entering higher education institutions. Barriers with regard to higher education is 

relevant because Latina immigrants often retool their skills by entering into training and 

education programs with the aim of accessing the labor market.  Students seeking to retool 

their skills and are undocumented, for instance or are on student visas are limited. Regarding 

policy, international students or undocumented students, there is little training offered to the 

staff whose responsibility it is to support these students. Additionally, the national policies 

change from one presidential administration to the next, leaving the immigrants students and 

the higher education staff confused. In addition, there are mental health implications because 
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of the lack of training information and leadership of those higher education staff who work 

with immigrant students.  

Family 

 Family in the Latina immigrant community helps to inform her identity; it gives her a 

foundation of self-efficiency and  decision-making skills. Latina immigrants are 

interconnected with their family units. The family serves as a source for her spiritual 

guidance and connection. Although the culture is characterized by participants as mainly 

traditionally patriarchal, the data showed a different reality. Melina shared her mother 

encouraged her to find a career path and to become independent. Sally and Sarah’s fathers 

were supportive of their daughter’s obtaining higher education even though neither of them 

was able to do so themselves. The support from their fathers goes against the idea of Latin 

families being male centered.  

In addition to family, partnership was an overarching theme for  Latina immigrants’ 

relationships. Partner relationships proved to be an important part of the lives of the research 

participants. The Latina immigrants often experience the same struggles with regard to work 

as their partners. The struggles with obtaining work were the same, that is, the research 

participants and their husbands/partners encountered lack of English language skills as a 

barrier and residential status. The outcomes for each differed despite having some of the 

same challenges. In the example of Aida and Lola, both of their partners were able to 

overcome the barriers to employment by becoming entrepreneurs. Both Lola and Aida 

pursued higher education as a way to overcome obstacles to being employable rather than 

entrepreneurship. Lola enrolled in cosmetology program, and Aida enrolled in a substance 

abuse program. Lola’s partner left his work in the restaurant business and began driving 



105 
 

   

trucks. After Aida’s partner left his struggling construction business in New Jersey and 

relocated to North Carolina, he worked as a subcontractor and was later able to build his own 

customer base and eventually built his own construction business. According to the literature, 

immigrant males tend to garner more social capital than female immigrants (May et al., 

2014). It stands to reason that gains in social capital has its advantages, making it easier for 

male immigrants to create entrepreneurship ventures. Latina immigrants do not have the 

same access to social capital, posing challenges for them to create opportunities for economic 

mobility.  

Immigrants are a vulnerable population. Perhaps the most vulnerable time for Latina 

immigrants is upon first arriving to the United States. They often take the first work 

opportunity presented in order to earn an income. The lack of legal residential status in the 

United States impacts both the Latina immigrants and their partners equally. Although none 

of the research participants were asked about their residential status, the issue of status came 

up while discussing the experienced challenges with becoming employed.  Only two of the 

research participants reported having DACA status. The benefit of obtaining DACA status is 

the ability to secure a legal driver’s license. DACA recipients in this study described 

experiencing a sense of relief because, with proper identification and a driver’s license upon 

obtaining DACA status, they were able to drive with less stress and concerns about engaging 

with law enforcement.  

Friendship. The Latina immigrant population as a whole are vulnerable in many 

ways. However, protective factors include their relationships. These friendship bonds are 

made with one another in order to find success and to offset their disadvantages. Friendships 

help to effectively address the challenges the immigrants experience in their pursuit of 
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employment. For example, the lack access to resources, fewer opportunities, and lower levels 

of social capital are countered by their friendships because they serve a protective network. 

Friendships serve as a source of inspiration, connection, and validation of her existence.  The 

friends are a part of networking and a source of information that otherwise immigrants would 

not access. In this study, relationships referred to various family connections, but friendships 

differ from family connections. They are outside of the family are valuable to their success. 

To illustrate the point of the power of networking everyone they interact with becomes a part 

of their network. The network of friends expands even beyond neighborhood community 

members to co-workers and church members or those they serve at work.  Essentially the 

network includes all the individual with whom they have contact, personally or 

professionally. Aida shared in her interview that she considers her students she teaches 

Spanish as a part of her network connection. Aida offers helpful information to her students, 

and she includes them in her friend group with regard to sharing information about resources. 

Aida’s relationships with students or clients are professional in nature, and she includes them 

as important people in her life. She sees her students and clients as equals and advocates for 

their future the same as she does for her own friends and loved ones. Aida has faith and hope 

in her friends that they will succeed, and she has that same hope for her students, there is no 

difference.  

Each participant shared about their relationships with their friends. The friendships 

kept them in connected in a healthy way, receiving  helpful information. The participants 

shared that same comradery with the people their community members.  They desire to serve 

and supply other immigrant community members with the same level of connection as a 
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larger collective community. Passing along the same information leads to a more access and 

more opportunity for improvement.  

Self-identity. Identity is the way in which the research participant sees herself and 

how she engages with the world around her. The study results indicate, self-identity of the 

Latina immigrants is complicated. Additionally, the respondents’ place in the family 

influences her self-identity and her decisions. The respondents shared their role of being a 

mother plays a critical part of their decision-making process with regard to work. In a 

cultural sense, each respondent described motherhood as her priority. Receiving support from 

across all of her life domains, from her family members, her partner, parents, and other 

family members is important. When properly supported, the participants were able to expand 

their experiences, work and social, outside the home and engage in the community. They 

were also able to network and supply others with information, putting their skills and training 

to use for the benefit of others. Each research participant experienced a tremendous 

expansion of sorts.  For instance, caring for her children and being supportive and available 

to her partner. These were priority for the research participant. The support from her partner 

validate her and helped her to create success possible.  

Motherhood.  For Latina immigrants, motherhood often involves striving for balance 

in life. The work-life balance is achievable when the relationship connection with her partner 

is in place. The respondents who did not work collaboratively with their partner were more 

likely to struggle with parenting and working.  The one research participant who is a single 

mother shared how it was not easy being a working mother. Single mothers navigate 

conflicts and expected events independently. For example, a single mother has an unexpected 

occurrence like a child being sick, she has to problem solve without support.  The research 



108 
 

   

participants who have a supportive collaborative relationship with their partner had an easier 

time with balancing their work and family responsibilities. On the other hand, the two single 

women without children only hinted at their concerns about starting a family, having children 

and working, supporting a family both financially and emotionally. The single women 

implied their partner’s gender role as being an important factor in their relationship. The 

single respondents both shared they prefer to partner with someone whose less inclined to 

have a more traditional stance on gender roles would be more supportive.  

Summary of Research Findings and Additional Impressions 

The research finding of this study helps to give the reader an understanding of the 

lived experience of Latina immigrants working in the southeastern United States.  A total of 

seven research participants were a part of this study who shared their lived experiences and 

their pathway to employment in the United States. The data results included clusters and 

themes. The clusters from the first research   question were work experiences, identity, and 

barriers to work.. The corresponding themes for research question one were language 

acquisition, acculturation, serving others, policy barriers, and mental health. Through insights 

gained as a result of the findings the Latina immigrant lived experiences are complex . The 

Latina immigrant experience with gaining access to work are intertwined with acculturation, 

language, and policy barriers, all have an impact her work opportunities. Furthermore, her 

involvement with her family and community are also influenced by whether or not she 

becomes a part of the workforce.  

The findings also suggest other community-based organizations utilized by Latina 

immigrants would benefit from knowing this information. Examples of entities include 
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higher education institutions and community agencies serving the needs of immigrants. 

Finally, counselors in training are the other group who would benefit from knowing the lived 

experiences of Latina immigrants.  

The second research question: What is the impact of employment on women’s 

multiple identities, children, relationships with community members and with their friends, 

family, and partners? The intended purpose of this question is to know the impact of 

employment on the lives of Latina immigrants, specifically their relationships. How does her 

employment influence her relationships with her children, community members, family 

members and partners? The cluster the emerged from the data was family.  Once Latina 

immigrants became employed, family was the overarching concept that helped explain what 

happened. Furthermore, themes that helped explain the impacts on relationships include 

family support, family connection, friendship, self-identity, and motherhood.  

The themes from research question two that helped to explain the cluster included, 

family support, family connection friendship, self-identity, and motherhood. The data 

revealed the lives of Latina immigrants are challenging and how many obstacles they face 

while living in the United States. The pathway to becoming employed is overwhelming and 

requires a level of commitment to one’s own success that elude many people. The Latina 

immigrants’  success and the quality of life depend a great deal on the love and support she 

receives from her immediate family and the larger community as well. It truly is a 

community effort. 

The data from this research study revealed Latina immigrants living in the United 

States exhibit a tremendous amount of tenacity when it comes to employment. While 
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conducting this study, I spent time interviewing the participants, and what was evident to me 

was the passion each immigrant has for her work. The desire to serve their community 

members and improve the lives of others seemed based on an intrinsically driven motivation. 

While the data results revealed immigrants endure a great number of challenges as 

immigrants in the United States they also show how determined and committed Latinas are to 

being contributors to their local economy and community. Latina immigrants endure all the 

complexities that all women do in the workplace, including gender-based discrimination, 

however, Latina immigrant also deal with racial discrimination which this country’s 

administration and policy makers enforce. 

 Despite the challenges Latina immigrants still become employed; they pursue higher 

education and become beacons of hope within their communities. Sitting and meeting with 

each one of the participants it was evident to me there is a certain grit and fortitude one must 

have in order to become successful in a foreign country. Family was an overarching cluster 

within this study. Latina immigrants often identified family as the main motivation to work, 

and that played a main role in much of her decision-making process. Her family offer her 

encouragement, prayer and unconditional love that pushes her over the finish line. Despite 

the importance of family, ultimately, they leave their given families and migrate to the 

United States. The willingness of immigrants to leave their home and migrate to the United 

States is telling.  The push and desire to do the work to become employed comes from a 

place of fortitude. She must be invested in herself and in her abilities so that she is able to 

override any concerns and make the choice to work on her future family goals.  

My overall impressions from conducting this study are being a working Latina 

immigrant in the United States is challenging, and, in order to be successful at it, a perpetual 
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attitude of optimism is required. While conducting this study what was clear to me is 

challenges do not always translate into despair. From the position of the Latina immigrant, 

challenges were temporary and not the sum total of their experience. Although the challenges 

faced by the research participants were similar to other marginalized groups, they often 

experienced another more insidious types of discrimination. Women often experience sexism 

inside and outside the workplace.  Latina immigrants like other marginalized groups sit at an 

intersection of identities, being a woman, a woman of color and begin an immigrant. During 

the current administration, immigrants have been targeted, especially immigrants from 

Central and South America.  

Implications for Theory, Policy, and Advocacy  

One of the theoretical frameworks for this study was Acculturation Theory 

(Berry,1990) which is used to frame the stages of how close or far immigrants are in relation 

to their host community members.  Immigrants who have integrated American culture into 

their own are more closely connected to their host community deeming them well adjusted. 

Immigrants in the United States are deemed successful only in comparison to the host 

community members. Immigrants are categorized as inherently flawed unless they become 

more like the home country community and put away their native culture and way of living 

life. The second theoretical framework is Post Structural Feminist Theory. PSFT has its 

foundation in Feminist theory that highlighting the importance equal access to social, 

political, and economic power for all people. 

Acculturation Theory 

According to acculturation theory, immigrants who have negative views on 

acculturation tend to fare poorer in their pursuits to integrate in the host community (William 
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& Berry, 1991). Faring poorly in the host community, according to the theory, results in 

acculturative stress which leads to social isolation that has lasting negative outcomes both 

psychologically and in the overall health of the individual. Those immigrants who have fare 

better have a positive perception of the acculturation process are more likely to find more 

connections in the host community. For example, those who learn English quicker and 

establish networking opportunities and gain social capital are considered to do better in their 

new home community. The findings of the research were consistent with the concepts of 

acculturation theory. The participants shared their circumstances with regard to their work 

experience and the ability to find work successfully became easier the longer they lived in 

the United States. However, other factors including being able to access jobs in regulated 

industries was not available to Latina immigrants. The disconnect was connected policy 

barriers, residential status and other related barriers.  

According to the literature, women immigrants from these Latin countries are more 

likely to be employed in low skill. low pay jobs. Latina women who work full time earn less 

than non-Latina women and are 20% more likely to live in poverty (Pewhispanic.org). Most 

recently, the pandemic has disproportionately impacted the immigrant community, 

specifically those working as essential workers and in the service industry. Immigrant 

communities and communities of color are overrepresented in the unemployment numbers. 

However, the unemployment experience for immigrants is different from other American 

residents. For instance, immigrants who do not have residential status, including 

undocumented and DACA residents, are not eligible for unemployment benefits of any kind.  

Becoming unemployed with little to no support or savings is a recipe for extreme 

circumstance, for example, homelessness. These are just a few examples of the vulnerability 
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of this population that must be taken into consideration when offering counseling services, 

advocacy, and social justice issues.  

Post Structural Feminist Theory (PSFT). PSFT (Weedon, 1997) draws on the complexity 

of the differences in the ways in which the male and female genders present in society. The 

intersectionality of  being a woman and an immigrant framed this is study in an important 

way. PSFT acknowledged the systemic and structural ways in which opportunities are made 

less available to Latina immigrants. The language and cultural differences between 

immigrant women and their host community counterparts plays a role in the ways in which 

the Latina immigrants experience the world. PSFT normalizes the intersectionality of being a 

woman and a part of a marginalized group. 

The history  of Post Structural Feminist Theory outlined by majority white American 

women advocating on their own behalf but simultaneously excluding women of color.  As a 

result, Black and Latina women created their own movement.  Chicana Feminist Theory 

aligns with Post Structural Feminist Theory focusing on the suffrage of Latina women in that 

essentially women of color, including Latinas, suffer twice as much as majority culture 

women. These struggles are embodied in the stereotypes that date back to slavery. In 

summary, women of color are responsible for their own antiracist antisexist movement that 

came about to address the discriminatory nature of the workplace. The most vulnerable 

populations are those who sit at the intersection of class, gender, and race. Additionally, 

PSFT addressed the intersection between gender, race, ethnicity  for participants in this 

study. For instance, research participants who were involved in a supportive relationship with 

their partner were able to successfully manage the work-life balance when seeking and 

securing employment. However, those women who were single or were partnered with 
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someone who less supportive of their involvement in the labor force, reported having less 

favorable experiences. The participants who are a part of a loving supportive relationship 

were able to pursue higher education, were able to secure employment more readily and 

reported fewer challenges. This is evidence that PSFT offers insight to the important 

intangibles in living and working in the United States.  

 The advocacy work for future counselors is cultural humility as it pertains to their 

counseling competencies regarding the immigrant population. This study includes the lived 

experiences of Latina immigrants in the United States. Knowing their lived experiences is the 

first step in becoming culturally competent when working with Latina immigrants. The needs 

of this population are on track to become more pronounced as the population numbers 

continue to grow. Over the next 20 years, according to the U.S Census data, the number of 

immigrants from Central and South America will increase positioning them to become the 

largest minority demographic group in the United States (Pewresearchcenter.org)  

Women working outside the home and ensuring equity with regard to financial 

dependency on men was spearheaded by the feminist movement. This seems to be a step in 

the right direction; however, the economic advantage is the sum total of equity of the sexes. 

There is still a lack of self-sufficiency. Being seen as equal is another matter in it of itself.  

Rethinking the nature of work is the beginning of women reimaging their contributions 

differently. Work is gendered, especially the work that is done inside the home like cooking 

and cleaning. All work is valuable, but gendered work is often devalued and  not monetized. 

The components of PSFT highlight the impact of social changes on women.  For example, 

more divorces results, in the loss of martial privilege, leading to increases in women 

experiencing higher rates poverty. The underpinning social norms where women enjoying 
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some sense of financial security through marriage and unpacking those norms that keep them 

in a dependent role in society. With women moving away from those traditional norms, 

rethinking work is necessary. Feminism specifically poststructuralism addresses the 

intersection of class and gender. 

Limitations of the Study 

 All research has limitations that can impact the credibility and trustworthiness of the 

study. There are several limitations of this study that emerged. Limitations can be used to 

create research agendas for future studies. 

 This study was limited by the length of time participants spent in the U.S. and the 

countries of origin. Other immigrant women from varied countries throughout the world 

were not included in this study. Only Latina immigrants who have lived in the U.S. for five 

years participated in the study. Immigrants who had been in the U.S. for shorter periods of 

time did not participate in the study. Other immigrants who engaged in work in less formal 

ways for instance doing unpaid work in the home, were not included in the study.  

The research was also limited in that there were not multiple coders. Allowing for 

multiple coders would have increased the trustworthiness of the study. Utilizing coders and 

auditors would have added to the strength of the study. The intent regarding study design 

included a follow up interview with participants, however, this was not possible because the 

interviews coincided with the statewide shut down due to the pandemic.  
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Recommendations for Future Research 

Overall, the recommendation is to conduct more research and add to the body of 

literature on Latina immigrants. This is important and necessary because including more data 

on Latina immigrants which results in  normalizing their existence in our society and helps us 

to become a more inclusive society. It is vital to our country’s future to give voice to the 

Latina immigrants who represent a significant portion of the workforce in the United States. 

The study themes that emerged to explain the experience of immigrants include language 

acquisition, acculturation, service to others, bureaucracy and policy, and mental health, all of 

which helped to understand the issues and barriers that influence the Latina immigrants. The 

findings suggest how complex their lived experiences are for Latina immigrants, influencing 

their family connections and the mental health. These complexities are intertwined in their 

acculturation stage which ultimately impacts their work. Furthermore, outside factors like 

policy and changes in labor regulation play a role in the overall health of Latina immigrants. 

Based on these findings, it is suggested that counselor education programs, other higher 

education programs and community agencies serving immigrants would benefit from 

knowing this information and incorporate it in their implementation services for immigrants. 

Counselors in training will be better equipped to advocate on behalf of clients who belong to 

immigrant groups. As counselors, part of our role, is to advocate and to be agent of change 

for our clients. For counselors in training, it is important to become aware of the barriers, 

discrimination, and the ever-changing public policies that impact the lives of immigrants 

living in the United States. In order to be an effective multicultural counselor, it is vital to 

have an inclusive approach to client work. To be truly inclusive and do social justice work, 

counselors must have a foundational understanding of the factors that impact and influence 

the lives of immigrants. These factors allow  immigrants to become involved in the labor 
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market, to earn a living wage and gain access to health care and education for their children. 

Not being informed on how policy and systemic discrimination against immigrants while 

offering counseling services to immigrants can unintentionally cause harm.  

A second recommendation for research would be to expand the participants in the 

research study. It would be beneficial to have more participants who work in varied 

industries like STEM fields to also include non-paid work women do to better represent the 

varied experiences of Latina women. More specific research on Latina women entrepreneurs 

would be beneficial to the labor market researchers and to the immigrant community.   

Concluding Statement 

 This chapter included a discussion about the study of Latina immigrants working in 

the United States. This research study was conducted because of personal and professional 

goals. As an immigrant woman living in the United States and witnessing the experiences of 

my family members as well as other individuals I have worked with in different capacities, it 

is crucial to give voice to those who do not have voice and are often misrepresented in media 

and to the masses.  

 Currently, the administration’s policy on immigration is one of depicts immigrants as 

criminals and as an existential threat to national security. Unfortunately, this is not a new 

dilemma, our country has a long history fraught with conflict and controversy over the 

treatment of immigrants. The United States has a complicated and relationship with the 

Caribbean island of Puerto Rico. The residents of Puerto Rico are in fact citizens of the 

United States, but there is a caveat they enjoy fewer privileges and protections than 

American citizen living on the mainland. This is just one example of how the United States 
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conveys mixed messaging through policy for immigrants who identify as a part of the Latinx 

community. It is important to note the participants I interviewed were overwhelming from 

Mexico. This is consistent with the literature regarding Latin immigrants and country of 

origin. However, because the interviews took place in two counties in North Carolina, the 

geographic location had an influence on where the interviewees’ country of origin was. 

Although most of the interviewees were from Mexico their backgrounds were diverse.  

 Another important point gained from my interviews with the participants is it was 

evident the immigrants who came to the United States as adults differed from those who 

arrived as children with their families. The immigrants who came as children see themselves 

as Americans. Only when they encounter a situation where they are dealing with their 

residential status do they remember the differences between them and others.  They are 

Americans, and this is their home country. The immigrants who came to the United States as 

adults with work experience before arriving in the United States have a different perspective. 

The Latina immigrants who came to the United States as adults seems to be straddling 

between two homes, their home country and being a United States resident.  There seems to 

be something of an unresolved sadness for their home country just below the surface of their 

everyday existence.  

   I believe immigrants contribute to our country in many meaningful ways (e.g., 

culture, food, music, art, and architecture). Historians tend to overlook the benefits diversity 

has offered our society. That benefit is largely attributed to the immigrant community in the 

United States.  In my own experiences working with the Latina community, I’ve come to 

know Latina immigrants hold a valuable role within their families and the larger community 

on the whole. The family is the bedrock of the community, and with a healthy family comes 
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healthy community. In my experience as a counselor working with families, the mother is the 

great source of healing in her home. She is the person who everyone in the family depends on 

for the intangible things required to successfully make it through the day.  These interviews 

solidified those ideas in real life with real people. From conducting this study, I was left with 

a sense of amazement for all the achievements of these women. Their resourcefulness, 

resilience and grit were apparent to me. The women overcame many obstacles, being a new 

member of a community, adjusting to an unfamiliar culture and language yet thriving by 

becoming employed, caring for the needs of their family while simultaneously caring for the 

needs of their fellow immigrant community members. Their hopefulness and unremitting 

optimism are what keeps them on the pathway to success. 

 The data from this qualitative study on Latina immigrants yielded the complexities of 

living and working in the United States. A challenge for future studies is to study how to 

engage those immigrants who are in the stage of life when they are not balanced in their 

family and work life. This would require finding participants in different stages of adjusting 

to their new lives in the United States. Additionally, interviewing participants from various 

professional and training backgrounds to gain perspective on how their experiences vary 

across industries. For instance, working in the service industry has a different experience 

from someone working the technology industry or in education.   

 On a more personal note, the immigrants I knew in my life, came from northern 

Africa and middle eastern countries. They had rich careers and professional backgrounds and 

they worked in varying industries and contributed greatly to their communities. I witnessed 

first-hand the challenges they faced in their personal and professional lives, including 

struggles with their identity development. I think it is necessary for these women to tell their 
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stories. There is a level of intimate information the personal stories told by those who have 

experienced a phenomenon. Knowing the lived experiences of others and making that 

personal connection is what makes way for meaningful change.  There is a need to hear the 

stories of Latina immigrants.  The Latina immigrant population has their own set of 

challenges. The social justice and advocacy work for the counseling field requires an 

awareness of differences between the counselor and the client. Counselors in training can 

benefit from raising their awareness around the privileges of being an American resident. On 

the global stage the United States is a major player in the government and policies of other 

countries. Having a global perspective will help counselors in training have a worldview that 

is more inclusive and relevant to immigrant clients. Counselors in training will be better 

equipped to advocate on behalf of those they serve. .   

 It is valuable to pay attention to what motivates immigrants to come to the United 

States. The role the United States plays in the economic health of the countries of origin. In 

other words, the United States is a major player in the world economy. Immigrants leaving 

their home country to work in the United States are directly influenced by the decisions made 

by the politicians whose decisions have global impacts.  

 This chapter discussed the findings of the research study on Latina immigrants and 

their pathway to employment. It included the links between the conceptual framework and 

the literature that was reviewed for the study with the findings. There were several links 

between the data gathered. There were also some misalignments between the data and the 

literature and conceptual framework. The women interviewed during the course of this study 

across the board possess similar characteristics and mindset. For instance, each participant 

interviewed had many difficult experiences yet they each were able to overcome these 
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experiences. The immigrants have an optimism that is remarkable so much so, that studying 

it could be helpful to counseling field more broadly.  

 It is important to continue studying Latina immigrants for two reasons. First there are 

so few studies on Latina immigrants. Through my own search, the literature is mainly 

focused pregnancy, AIDS and HIV and interpersonal violence. The body of literature is 

missing a fuller understanding of the experiences of Latina immigrants. The Latina 

immigrant community has many concerns in addition to AIDS and interpersonal violence.  
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Appendix A 

Recruitment Email 

Subject Line: The Lived Experiences of Latina Women and the Pathway to First 

Employment in the Southeastern United States: A Phenomenological Study 

My name is Rasha Mohamed, and I am a doctoral student studying education at North 

Carolina State University. I am conducting a research study to learn about the lives of Latina 

immigrants living and working in the southern United States. You are receiving this email 

because you are a part of that population and could be a part of this study. If you are 

interested in volunteering to participate in study or if you would like more information, 

please contact me directly at rhmohame@ncsu.edu. 

To be eligible to participate, individuals must: 

Be 18 years or older 

Lived in the United States for at least five years 

Must have worked part time or full or are currently seeking employment  

Participation is voluntary and completely confidential.  

If you are interested in participating in this study, please call or email Rasha Mohamed. 

Selection will be determined following a brief 5–10-minute screening call. If you do not 

contact me to volunteer, you will not be contacted again regarding this research 

Telephone: 919-671-9406 

Email: rhmohame@ncsu.edu 

Thank you for your time and consideration. 

Rasha Mohamed 

This study is being conducted by Rasha Mohamed,  an Ph.D. doctoral candidate at North 

Carolina State University. This study has been approved by North Carolina State 

University’s Institutional Review Board for research studies (IRB#19166). 
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Appendix B 

Adult Informed Consent Form  

Title of Study:  The Lived Experiences of Latina Women and the Pathway to First 

Employment in the Southeastern United States. A Phenomenological Study (eIRB # 19166 

Principal Investigator: Dr. Lisa Bass, lrbass@ncsu.edu   

Funding Source: None    

Faculty Point of Contact: lrbass@ncsu.edu, sbaker@ncsu.edu 

What are some general things you should know about research studies? 

You are invited to take part in a research study.  Your participation in this study is voluntary. 

You have the right to be a part of this study, to choose not to participate, and to stop 

participating at any time without penalty. The purpose of this research study is to gain a 

better understanding of lived experiences of Latina immigrants as they seek and secure 

employment in the southern United States. We will do this through asking women semi-

structured interview questions. The interviews will be audio recorded, transcribed and shared 

with participants. The interviews will last approximately 60 minutes. All the information will 

be kept confidential no identifying information will be attached to the data collected. The 

interview protocol includes background demographic information along with a series of 

open-ended question which cover the following types of questions; cultural, role and 

relationship questions, career and work life balance questions.  

You are not guaranteed any personal benefits from being in this study. Research studies also 

may pose risks to those who participate. You may want to participate in this research because 

this research will offer a way for Latina immigrants living and working in the southern 

United States to tell their story. Allowing a person to tell their story their own way can be 

beneficial. You may not want to participate in this research because telling the story can be 

emotionally challenging.  

Specific details about the research in which you are invited to participate are contained 

below. If you do not understand something in this form, please ask the researcher for 

clarification or more information. A copy of this consent form will be provided to you. If, at 

any time, you have questions about your participation in this research, do not hesitate to 

contact the researcher(s) named above or the NC State IRB office. The IRB office’s contact 

information is listed in the What if you have questions about your rights as a research 

participant? section of this form.  

What is the purpose of this study? 

The purpose of the study is to understand the lived experiences of Latina immigrants living 

the southern U.S. who are seeking gainful employment and the impact of employment on 

their identity, role in the family, and marital or partner relationship.  

Am I eligible to be a participant in this study? 

mailto:lrbass@ncsu.edu
mailto:lrbass@ncsu.edu
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There will be approximately eight participants in this study. 

In order to be a participant in this study, you must agree to be in the study and identify as a 

Latina immigrant. Participants must be adults and have lived in the United States for at least 

five years and have been employed or are currently employed either full time or part time. 

You cannot participate in this study if you do not want to be in the study or if you have not 

been in the United States for at least five years, have not worked or have not yet looked for 

work in the United States or under 18 years old.  

What will happen if you take part in the study? 

If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to do all of the following: 

1. First participate in a five-minute screening to determine eligibility. The screening 

options include in person or via phone. 

2. Once eligibility criteria has been established then the researcher will conduct the 

interview with the participant. The interview consists of semi-structured questions 

along with probe questions. The interview will take approximately 60 minutes and it 

will be audio recorded. The interviews may take place in person or over the phone. 

The interviews will take place in a private place to ensure confidentiality.  

The total amount of time that you will be participating in this study is approximately 60 

minutes plus an additional five minutes for the screening process.   

RECORDING AND IMAGES 

If you want to participate in this research, you must agree to be have the interview audio 

recorded. If you do not agree to be audio recorded, you cannot participate in this research. 

RISKS AND BENEFITS 

There are minimal risks associated with participation in this research. The risks to you as a 

result of this research include emotional distress due to potential discussion of sensitive 

topics. Discussing one’s experiences with immigration could bring about distressing feelings 

due to the political climate in the United States. All risks related to employment are minimal 

because no data will be shared with your employer and no one besides the researcher will 

know that you participated in the study. No identifying information will be connected to your 

responses. To protect your data, I will use secure software.  

A list of resources will be provided.  NAMI, National Alliance on Mental Illness of Wake 

Co., Psychology Today Latino Hispanic Therapist.       

There are no direct benefits to your participation in the research. The indirect benefits are 

sharing your story can be helpful to counseling professionals.  

RIGHT TO WITHDRAW YOUR PARTICIPATION  
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You can stop participating in this study at any time for any reason. In order to stop your  

participation, please inform the researcher immediately if you choose to withdraw your 

consent and to stop participating in this research, you can expect to be withdrawn without 

any penalty and your information will not be utilized in the study.  

CONFIDENTIALITY, PERSONAL PRIVACY, AND DATA MANAGEMENT 

Trust is the foundation of the participant/researcher relationship. Much of that principle of 

trust is tied to keeping your information private and in the manner that we have described to 

you in this form. The information that you share with the researcher will be held in 

confidence to the fullest extent allowed by law. Protecting your privacy as related to this 

research is of utmost importance to us. However, there are very rare circumstances related to 

confidentiality where we may have to share information about you. These are limited to 

instances in which imminent harm could come to you or others.  

How we manage, protect, and share your data are the principal ways that I protect your 

personal privacy. Data generated about you in this study will be de-identified.  

De-identified. De-identified data is information or bio-specimen(s) that at one time 

could directly identify you, but that I have recorded this data so that your identity is 

separated from the data. When the research concludes, there will be no way your real 

identity will be linked to the data I publish. 

Data that will be shared with others about you will be de-identified  because the data will not 

directly or indirectly connected to your identity no one will be able to connect you to the 

reported data in the research study. 

To help maximize the benefits of your participation in this project, by further contributing to 

science and our community, your anonymous or de-identified information will be stored for 

future research and may be shared with other people without additional consent from you. 

Please do not discuss your documentation status.  

Compensation  

For your participation in this study, you will receive no compensation. 

WHAT IF YOU HAVE QUESTIONS ABOUT THIS STUDY? 

If you have questions at any time about the study itself or the procedures implemented in this 

study, you may contact the researcher, Dr. Lisa Bass, lrbass@ncsu.edu and Dr. Stanley 

Baker, sbaker@ncsu.edu. Rasha Mohamed doctoral candidate rhmohame@ncsu.edu. 

What if you have questions about your rights as a research participant? 

If you feel you have not been treated according to the descriptions in this form, or your rights 

as a participant in research have been violated during the course of this project, you may 

contact the NC State IRB (Institutional Review Board) Office. An IRB office helps 

mailto:lrbass@ncsu.edu
mailto:sbaker@ncsu.edu
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participants if they have any issues regarding research activities. You can contact the NC 

State IRB Office via email at irb-director@ncsu.edu or via phone at (919) 515-8754.  

 

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE 

The following will be used a verbal consent. I am affirming that I have read and understand 

the above information. All of the questions that I had about this research have been 

answered. I have chosen to participate in this study with the understanding that I may stop 

participating at any time without penalty or loss of benefits to which I am otherwise entitled. 

I am aware that I may revoke my consent at any time 

 

 

mailto:irb-director@ncsu.edu

