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Abstract 

What is the relationship between housing (in)stability and people’s ability to secure 

immigration protection via defensive asylum and humanitarian visas? Processes for seeking 

asylum and humanitarian visas in the United States are complex. They involve bureaucratically 

intensive procedures that require individuals fleeing persecution abroad and violence in the 

United States to navigate multiple administrative and legal hurdles. As violence and other drivers 

of migration—such as climate change, political persecution, and gender-based violence have 

increased globally and domestically in the U.S, the number of people seeking asylum and 

humanitarian relief in the U.S has grown significantly. While previous research has documented 

myriad ways in which people’s access to relief has declined, the ways in which housing 

instability impacts people’s ability to secure relief have received less attention. Drawing on 17 

in-depth interviews with immigration attorneys and social service providers across multiple 

states, I detail how housing instability operates as an internal mechanism of exclusion, limiting 

applicants’ capacity to prepare cases, maintain communication, meet procedural deadlines, and 

access care networks necessary for both daily survival and the preparation of testimony. The 

study develops a relational understanding of housing, arguing that the absence of stable housing 

produces consequences that undermine migrants’ access to legal protections while further 

limiting their access to stable housing and its attendant protections. Rather than isolated barriers, 

the findings show a system in which housing instability and legal precarity reinforce one another 

through interconnected mechanisms: communication failures, delayed timelines, employment 

and affordability constraints, survival decisions, and cumulative exclusion, creating a vicious 

cycle that reduces people’s access to legal protections and stable housing.
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Chapter 1 - Introduction 

Processes for seeking asylum and humanitarian visas in the United States are complex1. 

They involve bureaucratically intensive procedures that require individuals fleeing persecution 

abroad and violence in the United States to navigate multiple administrative and legal hurdles 

(Nessel, 2015; Gabrielli et al., 2022; Kagan, 2024). As violence, climate change, and political 

persecution have spread globally, including gender-based violence domestically in the U.S, the 

number of individuals seeking asylum and humanitarian visas in the U.S has grown significantly 

(Cohodes et al., 2021; Molyneux & Singer, 2024; Spira et al., 2025). Between 2022 and 2023, 

affirmative asylum applications submitted to United States Citizenship and Immigration Services 

(USCIS) nearly doubled, increasing from 241,280 to 456,750, while defensive asylum petitions 

filed with the Executive Office for Immigration Review (EOIR) surged from 260,830 to 488,629 

(Office of Homeland Security Statistics, 2024). From 2012 to 2023, U-Visa, T-Visa, and VAWA 

applications increased from 36,267 to 53,142, 1,638 to 13,574, and 9,461 to 50,907 (USCIS, 

2024). These surges reflect the escalating global need for asylum and humanitarian relief, as a 

growing number of individuals are forced to flee their home countries (Molyneux & Singer, 

2024). 

People seeking immigration protections are in highly vulnerable situations (Kalt et al., 

2013; Nalumango, 2019), and their ability to find safety may be undermined by a variety of 

systemic and legal hurdles, including language barriers, status uncertainty, and lack of 

employment authorization. Housing instability is a significant yet underexamined barrier for 

 

1 There are many kinds of humanitarian visas. When I use the term humanitarian visas in the context of this study, I 

mean U-Visas, T-Visas, and VAWA petitions. I use the term for concision. 
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asylum and humanitarian visa seekers in particular. Housing instability is characterized by 

homelessness, overcrowding, frequent relocations, and financial precarity (Molyneux & Singer, 

2024; Opia et al., 2025). Many asylum seekers and people fleeing abusive situations in the U.S. 

are compelled to reside in overcrowded shelters, temporary housing, or unstable rental situations 

due to their lack of legal work authorization and limited financial resources (Rana et al., 2022)2. 

In the United States, more than 50% of low-income households allocate more than half of their 

income to housing, with migrants constituting a significant portion of this population (Rana et 

al., 2022; Desmond, 2018). 33.6% of the more than 44 million immigrants in the U.S were 

considered low-income in 2019 (Migration Policy Institute, 2022). These inequalities are further 

exacerbated by racial discrimination and precarious immigration statuses (Kaur et al., 2021; 

Rana et al., 2022; Shishehgar et al., 2023). 

Seeking protection from persecution and abuse is a fundamental aspect of American 

culture (Piwowarczyk et al., 2009). However, the defensive asylum process in particular (as 

compared with the affirmative process, which I explain below) requires applicants to prove a 

credible fear of persecution based on specific grounds (first while in detention and later in court 

hearings), undergo background checks, make follow-up visits with ICE within 60 days of release 

from detention, and submit to ICE monitoring (Longstreth et al., 2023; Molyneux & Singer, 

 

2 States where high numbers of asylum applications are processed show high rates of homelessness (De Sousa et al., 

2023).[2]  More than half of all homeless individuals in the country were located in just four states: California, with 

28% of the national total of asylum applications (181,399 people); New York, with 16% (103,200 people); Florida, 

with 5% (30,756 people); and Washington, with 4% (28,036 people) (De Sousa et al., 2023). Data regarding states 

in which the highest numbers of U-Visa, T-Visa, and VAWA petitions are processed is unavailable. 
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2024)3. Many people who are forced to seek asylum “defensively” and are granted parole are 

released into conditions where they lack stable housing or financial support (Gluzman, 2022; 

Missbach, 2017). While parole allows asylum seekers to live in the community while awaiting a 

decision, their lack of legal status often places them at risk of overcrowded shelters, unstable 

rental situations, or temporary housing arrangements (Valdez, Valdez, & Sabo, 2015). 

As defensive asylum seekers navigate the legal system, they must prepare to again 

establish credible fear during their final court proceedings (see the background section on asylum 

below). This may mean seeking assistance in working through trauma. The combination of legal 

complexity and the lack of collective support create a significant burden on asylum seekers, 

making it even harder for them to testify and find stability (Rider, 2014). They are further 

burdened by the risk of expedited removal, which can result in immediate deportation if they fail 

to establish a credible fear of returning to their home country (Gibson, 2023). Factors such as 

language barriers, confusion, fear of authority, and limited knowledge of their legal rights can 

prevent people from effectively expressing their fear, leading officials to disregard legitimate 

claims (Schoenholtz & Jacobs, 2001; Kagan, 2015; Mosley, 2018). 

Similar to asylum, U-Visas, T-Visas, and VAWA provide critical pathways for 

undocumented immigrants who have been victims of crimes, particularly domestic violence and 

trafficking, to gain legal immigration status and protection (Davis, 2004; Cade & Flanagan, 

2018; Jones, 2019). However, navigating the application process for these visas can be daunting 

for individuals experiencing housing instability. U-Visas allow victims of qualifying crimes to 

 

3 Approximately 190,000 asylum seekers participate in the Alternatives to Detention program, where they are 

paroled into the community and reside with sponsors while awaiting their court hearings (Molyneux & Singer, 2024) 
 



   

 

4 

remain in the U.S. temporarily, work, and eventually apply for permanent residency (Davis, 

2004; Roddin, 2014; Nanasi, 2018). However, the process can take years due to high demand 

and the annual cap on the number of visas issued (Cade & Flanagan, 2018; Mankin, 2017). The 

annual cap is a policy decision designed to balance resource constraints, prioritize law 

enforcement cooperation, and maintain the visa program’s focus on assisting victims of specific 

crimes (Nanasi, 2018; Jones, 2019). While these programs offer significant humanitarian 

protection, the lengthy wait times and bureaucratic hurdles make it difficult for victims to focus 

on their applications or access necessary legal assistance (Missbach, 2017). Without stable 

housing, asylum seekers and victims of domestic violence are more likely to face delays in 

gathering documentation, attending hearings, and receiving legal counsel, ultimately 

exacerbating their vulnerability and uncertainty throughout the immigration process (Mercado et 

al., 2024; Hock et al., 2024). 

Although the current literature examines many legal and administrative obstacles 

encountered by asylum seekers and the mental health impacts of housing instability among 

refugees and asylum seekers, a gap persists in understanding the actual impact of housing 

instability on asylum, U-Visa, T-Visa, and VAWA application processes. While some initial 

research has documented ways in which housing instability may affect application processes, 

more work is needed to understand how people navigate the impacts of housing instability as 

they pursue asylum, U-Visa, T-Visa, and VAWA protections, as they are in highly vulnerable 

situations (Kalt et al., 2013; Nalumango, 2019) with profound legal uncertainty (Menjívar, 2006; 

Menjívar & Abrego, 2012). 

My central research question is, what is the relationship between housing (in)stability and 

people’s ability to secure immigration protections via defensive asylum and humanitarian visas? 
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To answer my question, I conducted 17 in-depth interviews with immigration attorneys and 

social service providers who directly assist asylum and humanitarian visa applicants. I found a 

profound interconnection between housing and legal systems. Rather than isolated barriers, the 

findings show a system in which housing instability and legal precarity reinforce one another 

through interconnected mechanisms: communication failures, delayed timelines, employment 

and affordability constraints, survival decisions, and cumulative exclusion, creating a vicious 

cycle that reduces legal access and, thus, critical pathways to stable housing.  
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Chapter 2 - Intellectual Rationale & Literature Review 

While previous research has documented the interiorization of bordering through a 

variety of practices—including 287(g) and Secure communities (see especially Armenta, 2017; 

Valdez, Coleman, & Akbar, 2017; Abrego, Coleman, Martinez, Menjívar, & Slack, 2017; 

Menjívar, Gómez Cervantes, & Alvord, 2018), as well as how municipal and state housing 

practices affect immigrants (e.g., Menjívar, 2000; Garni & Miller, 2008; Menjívar & Abrego, 

2012; Thurston et al., 2013; Rodríguez & Menjívar, 2015; Ayano, 2020)—few scholars have 

focused on how local and national housing policies and practices affect applications for asylum 

and humanitarian visas in particular. As such, a significant subset of immigration experiences 

among people in some of the most vulnerable circumstances is still missing from theorizing 

about how bordering practices interact with housing instability to act as bordering mechanisms. 

Housing instability is likely to exacerbate the obstacles applicants face, hindering their ability to 

manage their cases, participate in hearings, or obtain essential legal and social assistance. They 

may face additional barriers that require examination, and these barriers, in turn, may further 

restrict people’s access to stable housing. 

Policies that are designed to make life difficult for people who immigrate act as bordering 

mechanisms; for example, studies by Fragoso (2013) and Waslin (2012) demonstrate how 

policies like attrition through enforcement aim to degrade the quality of life for undocumented 

immigrants, encouraging self-deportation by restricting their access to services and participation 

in society (see also, Chen, Young, Rodriguez, & Kietzman, 2023). Gorman (2017) argues that 

states have established borders through extraterritorial enforcement techniques to deter 

individuals from entering sovereign territory, while also utilizing internal legal strategies to 

restrict substantial interaction with domestic legal systems. Although Gorman (2017) does not 
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address housing, the lack of stable housing serves as an internal migration control, mirroring the 

spatialized tactics used to control migration far from the physical border (Hyndman & Mountz, 

2008). Housing instability acts as an additional, internal border, shaping how asylum seekers can 

physically and legally engage with the asylum process once within U.S. territory. Armenta 

(2017) also shows how the enforcement of immigration policies through local policies like 

287(g) and Secure Communities has pushed the bordering process inward by criminalizing 

immigration (see also, Abrego, Coleman, Martinez, Menjívar, & Slack, 2017; Menjívar, Gómez 

Cervantes, & Alvord, 2018). This inward expansion of immigration enforcement (Armenta, 

2017; Abrego et al., 2017; Menjívar et al., 2018) increases fear, surveillance, and legal 

uncertainty for asylum seekers and humanitarian applicants, potentially discouraging stable 

housing arrangements and exacerbating housing instability throughout the legal proceedings. 

Although asylum seekers may have temporary status (or at least reprieve from immediate 

deportation--see the background section on asylum and humanitarian visas below), many 

applicants have encountered structural barriers, including bureaucratic inefficiencies, backlogs, 

and extended waiting periods (Menjívar, 2006; Molyneux & Singer, 2024). As of 2024, nearly 

1.6 million asylum applicants were awaiting legal hearings, with some waiting for years for a 

resolution (Molyneux & Singer, 2024). Financial instability, housing precarity, and mental health 

stress are all exacerbated by the delays in adjudicating asylum claims (Nalumango, 2019). The 

extended waiting period for asylum seekers, alongside inconsistent income, limits their ability to 

afford housing and meet basic necessities (Kerwin, 2012). Further compounding the problem is 

the high cost of legal representation; asylum seekers with attorneys are significantly more likely 

to succeed in their claims, yet many lack the resources to obtain legal counsel (Schoenholtz & 

Jacobs, 2001; Harris, 2018; Edyburn & Meek, 2021). Individuals with legal representation are 
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four times more likely to secure release from detention and at least twice as likely to obtain relief 

from deportation, including asylum, despite the government’s lack of a duty to furnish counsel 

(Garni, Orozco, & Melander, 2025; American Immigration Council, 2016). According to the 

Congressional Research Service (2024), from Fiscal Year 2015 to May 2024, 47% of cases with 

legal representation were granted relief, while 53% were denied. In contrast, only 19% of 

unrepresented cases were granted relief, while 81% were denied. These figures highlight the 

critical role that legal representation plays in increasing the chances of a successful claim. Due to 

the absence of public legal assistance, a significant number of asylum applicants are left to 

navigate the process independently, which increases their susceptibility to rejection, deportation, 

and ongoing displacement (Burridge & Gill, 2017). 

Survivors of domestic violence are particularly susceptible to housing instability (Pavao 

et al., 2008), and homelessness is especially prevalent among female survivors of domestic 

violence, representing the most extreme type of housing instability (Barker et al., 2010). 

Economic abuse, a form of domestic violence, may also be relevant to understanding housing 

instability among survivors of domestic violence (Pavao et al., 2008). This means that people 

seeking protection under the Violence Against Women Act (VAWA) or the U-Visa are likely to 

face barriers to applying for protection. Individuals with limited legal status are more likely to be 

financially dependent on their abusers and have trouble accessing public assistance or shelters 

(Wilson, 2015; Nanasi, 2017). Survivors of domestic violence may face challenges in securing or 

maintaining safe and stable housing due to the direct and indirect effects of the trauma; thus, 

leaving an abusive partner often leads to many survivors losing their houses or becoming 

homeless (Baker et al., 2010). Domestic violence (DV) can adversely influence survivors’ 

mental and physical health, subsequently influencing their career prospects and, in turn, their 
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housing stability (Bhuyan, 2007; Engleton, 2020). PTSD, depression, anxiety disorders, sleep 

difficulties, self-harm, and other mental health issues are all linked to intimate partner violence 

(IPV) (Baker et al, 2010; Bhuyan, 2007).  

U.S. legislation ensures protection against domestic violence, irrespective of legal status; 

yet numerous noncitizens prioritize the prospect of deportation over enduring an abusive 

environment (Timko, 2021). This, according to Nanasi (2018), is because of a number of factors, 

including but not limited to: economic limitations, family ties, language hurdles, and complex 

interactions with police. An additional point raised by Wilson (2015) is that the immigration 

status of a woman can frequently make it extremely hard for her to escape an abusive partner and 

proposed for a culturally appropriate transitional housing shelters, which offer a safe place for 

immigrant survivors of domestic abuse to live as well as a wide range of supportive services. 

Finally, Baker et al (2010) in their study indicated that landlords or Public Housing 

Authorities (PHA) may try to reject a woman’s request to move because of the additional 

expense it would incur for them to assist with the move, even though VAWA 2005, in theory, 

permits women to do so without fear of losing their vouchers. Thus, women may face significant 

administrative hurdles or scrutiny from PHAs before approval of such a relocation request. 

Housing instability is the lack of consistent, safe, and affordable housing, leading to 

frequent moves, overcrowding, or risk of homelessness (Opia et al., 2025). Adequate housing 

goes beyond a simple dwelling and encompasses having a home, a place which protects privacy, 

contributes to physical and psychological well-being, and supports the development and social 

integration of its inhabitants (Ziersch & Due, 2018). Rana et al. (2022) explain housing 

inequality as a disparity in housing choices, particularly for minority groups, such as migrant 

populations, where they are more likely to reside in poor-quality, unaffordable housing. 
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The issue of discrimination is a significant hurdle for asylum and humanitarian 

applicants. Landlords may discriminate against this group by refusing to rent to them or exploit 

them by renting to them in substandard conditions if they do not have the proper paperwork. 

Rana et al. (2022) likewise found that the long waiting lists for social and public housing, a 

declining availability of cheap private housing, and instances of discrimination increase the 

probability that migrants and refugees will face significant challenges in accessing suitable, 

affordable, and secure housing. A 2016 study by Harris, “From Surviving to Thriving”, delves 

into the difficulties that asylees (i.e., people who have been granted asylum status) encounter 

post-grant when integrating into American society, highlighting how the current system of laws 

and regulations around resettlement does not provide sufficient support for their sustainable 

success. The study indicates that asylees are frequently compelled to accept survival 

employment, which is typically inconsistent with their educational level and skill set (Harris, 

2016). This misalignment delays their long-term integration and hinders their economic and 

social mobility. This may further impede English language development and re-credentialing, 

potentially resulting in financial hardship, housing instability, and delays in permanent residency 

applications (Harris, 2016). Inadequate mental health care and insufficient family reunification 

further exacerbate these problems (Harris, 2016), with asylum and humanitarian applicants 

experiencing similar effects. 

Harris (2016) found that the financial instability resulting from inadequate employment 

often leads to housing instability, which is one of the most pressing issues faced by asylees. 

Harris (2016) performed over 50 field interviews with advocates, service providers, and 

government officials in the San Francisco Bay Area and the Washington, D.C. metropolitan 

region. Of this total, 10 interviews were conducted with attorneys and legal representatives of 
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asylum seekers. Additionally, Harris conducted 7 interviews with individuals providing social 

services to the asylee community in the Bay region, and 11 interviews were conducted with 

social service organizations in the D.C. metropolitan region. Attorneys in the Bay Area and D.C. 

metro areas interviewed reported that clients, particularly asylees, face housing difficulties post-

grant (Harris, 2016). Attorneys interviewed believe asylum grants do not improve housing 

stability for asylees because affordability constraints prevent meaningful advancement in 

housing, leading to isolation and undermined integration in remote areas (Harris, 2016).  

Moreover, asylum seekers face difficulties establishing bank accounts, securing leases, or 

providing the requisite financial evidence for housing applications due to their unstable 

immigration status (Ellul, 2024). The legal limbo faced by asylum seekers results in an unstable 

housing situation, as they do not have access to public housing support offered to recognized 

refugees (Gabrielli et al., 2022). This marginalization renders them vulnerable to private rental 

markets, informal housing, or emergency shelters, all of which lack long-term security. 

People seeking asylum in the U.S are more likely than people born in the U.S to be 

homeless, live in overcrowded homes, or use shelters (Ellul, 2024). They also have fewer social 

networks and less money. Housing instability constitutes an autonomous risk factor for adverse 

health outcomes and postponed medical consultations (Molyneux & Singer, 2024).  

Research from Spain indicates that asylum seekers frequently transition between 

homeless facilities, temporary shelters, and subsidized residences, complicating the maintenance 

of consistent legal claims (Gabrielli et al., 2022). In the U.S, similar patterns are observed, as 

many asylum seekers are assigned to dispersed housing programs that require relocation away 

from their legal representatives (Burridge & Gill, 2017). These relocations impede the continuity 

of legal aid and social support networks (Nalumango, 2019), which might complicate asylum 
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seekers’ ability to attend court dates and comply with application procedures. Previous studies 

focus primarily on mental health and social costs of housing instability; however, they have yet 

to elaborate on how these difficulties impact the asylum-seeking process itself. 

Mental Health and Social Implications of Housing Instability 

Housing conditions, including mold, dampness, and unsafe water, can directly affect 

health, contribute to the spread of diseases, cause stress, and limit access to resources such as 

employment and education, which are social determinants of health (Ziersch & Due, 2018). A 

multitude of asylum seekers, having escaped persecution, violence, or conflict, enter the U.S. 

with pre-existing trauma, which is further intensified by inadequate living conditions and 

extended asylum processes (Nalumango, 2019). Rana et al. (2022) found that housing 

unaffordability and homelessness negatively impact physical and mental health outcomes due to 

the tension between housing costs and basic needs. Homelessness leads to higher morbidity, 

increased use of acute hospital services, and shorter life expectancy (Rana et al., 2022). Spira’s 

(2025) review reveals that detention and other types of housing negatively impact mental health, 

with collective housing and detention being the worst. Private and community housing are 

suggested as better alternatives (Spira et al., 2025). 

Extended uncertainty over housing, numerous relocations, and insufficient social support 

can intensify trauma and psychological suffering (Spira et al., 2025). Research indicates that 

asylum seekers frequently experience depression, anxiety, and post-traumatic stress disorder 

(PTSD), exacerbated by unpredictable living conditions (Ziersch & Due, 2018). Furthermore, it 

has been established that asylum seekers who regularly relocate face elevated levels of emotional 

distress, social isolation, and damaged familial structures (Gabrielli et al., 2022). The ensuing 

financial hardship faced by asylees contributes to housing instability and postponements in their 
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applications for permanent residency. The issues are exacerbated by insufficient continuous 

mental health care for asylees, frequently victims of torture or trauma, and delays in the family 

reunification process (Harris, 2016). 

Opia et al. (2025) found that those experiencing homelessness and social isolation are 

more likely to experience chronic stress, emotions of hopelessness, and loneliness. Moreover, 

Gabrielli et al. (2020) emphasized that the frequent relocations experienced by children of 

asylum seekers have a profound impact on their schooling and social integration (Gabrielli et al., 

2022). Multiple moves or relocations strain families’ ability to provide their children with a 

stable education, which in turn affects their ability to integrate and achieve long-term stability 

(Gabrielli et al., 2022). Crawford et al. (2022) revealed that post-migration factors, including 

language barriers, employment difficulties, low income, lack of academic recognition or 

opportunities, and experiences of prejudice and discrimination, may increase the risk of mental 

health challenges and housing stress. Consequently, individuals who are homeless or 

experiencing housing stress are frequently at risk of a variety of mental and physical health 

issues, social exclusion, and discrimination (Crawford et al., 2022).  

Figure 1 below shows the most common patterns identified in previous studies and places 

the current study in context by highlighting the unresolved relationship this study aims to 

investigate. The literature shows that housing instability is connected to legal status, 

employment, mental health, and administrative complexity. However, these bodies of work 

largely exist in parallel. What is missing is an investigation of how housing instability affects the 

actual application process. This study analyzes all these mechanisms and shows how they work 

together to affect the actual application process.   
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Figure 1 Conceptual Model 

From this conceptual model, it can be deduced that existing research clearly shows that 

legal uncertainty affects housing, employment, and mental health, and that administrative 

barriers make legal processes difficult to navigate. Although existing research suggests logically 

how housing instability may affect people’s ability to navigate application processes, examining 

the impacts empirically would enable scholars to understand how these mechanisms work in 

practice.  

BACKGROUND: DEFENSIVE ASYLUM AND HUMANITARIAN VISA 

APPLICATION PROCESSES 

Asylum is a legal protection provided by host countries to migrants escaping harm or 

persecution, or the fear of persecution, in their country of origin. Under U.S. and international 
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law, asylum seekers must demonstrate a “well-founded fear of persecution” based on one of the 

following grounds: race, religion, nationality, political opinion, and/or membership in a 

particular social group (Longstreth et al., 2023; Raza, 2022). While asylum provides equivalent 

protection to refugee status, those seeking asylum in the U.S must submit their applications from 

within the country or at one of its designated ports of entry, rather than from overseas (Molyneux 

& Singer, 2024; Ziersch & Due, 2018).  

The U.S. asylum system is divided into two primary processes: affirmative and defensive, 

each with unique challenges. Affirmative asylum is available to individuals not in removal 

proceedings, allowing them to apply proactively through USCIS within one year of their arrival. 

If denied, applicants are referred to immigration court, where they must then apply for asylum 

defensively, or with removal proceedings initiated (Gibson, 2023; Longstreth et al., 2023). 

Defensive asylum is applied for by individuals in removal proceedings, usually following 

apprehension by Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) or US Customs and Border 

Protection (CBP), or after asking for asylum at a port of entry (Schoenholtz & Jacobs, 2001; 

Edyburn & Meek, 2021; Longstreth et al., 2023). Individuals apprehended within 100 miles of 

the border may be subjected to Expedited Removal. However, if they express a fear of return, 

they are entitled to a credible fear interview and may petition for asylum before a court (Gibson, 

2023; Longstreth et al., 2023). Individuals with previous deportation orders may encounter 

Reinstatement of Removal and are typically ineligible for asylum; nevertheless, they may pursue 

protection through withholding of removal or the Convention Against Torture (CAT) (Beretich 

et al., 2020). Administrative Removal pertains to certain noncitizens with criminal histories; 

however, it may also provide applications for protection if a fear is articulated (Beretich et al., 

2020).  



   

 

16 

Office of Homeland Security statistics (OHSS) from the US Department of Homeland 

Security (DHS) website indicate that 456,750 affirmative applications were filed with USCIS in 

2023, compared to 241,280 in 2022. On the other hand, 488,620 defensive applications were 

filed in 2023 with the EOIR, compared to 260,830 in 2022 (OHSS, 2024), indicating an increase 

in asylum applications over the years. Asylum seekers come from various parts of the world, 

with a growing number originating from countries such as Venezuela, Cuba, El Salvador, 

Guatemala, Honduras, and Haiti (Molyneux & Singer, 2024). Most asylum applications were 

concentrated in states such as California, New York, Texas, and Maryland. In the same year, 

California had the highest number of defensive asylum applications, with 8,860, followed by 

New York with 8,740, Maryland with 1,400, and Texas with 1,320 (USCIS, 2024).  

Applicants from both the affirmative and defensive processes undergo a judicial hearing, 

during which they provide testimony and are subjected to cross-examination by government 

counsel. The court typically reaches a decision following a hearing (Gibson, 2023). However, 

cases might take several years to complete and sometimes involve multiple hearings (Longstreth 

et al., 2023). The stakes for defensive asylum seekers are high: denial often results in immediate 

deportation (Molyneux & Singer, 2024). 

Asylum seekers arriving at a U.S port of entry without valid travel documents or 

fraudulent documents are placed in detention by DHS, awaiting credible fear interviews and 

adjudication (Gibson, 2023), which can last from months to years. While Congress allows parole 

in limited circumstances, DHS rarely grants parole before a finding of credible fear and does so 

unpredictably, usually for urgent humanitarian reasons or significant public benefit (Johnson, 

2007; Gibson, 2023). Parolees, nonetheless, have not been admitted; rather, they are deemed 

applicants for admission (Gluzman, 2022). Parole offers a potential means of release from 
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detention while they wait for their court dates and put together their case. However, parole is not 

guaranteed and depends on various factors, including an individual’s credibility during the 

credible fear interview and whether they pose a flight risk or a threat to public safety (Das, 

2013). 

U-Visa, T-Visa, And VAWA 

In the U.S, immigration law theoretically provides protection and relief to vulnerable 

immigrants who have suffered from severe crimes, such as domestic violence, sexual assault, and 

trafficking. Key legislative provisions established to safeguard these individuals include the U-

Visa and the self-petition under VAWA. These visas fulfill two functions: first, to promote 

collaboration with law enforcement; and second, to offer a route to legal immigration status for 

noncitizen victims of specific crimes (Roddin, 2014). 

In 1994, Congress enacted the Violence Against Women Act (VAWA), which offers 

protection for battered immigrant spouses whose partners possess legal status but decline to 

submit a residency petition on their behalf (Hipolitot, 2010; Mankin, 2017). Like legal asylum, 

VAWA stresses the women’s victimhood, hence excluding any investigation into whether the 

women originally came primarily for economic motives. VAWA allows women married to 

citizens or permanent residents to seek permanent status free from their violent spouses 

(Hipolitot, 2010). This confidential petition does not require assistance from the abuser, and the 

victim filing it must provide proof of the abuser’s status (Jones, 2019). The objective of the 

VAWA self-petition was to eliminate a mechanism of psychological oppression utilized by 

abusers. Abusers could no longer leverage their legal status against their immigrant victims, their 

spouses, or intimidate them with the possibility of deportation (Mankin, 2017). 
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To self-petition, an abused immigrant must demonstrate that she is the spouse of a citizen 

or lawful permanent resident, must not have committed any serious crimes or engaged in 

activities that would be considered morally reprehensible by society, and has lived together in 

the U.S with the abuser (Jones, 2019). Additionally, she must demonstrate her current residency 

in the U.S, establish that the marriage was entered into in good faith, provide evidence of being 

abused or subjected to excessive cruelty, and show that deportation would result in 

extreme hardship (Davis, 2004; Mankin, 2017). The procedure for VAWA may be arduous and 

protracted, as petitioners encounter the difficulty of substantiating their status in the absence of 

assistance from their abuser (Jones, 2019).  

To address deficiencies in VAWA, Congress created the U-Visa in 2000 as a non-

immigrant status (Abrams, 2008). Victims of domestic violence were granted some legal 

protections when VAWA was initially passed in 1994, but did not extend protections to women 

whose abusers were not U.S. citizens or Legal Permanent residents (LPR) (Mankin, 2017). The 

U-Visa is an immigration status granted to victims of specific crimes in the U.S, designed to 

encourage immigrant cooperation with law enforcement, providing undocumented immigrants 

with nonimmigrant status, the legal right to work in the U.S., and a prolonged pathway to 

citizenship (Mankin, 2017).  

The criteria for the U-Visa are threefold: the applicant must (1) be a victim of a 

qualifying violent or exploitative crime (commonly domestic violence); (2) have endured 

“substantial physical or mental abuse” due to the qualifying crime; and (3) be considered helpful 

in the investigation or prosecution of the crime, either in the past, present, or likely in the future 

(Cade & Flanagan, 2018; Mankin, 2017). The U-Visa program, designated by its subsection in 

the Immigration and Naturalization Act (INA), has two objectives: (1) provide law enforcement 
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with a mechanism to address serious crimes perpetrated against unauthorized immigrants and (2) 

to extend humanitarian assistance to vulnerable, marginalized individuals who suffered serious 

crimes (Roddin, 2014).  

Notwithstanding these commendable objectives, the process has been defective from the 

beginning. The annual cap on U-Visas is set at 10,000, resulting in a prolonged backlog that 

reduces the motivation of individuals fearing deportation to report crimes (Cade & Flanagan, 

2018; Hipolitot, 2010) and exposes applicants to structural barriers, such as housing instability, 

during the application process. According to USCIS data for fiscal year 2024, a total of 41,558 

U-Visa applications were received from victims of crime, with 10,000 approved, 3,646 denied, 

and 238,892 still pending. In the same year, 35,917 self-petitions for VAWA protection from 

individuals abused by a U.S. citizen or legal permanent resident were submitted (USCIS, 2024). 

Of these, 10,043 were approved, 2,033 were denied, and 92,619 remain pending (USCIS, 2024). 

These statistics highlight the significant demand for both U-Visa, T-Visa, and VAWA 

protections, as well as the long waiting periods asylum seekers and victims face while navigating 

the immigration system.  

The advantages of a U-Visa for an undocumented immigrant are significant. U-Visas 

allow foreign nationals who are victims of specific crimes to reside and work in the country 

lawfully, provided they assist in the investigation of the crime they were subjected to (Davis, 

2004). A U-Visa holder and their accompanying family members may remain in the U.S for a 

maximum of four years with employment authorization. The immigrant may start the application 

for permanent residence after three years of holding the U-Visa (Hipolitot, 20210). Owing to the 

high volume of applications and the limited number of visas, applicants are experiencing 

adjudication wait times exceeding four years (Jones, 2019). 
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Foreign nationals who have been victims of sex or labor trafficking, as well as other 

severe types of human trafficking, are eligible for humanitarian aid and legal protections through 

the T-Visa program, which was created by the Victims of Trafficking and Violence Protection 

Act (TVPA) of 2000 (Carlson, 2023; Raza, 2022; Goehrung & Castellano, 2024). The TVPA 

represented a change in perspective from criminalizing victims of human trafficking to viewing 

them as victims who should be protected, in line with the “3P” concept of the Act: prevention, 

protection, and prosecution, though enforcement has often prioritized punishment above 

protection (Carlson, 2023; Raza, 2022; Novak, Kulig, & Doña-Reveco, 2021). Two options are 

available to foreign nationals seeking survivor benefits under the TVPA: the T-Visa and 

Continued Presence status (CP). The T-Visa grants nonimmigrant status, work authorization, and 

permanent residency, while the CP Visa enables survivors to access support services and work 

temporarily while cooperating in investigations (Novak et al, 2021). To be eligible, applicants 

must show that they were trafficked through force, fraud, or coercion, are currently in the U.S 

because of that trafficking, would face extreme hardship if they were removed, and have 

complied with any “reasonable request” for cooperation from law enforcement (Carlson, 2023; 

Raza, 2022). The T-Visa has an annual cap of 5,000, and no more than this can be granted each 

year (Jones, 2019; Raza, 2022). 

Despite its humanitarian intent, the T-Visa’s implementation remains hindered by 

structural and conceptual shortcomings (Goehrung & Castellano, 2024). Research indicates that 

survivors who are coerced into cooperating in judicial procedures are frequently retraumatized 

due to inconsistent adjudications caused by imprecise definitions and high dependence on 

prosecutorial discretion (Novak et al., 2021; Goehrung & Castellano, 2024). These flaws often 

retraumatize applicants and leave them in prolonged legal limbo (Carlson, 2021; Goehrung & 
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Castellano, 2024). There are long delays in receiving a T-visa after an applicant submits their 

application (Goehrung & Castellano, 2024). According to Novak et al. (2021), the main reasons 

for long adjudication durations, high backlogs, and poor approval rates are the difficulty of 

obtaining certification for law enforcement. Additionally, scholars have voiced their criticism of 

the T-Visa’s “physical-presence” criterion, which does not apply to victims of extraterritorial 

trafficking (Novak et al., 2021). According to Raza (2022), scholars have urged changes that 

separate protection from cooperation and broaden eligibility to conform to international human 

rights norms. In spite of these problems, the T-Visa is nevertheless a groundbreaking piece of 

legislation that guarantees victims of human trafficking the right to safety, security, and, 

ultimately, permanent residency in the U.S (Carlson, 2023). 

Although the U-Visa, T-Visa, and VAWA offer significant protections for immigrant 

victims of crime and abuse, they face substantial challenges and limitations regarding their 

efficacy. A primary concern is the extended waiting times linked to the programs. As mentioned 

earlier, U-Visa applicants face a backlog due to the annual limit of 10,000 visas, leading to 

delays that may exceed 10 years (Cade & Flanagan, 2018; Mankin, 2017). For many victims who 

are immigrants, the fear of deportation is a big obstacle. Victims frequently refrain from 

reporting crimes, even if the U-Visa provides protections, since they fear deportation or family 

separation if they involve the police (Cade & Flanagan, 2018; Mankin, 2017). Victims of 

trafficking may also choose not to apply due to fear, lack of opportunity, misclassification, or 

lack of supporting evidence (Novak et al., 2021). Victims are even less likely to come forward in 

light of the present political atmosphere, which has an already chilling effect due to the 

hardening of immigration policy. 
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Chapter 3 - Methods 

My central research question is: What is the relationship between housing (in)stability 

and people’s ability to secure immigration protection via defensive asylum and humanitarian 

visas? Specifying questions informing my central question include: 

1. How does housing (in)stability affect asylum and humanitarian visa applicants’ ability to 

navigate application processes for their respective forms of immigration relief?  

2. What is the impact of unstable housing on asylum seekers and humanitarian visa 

applicants’ access to legal and social services? 

3. How does housing instability impact asylum seekers and humanitarian visa applicants’ 

ability to communicate with legal professionals and immigration authorities, such as 

ICE? 

4. How does housing instability impact asylum seekers and humanitarian visa applicants’ 

ability to prepare their cases? 

5. What challenges do legal professionals encounter when assisting asylum seekers and 

humanitarian visa applicants facing housing instability during the application process? 

6. What kinds of housing instability have asylum and humanitarian visa seekers experienced 

in the U.S.? 

7. How does applicants’ immigration status affect their ability to secure stable housing? 

I followed Desmond’s (2014) approach, which emphasizes how diverse individuals, 

groups, and institutions interact within multiple social, cultural, and structural settings, a 

fundamental aspect of this study. Hence, I focused on the complex web of interactions and 

processes involved in seeking asylum and humanitarian visas in the U.S, particularly amid 

unstable housing conditions, as conveyed through attorneys’ and social service providers’ 
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detailed narratives of people’s experiences. This helped me to establish the bidirectional 

relationship between housing instability and legal protections in this study. 

I conducted 17 in-depth interviews with diverse groups of attorneys and social service 

providers with extensive experience working directly with asylum, U-Visa, T-Visa, and VAWA 

applicants. The inclusion criteria were any attorney or social service staff who directly assist 

asylum and humanitarian visa applicants. I chose these groups because they possess a 

specialized, comprehensive understanding of the administrative demands and are able to observe 

firsthand how housing precarity directly impedes the application process, which enabled me to 

provide expert narratives at the intersection of housing instability, legal bureaucracy, and migrant 

vulnerability. They also have ample experience working with clients and have regular contact 

with them. There is an additional benefit to this group: it protects asylum and humanitarian 

applicants in vulnerable positions. In this way, I was able to get incredible details of people’s 

experiences.  

 I recruited my participants through professional academic and legal networks via the 

snowball sampling method. I chose the snowball sampling method because people could refer 

one another, which helped establish some trust and enabled me to interview my participants in 

depth. My academic network introduced me to 5 potential participants, and that’s how it started. 

After receiving approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at Kansas State University 

to move forward with my study, I contacted these people via email to begin data collection. I 

also employed purposive sampling by approaching immigration attorneys and social service 

providers to capture the broadest possible range of experiences (Katz, 2001). After each 

interview, I asked participants to refer me to anyone with similar experiences who would be 

willing to speak with me, and I received several referrals.  
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I conducted this research in the United States, a strategic research site for studying how 

housing instability affects asylum and humanitarian visas, as it has one of the largest and most 

complex asylum and immigration relief systems in the world (Rider, 2014) and it shows patterns 

of temporary or recurring housing instability and homelessness (De Sousa et al., 2023). As 

Merton (1987) advises, using strategic research sites emphasizes the phenomenon of interest and 

captures moments of historical change, with the most differentiated members experiencing these 

changes (see also Katz, 2001). Using a strategic research site in this study enabled me to 

progressively test and refine my explanations until I accounted for all internal variations 

encountered (Small, 2009; Katz, 2001; Timmermans & Tavory, 2012). Asylum and humanitarian 

visa applicants in the United States are required to undergo a lengthy, complex bureaucratic 

process that demands consistent communication, legal representation, and access to 

documentation, which can be significantly disrupted by housing instability. Examining this topic 

in the U.S. also provides insights that are relevant nationally and applicable globally. 

I choose to conduct a qualitative study via in-depth interviews because of its strengths; 

Becker (1996) argues that being in the field instills a strong sense of connection between the 

various occurrences witnessed by the researcher and the phenomenon under study. Through 

qualitative methods, I gathered rich ethnographic data, enabling me to generate findings that are 

convincing and believable by subjecting interpretations to my data and seeking disconfirming 

evidence (Becker, 1996; Katz, 2001; Small, 2009; Timmermans & Tavory, 2012). My search for 

internal variety enabled me to enhance the theoretical generalizability of my findings (Katz, 

2001; Small, 2009; Timmermans & Tavory, 2012) by capturing the detailed insights of my 

participants. 
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Gaining access was particularly difficult considering the current climate on immigration 

related issues, however my positionality as an international graduate student at Kansas State 

University lends credibility to the study, signaling that it is conducted within a structured, 

research-oriented environment, which encouraged participation from legal practitioners and 

social service providers to voice their concerns on clients’ housing instability. This position was 

also advantageous because it helped me understand fear, particularly amid heightened political 

scrutiny of immigration in the U.S. As the literature states, one’s positionality shapes what one 

can observe. McCorkel and Myers (2003) emphasize that strong objectivity is based on strong 

reflexivity and that researchers must subject themselves to the same level of scrutiny as their 

subjects (McCorkel & Myers, 2003).  

As a graduate student with legal immigration status, I hold a privileged position 

compared to asylum and humanitarian visa applicants who lack stable legal status. Unlike them, I 

have never experienced housing instability, which has shaped my view of it as a critical issue. I 

went into the field thinking that housing was something most people have, regardless of their 

status, since it is a basic need, but my findings proved otherwise. By being self-aware of my 

assumptions and reflexive, actively seeking feedback from my participants who shared their 

clients’ lived experiences with me, and capturing their voices to ensure accurate representation, I 

was able to mitigate my bias. I noted participants’ reaction by paying attention to the questions 

they asked me and to their thoughts. A participant reacted after learning I am an international 

student, expressed concern for me, and said they would not have spoken to me if they had known 

I was not a citizen, because they believed this research was dangerous for me. I recorded these 

reactions in my fieldnotes. 
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I conducted my study by paying attention to the different types of information gained 

from my interviews, including information that was not spoken (like visceral or schematic), as 

advised by Pugh (2013). I did this by paying close attention to verbal and nonverbal responses 

during my interviews, including hesitations, changes in tone, facial expressions, and body 

posture (Pugh, 2013). I documented any emotional shifts or discomfort, which indicated areas 

where participants felt vulnerable or uncertain (Pugh, 2013).  

I aimed to conduct 30 interviews during the summer (late May through August), with a 

minimum of 15 participants, to ensure sufficient depth and diversity of perspectives. However, I 

was able to conduct 17, and my timeline extended through September due to difficulty recruiting 

participants. My interviews were conducted in English and primarily via Zoom or audio phone 

call because I interviewed people across the country in several states. Of the 17 interviews 

conducted, 11 were via Zoom and 6 by phone. I initially planned to conduct two or three 

interviews per week, but this did not go as planned due to my participants’ schedules. There were 

weeks that I did not conduct any interviews. I took fieldnotes during the interviews and 

transcribed them as soon as I finished, following the advice of Emerson et al. (2011). Emerson et 

al (2013) encourage researchers to write down full fieldnotes as soon as possible after the day’s 

(or night’s) research is done. I used a transcription software called aTrain to transcribe my 

interviews. This software was specifically chosen for its confidentiality features. It does not 

transcribe in the cloud and does not require an internet connection to transcribe. I compared this 

with my field notes for accuracy.  

In terms of ethics, I sought participants’ consent before interviewing and recording, 

whether via Zoom or by phone (Weiss, 1995). I sought participants’ consent orally, as it 

provided a straightforward and effective way to ensure that participants were fully informed 
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about the nature of the study, their rights, and any potential risks (Kaiser, 2009). I sent the oral 

consent form to participants after they agreed to participate, and I also read the consent form to 

them to obtain their formal consent before we started the interview. I sought participants’ 

consent before I audio-recorded our conversation to ensure I captured their responses accurately. 

I took field notes when they did not consent to this or felt uncomfortable with it. Participants 

chose whether to activate their video and whether to use a pseudonym on-screen during Zoom 

interviews. I sought their consent to choose whichever option they preferred: transcribe the 

interview via Zoom, take notes, or use a different audio recorder.  

I used pseudonyms for all participants and any name that came up in the interviews to 

provide an additional layer of protection for attorneys, service providers, and their clients 

(Tolich, 2004), preventing potential identification or connection between attorneys or service 

providers and their clients, ensuring confidentiality, and safeguarding the privacy of all parties 

involved. I used the real names of the states where participants are practicing to provide a clear 

and accurate depiction of the issue across different regions of the U.S. However, I obscured the 

names of specific cities to protect the anonymity of the participants and the locations involved. I 

referred to the cities using terms such as City A, City B, and so on. Check Table 1.0 below for an 

overview of the participants. 

I followed a general interview guide (please see the appendix), in English, but asked 

questions spontaneously as they arose. I also asked follow-up questions, enabling me to obtain 

detailed, concrete, and rich data. I aimed to obtain detailed, concrete data rather than generalized 

accounts, as Weiss (1995) noted. In order to gather detailed and concrete data, I followed 

Weiss’s (1995) approach by phrasing my questions at the level of specific or concrete instances 

and examples by asking participants to “walk me through” specific experiences, particularly 
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focusing on moments of housing instability and its effects on asylum, U-Visa, T-Visa, and 

VAWA cases. I extended questions to encourage participants to provide in-depth details, 

identifying key actors, their actions, and the emotions involved. By probing for inner events, I 

was able to explore participants’ feelings and perceptions.  

Table 1 Overview of Participants 

NAME ROLE YEARS 

OF 

PRACTI

CE 

STATE  MEDIUM 

OF 

INTERVIE

W 

Megan Attorney 4 Missouri Audio call 

Joshua Service provider 47 Texas Zoom/Audio 

Brittany Attorney 6 Colorado Zoom 

Lauren Attorney 9 Missouri Audio call 

Michelle Attorney 9 Missouri Audio call 

Nicole Attorney 23 California Zoom 

Daniel Attorney 14 Kansas Zoom 

Chris Service Provider 8 Kansas Zoom 

Rachelle Attorney/Provider 4 Missouri Audio call 

Amanda Service Provider 8 Missouri Zoom 

Jennifer Attorney 7 Kansas Zoom 

Ava Service Provider 5 Kansas Audio call 

Sophia Attorney 14 New Mexico Audio call 

Julia Service Provider 10 Colorado Zoom 

Morgan Attorney 22 Kansas Zoom 

Allison Attorney 2 Maine/ 

Missouri 

Zoom 

Brooke Service Provider 6 Colorado Zoom 
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As recommended by Anderson and Jack (2015), I listened in stereo to understand the 

literal, metaphorical, and abstract meanings in responses, while keeping the focus on specific 

instances rather than generalized ones, which allowed me to capture a rich, holistic 

understanding (Anderson & Jack, 2015). 

I employed analytic abduction in my study. Katz (2001) explains abduction as a way to 

achieve theoretical generalizability by continuously transforming and revising the explanans (the 

problem or phenomenon you are trying to study) and explanandum (the explanations for the 

problem) by confronting them with “hostile evidence” or “negative cases” (Katz, 2001, p.130). 

Only when the explanations account for all variation in the data will I have achieved “saturation” 

(Katz, 2001; see also Small, 2009). Thus, I wrote all the surprising events and accounted for all 

of the variations in my data. I sought negative cases in order to enhance my analysis and 

methodological interactions. I also employed triangulation by juxtaposing perspectives from 

participants with multiple sources of data while considering both legal and lived experiences of 

asylum and humanitarian visa applicants, adding depth and validity to my findings, providing a 

more comprehensive analysis of how housing instability affects access to legal protections 

(Duneier, 2001; Goffman, 1989). 

As part of my abductive analysis, I coded my fieldnotes and interview transcripts. Weiss 

(1995) and Emerson et al. (2011) highlight the iterative process of coding and categorizing data. 

The first thing I did after transcribing my interviews was to listen to the audio recordings and 

review all my notes to ensure a comprehensive understanding of the data (Emerson et al., 2011). 

I analyzed and reviewed my transcripts comprehensively by re-reading them to familiarize 

myself with the data. I strategically chose to begin this process soon after I had finished 

transcribing all the interviews, as I had already begun familiarizing myself with the data through 
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the transcription process. However, I wanted to read through all the transcripts and fieldnotes to 

ensure I was familiar with the data I collected, rather than focusing on what I had most recently 

transcribed. 

I then moved to open coding, reading my fieldnotes line by line to identify and formulate 

ideas and emerging themes. After open coding, I wrote down provisional themes, identified 

surprising events, and wrote analytic memos that captured evolving thoughts. I then moved on to 

focused coding by collapsing my provisional themes into core codes that guided the process. To 

conduct focused coding, I read my transcripts line by line, analyzing them for the targeted 

themes (Emmerson et al., 2011). I then composed diverse integrative memos to clarify and link 

analytic themes, ensuring a nuanced understanding of my data (Emerson et al., 2011). In so 

doing, I enhanced and refined analytical findings, with the primary objective of generating 

coherent, focused analyses of observed and documented aspects of social life (Emerson et al., 

2011).  

After coding, I synthesized my themes and organized them into a thematic narrative. I 

ensured I presented all data, without ‘cherry-picking’ and explained any variations within the 

themes to provide a comprehensive and accurate analysis. My narratives interweaved interview 

excerpts to highlight key moments and insights, carefully balancing summarized details with 

direct quotes to maintain reader engagement while supporting the thematic narrative (Emerson et 

al., 2011). As part of my analysis, I compared the experiences of individuals navigating legal 

processes under VAWA, T-Visa, U-Visa, and asylum pathways to identify both shared and 

distinct barriers related to housing instability and access to legal services. 
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Chapter 4 - Findings 

This chapter presents the findings of my study, structured around eleven interconnected 

themes that together reveal a mutually reinforcing vicious cycle between housing instability and 

legal precarity. Rather than identifying isolated barriers, the findings show that the processes of 

immigration and housing instability are mutually reinforcing. Housing instability undermines 

individuals’ ability to sustain legal participation, while legal precarity, characterized by 

prolonged processing times, employment constraints, eligibility barriers, and procedural rigidity, 

feeds back into housing instability. 

I begin the chapter by situating housing instability as the underlying condition through 

which this cycle unfolds, followed by an examination of time as a force that intensifies 

vulnerability through delay and rigid deadlines. I then go on to discuss how formal qualification 

requirements for public housing and patterns of exclusion limit pathways to stability. In the 

following sections, I examine how employment constraints, affordability pressures, and 

conditions of control deepen precarity and narrow options available. As instability accumulates, 

communication breakdowns emerge as critical points where legal participation becomes fragile. 

Stress, trauma, and survival-based decision-making are seen as outcomes of long-term instability 

rather than personal failings. I conclude by examining resilience as an adaptive mechanism 

within constraints, while highlighting the role of social service organizations as temporary sites 

of care; however, it does not dismantle the cycle. Together, these themes show how housing 

instability and legal precarity shape access to asylum, U-Visa, T-Visa, and VAWA protections, 

and how these factors interact in a vicious cycle.   

Figure 2 illustrates the mutually reinforcing vicious cycle between housing instability and 

legal precarity identified in this study.  
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Figure 2 Bidirectional Relationship Model 

This diagram summarizes how housing instability and legal precarity operate as a 

reinforcing vicious cycle. At the center is housing instability characterized by frequent moves, 

evictions, overcrowding, and unsanitary conditions. Within housing instability is where survival 

strategies take place, forcing people to prioritize basic needs over legal cases. Housing instability 

undermines legal protections through communication breakdowns, employment and affordability 

constraints, long processing periods, and difficult access to public housing. At the same time, 

legal precarity feeds back into housing instability. Pending cases, delayed work permits, and 

jurisdictional requirements constrain income and housing options, making it difficult to achieve 

stability. Over time, these pressures accumulate into exclusion, control, stress, and trauma that 
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require ongoing adaptation and resilience. Social services organizations appear at the bottom of 

the diagram because they help stabilize communication, housing, and legal access, but do not 

break the cycle. Instead, they buffer the harm between the legal process and housing instability. 

Housing Instability as a Foundational Condition of Legal Precarity 

Across cases, housing instability emerged as a common and recurring problem, shaping 

the experiences of individuals seeking asylum, U-Visas, T-Visas, and VAWA protections. 

Participants consistently described the absence of stable housing not as an isolated hardship, but 

as a fundamental aspect of clients’ initial and continuing experiences in the U.S. Housing 

precarity manifested in various forms, such as homelessness, frequent relocations, evictions, 

temporary shelter stays, overcrowded living conditions, and unsafe or unsanitary housing. 

Housing instability did not resolve over time; instead, it often continued throughout the legal 

process, affecting individuals’ ability to engage with immigration relief from the outset. 

Housing instability often led to persistent transitions between temporary living situations. 

Participants reported that their clients moved between shelters, hotels, shared apartments, and 

informal living arrangements with friends, family, or community members (see also Harris, 

2016; Opia et al., 2025; Ziersch & Due, 2018). In many cases, people lived in overcrowded 

conditions, with several families sharing small apartments or mobile homes meant for one family 

(see also Spira et al., 2025), or couch-surfing in their living rooms. These arrangements were 

often presented as the only available option, not as temporary, and they often fell apart due to 

space limitations, interpersonal conflicts, or financial strain, reinforcing Menjívar’s (2000) 

previous study. Movement between housing sites was not episodic but continuous, creating a 

persistent environment of instability. In some cases, housing instability reached the level of 
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chronic homelessness (see also Ellul, 2024), making it hard for them to start a case or stay 

involved in the legal process. 

Joshua: I do have a client who was struggling with, um, I would call it chronic 

homelessness, I mean, she was really well, you know, kind of moving from place to place. 

Um, we have another younger guy, a client, well, a potential client, someone I wanted to 

help file immigration relief for, but again, he's just he is actively homeless, kind of couch 

surfing from place to place, and he's just not stable enough to be able to work on a case 

yet. 

Housing precarity was particularly acute for individuals attempting to leave domestic 

violence situations (see also Baker et al., 2010; Nanasi, 2017; Pavao et al., 2007; Wilson, 2015). 

Participants consistently depicted survivors who could obtain short-term shelter yet faced 

difficulties in securing long-term housing, particularly when accompanied by children.  

Structural conditions in the housing market itself also made housing unstable (see also Gabrielli 

et al., 2022; Mallach, 2023). Participants discussed the lack of affordable homes, high rents, and 

limited availability of family-sized units. I also found that occupancy restrictions made it even 

harder for large families to find housing. People had to choose between living in overcrowded 

and often illegal arrangements or being homeless. Evictions were described as common, and they 

sometimes occurred suddenly when landlords learned that their tenants were overcrowding or 

received complaints from neighbors (see also Baker et al., 2010; Engleton, 2020). 

Nicole: I think evictions are fairly frequent. And they end up doing a fair amount of 

couch surfing in the living rooms of friends or relatives. There's a lot of multiple families 

staying in the house designed for a single family and that kind of situation. The side of it 

that I see is that they move frequently. 
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Unsafe and unsanitary housing conditions were another common problem associated with 

housing instability, including structural damage, pest infestations, poor sanitation, and 

environmental hazards (see also Kaur et al., 2021; Ziersch & Due, 2018). In some cases, families 

fled their homes due to safety threats, including break-ins or violence.  

Amanda: We've seen families placed in boarded-up homes where the windows are 

boarded up. That's obviously not safe. We've seen homes where there's holes in the 

ceiling and rain is coming in. Or we had one where there were raccoons living on the, 

you know, in the attic of the home. So it's just not sustainable. Clients have also fled their 

current housing situations because it has become unsafe for the kids, rendering them 

homeless. 

I find that housing instability was not uniform across all immigration pathways; however, 

it was especially significant among individuals pursuing U-Visas and VAWA protections. 

Participants indicated that most clients seeking these types of relief faced considerable housing 

instability, frequently associated with prior violence, financial insecurity, and restricted access to 

public benefits (see also Baker et al, 2010; Bhuyan, 2007; Mankin, 2017). Conversely, I found a 

variation: asylum seekers were occasionally perceived as more securely housed than 

humanitarian applicants; however, participants indicated that this perception might stem from 

underreporting rather than stability. On the other side, some attorneys perceived asylum seekers 

as the ones who face housing instability the most because they just arrived and may lack support. 

Housing instability had a domino effect on families with kids. Moving around a lot made it hard 

for kids to go to school, limited their access to childcare, and made family routines more difficult 

(see also Gabrielli et al., 2022; Mallach, 2023). 
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My findings show that housing instability took different forms, lasted varying lengths of 

time, and varied in severity from case to case. However, it was widespread, persistent, and was 

closely linked to legal vulnerability. Housing instability does not operate in isolation; its effects 

intensify over time as prolonged legal processes and rigid deadlines interact with unstable living 

conditions. 

Time as Structural Force: Delay, Deadlines, And Temporal Contradictions 

Processing delays for asylum and humanitarian relief, particularly for U-Visas, T-Visas, 

and VAWA petitions, have expanded dramatically over the past decade (Molyneux & Singer, 

2024). Rather than providing stability or protection, prolonged waiting often intensified 

vulnerability, extending periods of legal limbo in which individuals remained unable to work, 

secure stable housing, or plan for the future (see Menjívar, 2006). Thus, housing instability 

makes immigration relief harder to obtain during waiting periods because it turns the wait into a 

time of increasing vulnerability, when people cannot meet the economic and material needs 

required to remain legally in the country for an extended period. 

Time compounded harm through layered delays (see also Gabrielli et al., 2022) occurring 

at multiple stages of the legal process. Delays occurred not only at the federal adjudication level 

but also earlier, during case preparation, evidence gathering, and attorney-client coordination. 

Housing instability repeatedly disrupted these preparatory stages. For example, Jennifer talked 

about cases that would normally be filed in two or three months but instead took five or six 

months or longer because clients were moving between shelters, did not have stable contact 

information, or were too busy with their immediate needs to file. These delays often brought 

cases dangerously close to strict legal deadlines, especially the one-year deadline for asylum 

applications. Delays also prolonged periods of legal uncertainty, which in turn affected housing. 
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Jennifer: I mean, I just, like I said earlier, I think delays, delays in their case. So, a case 

that would probably take six months to send off from start to finish. Like, they retained 

me in January, and we would hopefully get the case sent to immigration by June. I would 

say it's taking way longer for people with housing instability issues simply because 

they're dealing with a million other things than people who don't have these issues.  

Time also worked through a constant sense of rush. Allison also recounted instances in 

which local assistance offices that did not understand the asylum process tied access to housing 

vouchers to expectations of filing immigration applications quickly, even when legal preparation 

was ongoing, which was not the law. In that sense, applicants reported feeling rushed to submit 

asylum applications prematurely out of fear that delaying would result in losing housing support 

and, rather than protection, increased legal risk: 

 Allison: People really want to get housing, right, and they have access to these vouchers, 

but sometimes the people at the, like, we call the general assistance or GA, um, the GA 

office didn't always exactly understand the asylum process, and so some of GA’s would 

be rushing people to file for asylum, be like, why haven't you filed yet, blah, blah, blah, 

we're going to take away your voucher if you don't file,...Um, and so, GA was rushing 

people to file, and people were feeling like, if I don't file my asylum application right 

away, I'm not going to have a house, like, I'm not going to have a place to live.  

Rushing asylum applications in order to maintain housing support vouchers can produce 

unintended legal consequences, including incomplete evidence collection, reduced time for case 

preparation, and weaker applications, thereby illustrating how housing instability can directly 

shape procedural outcomes. 
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Importantly, I find that time pressures were not evenly distributed across immigration 

pathways. Asylum cases were characterized by intense early-stage urgency, while U-Visa, T-

Visa, and VAWA cases unfolded over decades. This temporal unevenness shaped both legal 

strategy and client behavior. Some U-Visa applicants had lived in the U.S for decades before 

applying, while asylum seekers were required to navigate complex legal requirements almost 

immediately upon arrival, often while experiencing homelessness or housing precarity. While 

processing delays stretched endlessly, deadlines remained rigid and unforgiving (Gluzman, 2023; 

Longstreth et al., 2023). Participants repeatedly emphasized that missing a deadline, particularly 

the one-year asylum filing deadline or the six-month U-Visa certification window, could 

permanently foreclose relief. Housing instability frequently contributed to missed deadlines, as 

clients lacked awareness of filing requirements, lost documentation, or were unable to respond in 

time due to constant relocation. This produced a striking contradiction: the system allowed cases 

to remain pending for decades, yet offered little flexibility when individuals failed to meet early 

procedural requirements. In this way, time functioned asymmetrically, elastic for institutions, 

rigid for applicants.  

Jennifer: So, once that certification is signed, we have exactly six months to send off the 

U-Visa application before that certification expires. So, whenever the police department 

or whoever signs that certification, I put a six-month deadline. I say, okay, we have to 

send off by this date. Housing instability, transportation issues, homelessness, whatever, 

it severely impacts the trajectory of the case because if we miss that deadline, we have to 

start all over again.   

Time also had complicated effects on trauma. Long waits worsened trauma (see also 

Molyneux & Singer, 2024). Clients had to deal with psychological distress, unstable housing, 
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and financial problems while they waited for evidence, had to reschedule interviews, and file 

their cases later. Thus, time both produced trauma and was lengthened by it, creating a feedback 

loop that further undermined legal progress.  

Even though time had mostly negative effects, it did not uniformly disadvantage. In some 

cases, participants emphasized that delays were strategically beneficial. Longer timelines 

sometimes kept people from appearing in immigration court, where the perceived risk of removal 

was higher. Attorneys highlighted that in some situations, long administrative processing could 

function as a form of temporary protection, allowing clients stay in the country longer than an 

expedited adjudication would allow (see also Asad, 2020; Menjívar, 2006; Menjívar & Abrego, 

2012). This contradiction was particularly evident in U-Visa cases, where prolonged delays were 

occasionally favored over expedited resolutions in adverse policy contexts. But this perceived 

benefit was very unclear. Clients still could not work legally, had to rely on partners or sponsors, 

and were stuck in a long period of uncertainty. From a legal standpoint, what appeared to be a 

strategic delay often became a long-term problem in practice. 

Rachelle: I do have an attorney that I was talking to about T-visas, and I was like,  Man, 

this is taking so long. Obviously, T-visas usually take a long time, but I was complaining. 

And she said, I think we'd rather it take longer and get approved later than being in front 

of a judge now but it's hard it's hard to have that perspective because this person can't 

work this person is entirely reliant on their partner and so it's really hard to be grateful 

that it's not in front of the judge. 

Time also spreads risk unevenly among different groups of people. Applicants who had 

stable housing, legal help, and financial resources were better able to wait for a long time. 

Clients without legal representation, those who are homeless, and those who care for children 
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found it harder to stay involved in legal processes for long periods of time. Delays made 

inequality worse by rewarding those who could wait longer and punishing those who could not.  

These findings collectively indicate that time operates as a manifestation of structural 

violence. It causes harm not by outright denying something, but by creating prolonged 

uncertainty, strict deadlines, and the gradual loss of legal and mental capacity. As waiting times 

get longer, people typically turn to public housing assistance programs for stability, but they 

encounter further institutional roadblocks in the form of eligibility requirements. 

Qualifying or Not for Public Housing as a Barrier to Housing Access  

Across cases, whether qualifying for public housing and housing-related assistance, such 

as Section 8, was a key gatekeeping process that affected the housing stability of people seeking 

asylum, U-Visas, T-Visas, and VAWA protections. Participants consistently articulated that 

access to housing was not solely a matter of necessity but also depended on legal status, 

documentation, and administrative acknowledgment, which many clients had yet to obtain. 

Consequently, individuals facing severe housing instability often encounter exclusion from 

housing assistance precisely during their most vulnerable periods. 

Section 8 housing assistance became a symbol of promised stability that rarely led to real 

housing security. Participants consistently characterized Section 8 as effectively inaccessible for 

numerous clients, irrespective of immigration status or established need (see also Baker et al., 

2010). In some jurisdictions, Section 8 was described as “not an option” altogether, while in 

others it existed largely in name, with waitlists so long (see also Rana et al, 2022) that assistance 

arrived far too late to prevent homelessness or prolonged instability. For clients going through 

the asylum, U-Visa, T-Visa, or VAWA processes, Section 8 was often more of an idea than a 

useful tool, an abstract possibility rather than a useful resource. 
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Sophia: Um, many of my clients who do not have a form of immigration status yet who 

may be applying are not eligible for a number of public benefits, including, um, access to 

public housing. Um, so some of our clients are trying to get a VAWA petition approved. 

Um, and while I think VAWA, uh, with the prima facie notice, I believe they may qualify 

for section eight housing. Um, but sometimes there are delays, and sometimes they might 

necessarily want to apply for that.  

Legal precarity also shapes access to public housing, reinforcing Menjívar’s (2006) 

findings. For many clients, having pending immigration relief did not translate into housing 

eligibility, an outcome consistent with the dynamics of “liminal legality”, to borrow Menjívar’s 

(2006) term which refers to temporary and uncertain legal status. Participants described 

individuals who were actively pursuing asylum, U-Visa, T-Visa, or VAWA cases but remained 

unable to qualify for public housing or rental assistance because their legal status had not yet 

been approved. This produced a prolonged gap in which individuals were legally present and 

engaged in formal legal processes but nonetheless excluded from housing support. Prolonged 

pending cases meant individuals remained ineligible or stuck on waitlists, extending periods of 

housing instability. These findings help us understand how legal precarity worsens housing 

instability, which in turn affects the legal process. In these situations, housing instability 

persisted not because individuals failed to pursue relief, but because qualifications, such as those 

under Section 8, required outcomes attainable only after prolonged waiting periods. 

Allison: Yeah. Um, the thing with housing is that most of the groups that I specifically 

worked with weren't eligible for federal housing, because usually for housing, you have 

to have an approved U visa or you have to have approved asylum. Like you can't just 

have a pending case. I applied for it. Um, you have to actually have won it.  
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Documentation requirements also shaped access to public housing. Applicants who might 

qualify for Section 8 were delayed by documentation requirements that intersected with pending 

immigration status. Participants stressed that getting housing often depended on having certain 

types of identification, work authorization, social security numbers, or proof of being legally 

present, which people with pending cases did not have (see also Baker et al, 2010; Menjívar, 

2000; Menjívar, 2006). Even when people were otherwise eligible for immigration relief, they 

could not get housing support because they lacked the required paperwork (see also Baker et al., 

2010; Bhuyan, 2007). This kept them in cycles of instability and exclusion. 

My findings show an internal variation; qualification processes for public housing varied 

significantly across jurisdictions and service systems. Participants noted significant disparities in 

the administration of housing assistance by states and localities, with some providing short-term 

vouchers or emergency support irrespective of immigration status, while others provided 

minimal or no assistance to individuals with pending cases. These geographic differences 

affected migration patterns. For example, some families moved to places they thought would be 

more helpful, but upon arrival, they encountered new problems or administrative 

misunderstandings. In this sense, local interpretation had as much to do with Section 8 access as 

did federal policy. 

Allison: So that was a really great thing that [a state in New England] did because 

essentially all of our clients could get some sort of housing voucher pretty much right 

away when they came to [a state in New England], but that's why people came [there]. 

Um, but like in [a Midwestern state], I don't think they do that.  

Together, these findings show that qualifying for public housing operates as a structural 

filter rather than a neutral support mechanism. For individuals seeking asylum, U-Visas, T-Visas, 
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and VAWA protections, housing assistance was often inaccessible during the very periods when 

housing stability was most critical. When access to public housing remained out of reach, 

housing instability increasingly translated into exclusion from both housing and legal protection. 

Cumulative and Interlocking Structural Exclusion as a Pattern of Being Pushed Out of 

Protection 

Across cases, exclusion emerged not primarily as a formal denial of legal protection, but 

as a cumulative process that pushed people out of eligibility, participation, or viability within 

housing and legal systems. Participants described clients who appeared eligible for asylum, 

VAWA, U-Visa, or T-Visa protections but were nonetheless excluded because the systems they 

were required to navigate assumed stable housing, documentation, and sustained engagement, 

which housing instability made difficult to maintain. In some instances, applicants were also 

excluded from housing and immigration relief for lack of required documentation. Exclusion, in 

this sense, unfolded gradually, and there was rarely a single moment of rejection that made it 

clear. 

Housing instability played a central role in producing exclusion by interfering with the 

legal foundations required for certain forms of relief. There were situations in which unstable or 

overcrowded housing hindered caregivers from securing family court orders essential for 

immigration filings, especially in cases involving children, an outcome consistent with the 

dynamics of  what Abrego and Menjívar (2012) term “legal violence,” or the kinds of violence 

that the law makes possible and amplifies, which is further echoed in broader scholarship on how 

legal precarity produces everyday harm (Asad, 2020; Gonzales, 2016). Judges were said to be 

hesitant to grant custody or guardianship to caregivers who did not have stable housing, even 
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when no safer alternatives existed. In these instances, housing precarity not only complicated 

legal claims but also precluded their legal construction entirely. 

Megan: It's a big ask for a judge to say yes, you can have custody of this child when you 

have stable housing that is something I’ve seen you know someone who is really the best 

caregiver or guardian for a child given the circumstances not having stable housing that 

is something that comes up and it can prevent the child from getting immigration relief. 

Access to legal representation further shaped patterns of exclusion. It was consistently 

revealed that individuals without legal representation were more likely to be excluded from relief 

(see also Edyburn & Meek, 2021; Garni, Orozco, & Melander, 2025; American Immigration 

Council, 2016), even when their claims were substantively strong, because they had a hard time 

articulating complicated stories, finding supporting evidence, and requesting procedural changes. 

This was especially true for children and people with limited English proficiency, who could not 

present their experiences in legally acceptable ways. In these instances, exclusion arose not from 

the absence of harm or fear, but from the incapacity to convert lived experiences into procedural 

compliance (see also Burridge & Gill, 2017). Documentation requirements further compounded 

the exclusion. Participants described how the lack of formal identification, social security 

number, work permits, and credit history, which was unavailable to applicants, restricted access 

to rentals, employment, and public benefits (see also Baker et al., 2010; Ellul, 2024; Rana et al., 

2022).   

Exclusion also underscored shelter access as unevenly distributed across gender and 

family status. According to Baker et al. (2010), shelter rules commonly exclude women who 

actively use alcohol and drugs. I found an internal variation when a number of participants 

remarked that men were frequently denied access to shelters or presented with significantly 
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fewer options compared to families or women with children. At the same time, this pattern was 

not uniform. In some cases, families were excluded because shelters could not accommodate 

children with disabilities or special needs, while single men in other jurisdictions were described 

as able to access limited beds. These variations underscored that exclusion from shelter was 

shaped not only by need but by institutional categories that determined who was considered 

eligible for protection and who was not (see Baker et al., 2010). Housing systems themselves 

also produced exclusion through capacity limits. Participants described shelters with occupancy 

restrictions that forced families to separate, and chronic shortages that left individuals without 

options. Rachelle describes shelter restriction: 

We do have domestic violence shelters, but, um, those do not allow, um, like, men over 

the age of 14, so we have virtually no housing services for men, um, and it creates a huge 

gap in services, um, that we can, that they have access to. We do have one, um, homeless 

shelter that is, like, available for, um, anybody, regardless of gender, race, ethnicity, 

language, et cetera, um, but they only have 26 beds, so homelessness is a real problem. 

Exclusion also emerged from dependence on fragile sponsorship arrangements 

relationships that, when disrupted, carry immediate legal consequences, reflecting Menjívar’s 

(2000) argument that immigrant networks are often fragmented and precarious. Attorneys 

described cases in which individuals relied on sponsors to secure release from detention, access 

to housing, or demonstrate stability to the court. When sponsorship relationships broke down due 

to conflict, financial strain, or housing loss, clients were left without a critical anchor for both 

housing and legal compliance (see also Menjívar, 1997; Menjívar, 2000). In some cases, losing a 

sponsor jeopardized continued release from detention or undermined the success of an ongoing 
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case. Sponsorship, while framed as support, functioned as a conditional form of inclusion that 

could quickly turn into exclusion when relationships collapsed. 

Allison: The situation with housing instability is, is a big one. And the way that I've seen 

it the most is with sponsors. So, usually, someone at the detention facility could be 

released to a sponsor, and in that scenario, they would provide the basic needs, but 

somehow that sponsor or that sponsor network ends up not working for many reasons, 

and ultimately, they end up unhoused. 

Exclusion differed greatly by location, with local policies and funding structures 

determining access to housing-related resources. Some states, like New Mexico, had crime 

reparations or victim compensation funds for applicants, which they could use to meet their 

needs, such as counseling. However, this was entirely inaccessible in other states. So applicants 

in these states are likely to continue with their legal applications. Sophia explains this below: 

Yeah, I mean, I definitely had clients who could only find housing in different parts of 

New Mexico. Um, also, if you're a victim of crime here in the state of New Mexico, you 

can apply for crime victim reparations money, uh, which can also help fund, um, 

counseling, which we have navigators on staff that can also help you apply for that. 

Finally, exclusion occurred due to the cumulative effects of procedures that penalized 

instability and were enforced. Legal precarity contributed to applicants’ exclusion, reinforcing 

housing instability. Judges were said to have little room to deal with repeated disruptions, 

especially as housing instability lasted for a long time. In these instances, exclusion stemmed not 

from a deficiency in legal merit but from the failure to uphold procedural consistency amid 

persistent precarity (see also Menjívar & Abrego, 2012). 
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These findings collectively indicate that exclusion functions as a multifaceted and 

frequently indirect mechanism that pushes individuals out of protection despite ongoing attempts 

to comply. Housing instability did not merely coexist with exclusion; it actively influenced the 

visibility, accessibility, and procedural eligibility of individuals within legal systems. As 

exclusion grew stronger, applicants faced employment constraints that limited income stability 

and ability to engage in legal processes. 

Employment as a Fragile Foundation for Housing Stability and Legal Access 

Employment emerged as a key stabilizing force, closely linked to housing security and 

access to immigration relief. Participants consistently characterized work not merely as a source 

of income but as the principal means by which individuals sought housing, preserved stability, 

and remained engaged with legal processes (see also Ellul, 2024; Harris, 2016; Nessel, 2015). 

Even short interruptions in work could have immediate effects, such as falling behind on rent, 

feeling insecure about housing, and renewed fear of eviction, especially for people who had 

worked for years to achieve some sense of stability. Losing a job, even for a short time, often led 

to a chain of problems (see also Engleton, 2020). Participants discussed clients who lost their 

jobs for a few months and quickly fell behind on their rent, undoing years of work toward 

housing stability. In this way, employment was more like a fragile anchor than a durable source 

of security. 

Megan: So I had um a client who lost her job, just for a couple of months, but then she 

was a couple of months behind on rent and was just terrified about being evicted and 

kind of set-back you know, all these years that she'd worked so hard to finally get into a 

stable situation for her and her kids. 
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I find that work authorization timelines had a big effect on access to legal employment. 

Applicants are usually barred from legal employment due to pending asylum, U-Visa, T-Visa, or 

VAWA cases, deepening precarity and contributing to housing instability. This dynamic 

illustrates the bidirectional relationship between legal precarity and housing instability. 

Additionally, it mirrors broader trends of legal liminality (Menjívar, 2006) and legal violence 

(Menjívar & Abrego, 2012), in which restrictive regulations and bureaucratic delays harm 

immigrants and limit their daily lives. Delays in obtaining the first work permit, gaps during 

renewals, and uncertainty about the current authorization’s validity disrupted work continuity. 

Delays directly limited housing options, reinforcing instability even after individuals had secured 

employment. Even when policies expedited the process of obtaining work permits, these benefits 

proved inconsistent and reversible, leaving people unsure of their ability to keep their jobs. 

My findings show that changes to work authorization policies, especially the introduction 

of the bona fide determination process and revisions to employment authorization validity 

periods, were very important in determining housing stability across immigration relief 

pathways. Participants characterized the bona fide determination process, implemented during 

the Biden administration, as a substantial yet inconsistent measure for U-Visa applicants, 

enabling certain individuals to secure work authorization while their cases pended for extended 

periods. This shows a situation in which individuals with pending cases could obtain a work 

permit. When granted, this early access to work permits allowed people to get jobs, obtain Social 

Security numbers, and find housing options that were not available to them before because they 

were undocumented. However, participants stressed that access to the bona fide determination 

was not always available at the same time or with the same result. Some applicants got work 
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permits within a year, while others had to wait several years. This meant that housing stability 

depended on government decisions that were not always clear. Jennifer explains this below: 

Before the Biden administration, there was no opportunity to get a work permit while you 

waited for the U-Visa. The Biden administration created the bona fide determination 

process, where, if your case looked good on its face, apply for a work permit while you 

waited for the U-Visa. But it's very inconsistent. Some people get a work permit within a 

year of applying, while others get one within four years.  

Gaps in work authorization often forced individuals into precarious or informal 

employment. Participants described clients working under the table, relying on temporary 

agencies, or accepting exploitative conditions due to a lack of alternatives (see Fragoso, 2013; 

Nessel, 2015). These arrangements increased vulnerability to wage theft, unpaid overtime, 

discrimination, and unsafe working conditions. Nicole revealed that her clients are seasonal 

farmers and that during the off-season, they ran out of money to pay their rent, faced eviction, 

and pursue legal action. This shows how the type of employment one has can either help them 

remain under legal protections or fall out of them. Also, due to the seasonality of their jobs, they 

are compelled to move to other cities or states in search of jobs.  

Nicole: Well, I think my clients tend to be farm workers in California's City D. And so 

their work and income are seasonal. And during the off-season, I think they run out of 

money. So they have trouble paying their rent during some months of the year. They have 

heard that there is work available, uh, immediately in the other states, so they move to 

other cities or states for a job. 

Employment pressures extended into family dynamics, particularly in households facing 

severe financial strain. Participants described minors being asked by their sponsors to contribute 
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to rent or household expenses, sometimes leading youth to drop out of school or work night 

shifts (see Gonzalez, 2016; Menjívar & Abrego, 2012). In these cases, education was 

deprioritized in favor of immediate income, reflecting survival strategies rather than lack of 

ambition. Youth working long or irregular hours faced exhaustion and increased vulnerability, 

with some turning to substances to remain awake, heightening the risk of interaction with the 

criminal justice system and subsequent legal consequences. Employment conditions sometimes 

intersect with exploitation and trafficking risk. Individuals appeared tied to employers who 

controlled where they worked and lived, moving them between locations as jobs became 

available. These arrangements raised concerns about labor trafficking, particularly for 

individuals without work authorization or stable housing. While not all such cases involved 

trafficking, employment precarity created conditions in which exploitation could flourish. 

According to Julia: 

They're asking the minors to kick three to four hundred dollars a month to rent so what 

we find there is like three things that happen so I know several cases like this the student 

drops out of school so they stop pursuing their education so that they can work or they 

work a night shift where they work almost all night and then they show up and they sleep 

through their first couple classes um if they aren't showing up and able to help with rent 

or help with their own legal case. And then I think the other thing that has a huge impact 

is just in order to make the rent, people have to show up for work. Their primary goal is 

not to lose their job. 

Transportation and housing instability significantly hindered employment opportunities 

(see also Ellul, 2024). Stable housing, reliable transportation, and childcare were essential for 

maintaining jobs. Those in shelters or remote areas faced long public transit commutes, 
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increasing the risk of job loss due to missed buses or childcare interruptions. People who lived in 

shelters or far from work had to take long public transportation rides, making it more likely they 

would lose their jobs if they missed a bus or had to take a break to care for their children. Also, 

discrimination and hostility at work made job security even worse, with clients experiencing 

harassment and suspecting discriminatory layoffs. 

Notably, I find that employment stability varied over time and between different 

immigration pathways. Some people obtained work permits and found relatively stable jobs 

more quickly (see Gluzman, 2023; Nessel, 2015), making it easier for them to move into safer 

housing and become more involved with the law. Others were kept from obtaining legal jobs for 

years due to delays, policy changes, or administrative errors. Participants stressed that these 

differences were due to structural timing and access, not motivation or work ethics. They also 

pointed out that most clients really wanted to work and support themselves. 

Daniel: And that's what, not my asylum clients, but cancellation and removal clients can 

get a work permit very quickly, usually, if they're in removal proceedings. And what I 

always tell them is that work validly with your plan, because we don't know what's going 

to happen at the end of the day for your final case. 

These findings demonstrate that employment serves as a tenuous yet vital link between 

housing stability and access to legal protections. Disruptions in employment, whether due to loss 

of authorization, policy changes, discrimination, seasonal job fluctuations, or economic 

conditions, had immediate and significant effects on housing and legal engagement. Employment 

alone does not resolve housing precarity, as affordability constraints persist even among those 

working. 
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Affordability as a Structural Constraint on Housing and Legal Access 

Affordability consistently emerged as a fundamental constraint influencing both housing 

stability and access to immigration relief. Participants consistently depicted clients enduring 

severe financial strain, with incomes that rarely matched the expenses of rent, utilities, food, 

transportation, and legal fees. Housing costs alone often took up most of a household’s income, 

leaving little or no room for unplanned costs or long-term planning. In this situation, 

affordability was not a temporary problem but a chronic condition that affected how people made 

decisions every day. 

It was repeatedly emphasized that rent-to-income ratios were fundamentally misaligned. 

Most of the time, clients made between $1,000 and $2,000 a month, but rents for small 

apartments were often close to, or even over, $1,200. In many cases, families spend 75 to 90% of 

their income on housing and utilities, far more than most people think is financially sustainable. 

Even after years of instability, clients who got housing had a hard time keeping up with their 

rent. 

Rachelle: Also, just regarding the housing situation in City F, um, most of our clients 

have an income of $1,000 to $2,000, um, a month when they are working. And for a one-

bedroom apartment, it rents is, like, $1,200. So it's just not, like, a realistic rent-to-

income ratio. 

Affordability pressures intensified as household size increased. Larger families had to 

face compounding costs like rent, security deposits, utilities, food, and childcare. The cost of 

starting and maintaining immigration cases was another factor competing with housing 

affordability. Filing fees, work permit costs, and legal representation expenses were too high for 

many clients to pay (see Baker et al., 2010; Rana et al., 2022). Even relatively modest fees 
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required months of saving, borrowing, or relying on community networks. In some cases, people 

put off or abandon legal action altogether because they have to pay their rent first or even the 

cost of travel from their home countries. For some, seeking legal help meant falling behind on 

rent and worsening housing instability. 

Legal representation varied significantly based on affordability, reinforcing previous 

studies (see also Burridge & Gill, 2017; Edyburn & Meek, 2021; Harris, 2018). Those who could 

hire private or low-bono attorneys had better resources, including support networks and English 

proficiency (see Garni, Orozco, & Melander, 2025; American Immigration Council, 2016). In 

contrast, individuals unable to afford even an initial consultation often lacked legal 

representation, highlighting that the ability to pay was indicative of overall stability. Financial 

constraints also affected case quality and pacing, as clients struggling to cover costs for 

necessary documentation and psychological evaluations led to weaker legal applications, 

particularly in family cases where expenses could escalate rapidly due to per-person fees. 

Jennifer: But the problem is, is that my clients might not be able to afford the licensed 

professional's evaluation, you know what I mean? So, then we're seeing a weaker case. 

We're sending off a weaker case to immigration if they can't provide something from a 

licensed professional. So, that's probably the biggest impact on someone's case is when 

they're not able to afford that. 

Legal processes had a big impact on housing affordability during the transition from 

temporary to permanent housing. Applicants had to pay upfront costs, such as security deposits 

and the first month’s rent, which significantly increased expenses and delayed housing stability, 

forcing them to use money meant for legal fees (see Baker et al., 2010; Mallach, 2023). 
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Transportation and childcare costs also strain clients’ finances, hindering their ability to attend 

legal appointments and worsening their legal and housing situations. 

Affordability pressures also affected people’s willingness to take risks. People put off 

going to court, avoided fines, or dropped out of legal proceedings because they could not afford 

to comply with the rules. In some cases, people did not go to court because they feared they 

would not be able to pay fines or fees. This made them more vulnerable to the law instead of 

alleviating it. Even when individuals won their cases, they still could not afford the next steps 

toward permanent status due to ongoing financial pressures, including housing costs (see also 

Menjívar, 2006). This illustrates that legal precarity persists across different stages of the 

immigration process and affects applicants in uneven ways. While undocumented immigrants 

face the most acute vulnerabilities, scholars have shown that even those with more secure 

statuses, such as legal permanent residents, can experience forms of instability and exclusion 

(see also Abrego, 2011). This point was supported by Julia, who expressed that: 

At the housing level, I mean, we have out-of-control rents in most of our states and most 

of our cities, not even in the big metro cities, but even in smaller college towns like [City 

L] and [City H], right? Um, rent there's,  it's very hard to pass rent controls, and so you 

know, systemically we have an unjust housing system right, that is, rents are increasing 

at a pace that is not keeping pace with increases in wages. We have a stagnant minimum 

wage. 

My findings indicate that affordability serves as a structural constraint connecting 

housing instability and access to immigration relief. Financial stress affected where people lived, 

whether they could secure legal representation, and how often they could take part in legal 

processes. Housing costs and legal fees did not function as separate problems; instead, they 
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competed with each other, making it hard for people to obtain immigration relief amid sustained 

economic strain. Due to financial constraints, people frequently rely on their employers, partners, 

sponsors, or landlords for housing, leaving them vulnerable to control by those entities. 

Control as a Structuring Condition of Housing, Mobility, and Legal Engagement 

Control was a significant factor in how people dealt with housing, moving around, and 

getting help with immigration problems across cases. Participants characterized control not only 

as interpersonal domination within abusive relationships but also as a pervasive condition arising 

from housing dependence, surveillance, documentation practices, and legal monitoring. Control 

operated by limiting where people could live, when they could move, and how freely they could 

interact with legal and social systems.  

Housing dependence was frequently characterized as a principal mechanism for the 

exertion of control in domestic violence scenarios (see also Baker et al., 2010; Bhuyan, 2007; 

Nanasi, 2017; Wilson, 2015). Participants recounted instances of survivors who persisted in 

abusive relationships due to the abuser’s control over rent, housing expenses, employment 

opportunities, financial access, transportation, or explicitly threatened homelessness. In these 

instances, housing served as leverage rather than refuge, confining individuals to unsafe 

environments for protracted periods. Survivors with children were said to be especially 

constrained because they were afraid of becoming homeless or having their children taken away, 

which made it feel impossible to leave, even when violence was still ongoing.  

Megan: um I have one client that expressed that she stayed in an abusive situation with 

her partner for over two years um because he was directly threatening her saying you 

will be homeless you will have no way to pay for rent you know because he had kind of 

kept her in this um very difficult situation where he did not allow her to work um as part 



   

 

56 

of kind of the domestic violence you know wheel of control um knowing that that would 

put her in a more vulnerable situation where she was relying on his income and couldn't 

leave him. 

I find that control went beyond close relationships and into family and community 

settings. In some cases, people lived with family or community members who controlled their 

food, communication, movement, or phone access. These environments were described as deeply 

restrictive, sometimes involving starvation, isolation, or fear-based practices. Even though these 

arrangements were initially set up to help, they often became sites of coercion, making it hard for 

people to comply with immigration rules and show up for mandatory check-ins. 

Rachelle: So I have another client. She was from Latin America. She was trafficked 

through forced criminality and was eligible for a T-Visa, um, and she came to live with 

her son after she was released from prison due to her trafficking situation. Um, and that 

was an incredibly toxic household, also where she was starved... Um, so she, um, she also 

had, um, a daughter-in-law that lived in that household who she was very scared of, um, 

because she practiced witchcraft. Um, she wasn't able to talk on the phone. It was 

incredibly controlling. And she was under ICE supervision. So she had, it was either 

monthly or quarterly meetings that she needed to go to the ICE office to check in and 

make sure she was under compliance. Um, but because of the control of, um, the family, 

she had no access to transportation, and she did miss appointments.  

Control over documents emerged as a common and significant pattern, consistent with 

Nanasi’s (2017) analysis of how abusers employ coercive strategies, captured in the “wheel of 

control”, to restrict survivors’ independence. Abusers kept victims from keeping track of their 

cases or meeting legal deadlines by withholding immigration papers, court notices, passports, or 
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other forms of identification. In some cases, this meant missing hearings, losing their legal status, 

or getting removal orders without the individuals’ knowledge. It was revealed that 

documentation control was a strong way to keep abuse going, extending its effects into formal 

legal outcomes.  

Immigration systems themselves were described as producing new forms of control, an 

outcome consistent with what Abrego and Menjívar (2012) conceptualize as legal violence. 

Participants explained that requirements to report their address, check in, and surveillance 

practices limited mobility and housing choices. Some people thought they could not move after 

they turned in their applications, so they stayed in unsafe housing longer than they would have 

otherwise, extending the abusers’ control. Some people were afraid that moving would result in 

detention, missing mail, or being accused of not following the rules, even when relocating was 

necessary for their safety or survival. Participants described clients who had to stay at certain 

addresses because they were regularly checked in by ICE, monitored electronically, or visited at 

home. This was hard for people who were couch surfing or moving around a lot to follow the 

rules because their homes were unstable. Missed check-ins or incorrect address reporting were 

described as accumulating “dings” that increased the risk of detention or deportation, effectively 

penalizing instability rather than addressing its causes. Julia explains this in detail: 

…these people working for this company they come and they do a house visit based on 

your location because of your ankle monitor and they're like we need you to be there at 

your residence not anywhere else when we come to do this check-in and if people are 

house surfing or they're moving residences that also can disrupt them and that did 

happen to [Nicole] once and the woman said you weren't home when you were supposed 

to be for the check-in that I was supposed to have with you and [Nicole] was in a 
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different residence at that point right and so that also becomes a “ding” on her record 

that can lead to like deportation order if she's not in compliance with this like 

surveillance monitoring system. 

Control was also experienced at the intersection of immigration enforcement, 

employment exploitation (see also, Fragoso, 2013; Nalumango, 2019), legal status, and housing 

instability, where multiple systems limited people simultaneously. Participants recounted 

instances in which clients’ employers exerted control by threatening termination if employees 

attended court hearings or legal appointments, thereby compelling employees to prioritize work 

hours over adherence to immigration regulations. For some material witnesses and people who 

were working with the police, control got stronger because they had to stay in touch with 

immigration authorities all the time. Fears of enforcement and liability, especially among 

landlords, employers, or friends who were worried about being accused of “harboring” 

undocumented individuals, made it harder to find housing and support networks (see also 

Abrego, 2011; Menjívar, 2014). Due to the uncertainty of applicants’ legal status, they were 

exploited by landlords and other actors. In these instances, control did not stem from a singular 

entity but rather from the intersection of workplace exploitation, immigration surveillance, and 

housing exclusion, resulting in individuals having limited options and minimal capacity to resist 

without incurring legal or material repercussions. 

Julia: So systemically, then we get kind of an intersection between systems of oppression, 

right? So the immigration justice system, the position it puts people in, you know, work 

injustice, workplace injustice, and housing injustice, they all start to feed together in a 

way that there's systematic obstacles and abuse. And what that leaves people vulnerable 

to, right, is workplace abuse, things that start to even look like trafficking. And what it 
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looks like in the housing front is an entire industry of kind of abusive practices, right, 

where now we have immigrants themselves subletting a mobile home to a recent asylum 

seeker, but they're charging way too much. They're charging $800 each room, not the 

home itself, right? And so then that starts to compound, right, and those can be super, 

super abusive. 

These results show that control served as a structuring condition, linking housing 

instability, legal vulnerability, and limited mobility. Control did not just exist in abusive 

relationships; it was also a part of many other systems. It decided who could leave, who could 

follow the rules, and who could realistically seek asylum, a U-Visa, a T-Visa, or VAWA 

protections. Conditions of control frequently obstruct communication channels, constraining 

individuals’ ability to maintain continuous contact with attorneys, agencies, and institutions. 

Communication as Infrastructure and its Breakdowns Under Housing Instability 

Across all cases, communication emerged as the primary infrastructure linking housing 

stability to access to immigration relief. When housing instability caused communication 

systems to break down, it became hard or impossible to maintain legal protections, no matter 

how strong the underlying claim was. Participants described “communication” not merely as a 

nuanced interpersonal concern but as the fundamental framework that facilitates immigration 

relief. When housing is unstable, the legal system’s basic tools, like a reliable address, a working 

phone, a consistent internet connection, and predictable availability, stop functioning effectively. 

In such a scenario, a breakdown in communication can lead directly to missed requirements, 

stalled filings, and unnecessary procedural harm in asylum, U-Visa, T-Visa, and VAWA cases. 

A central mechanism I identified was mail. Participants repeatedly stressed that 

immigration and immigration court depend heavily on mailed notices, appointments, hearing 



   

 

60 

dates, fingerprinting instructions, and other time-sensitive documents. If someone moves around 

a lot, they might not get notices at all, or they might get them too late to do anything about them. 

Applicants are expected, under immigration law, to update their address within 5 days of 

moving. Participants reported that the system was slow or inaccurate at reflecting updates, even 

when clients did their part and tried to update their addresses (see also Menjívar, 2006). This still 

led to missed notices and administrative problems that the client had to address.  

Lauren: You know, there's a lot of stuff that goes through the mail with immigration. They 

mail you notices. They mail you appointment dates and other information. And so, if you 

switch addresses or don't have a consistent mailing address, you're not going to get your 

notices, and you may miss appointments that could deny your application. Or if you move 

jurisdictions, you know, you're living in City A now, and you move to live with someone 

in, you know, City K, you have to switch asylum offices. And a lot of times, the 

applications will get kind of delayed if you have to move around a lot because you're 

supposed to notify immigration every time you move.  

In removal proceedings, unstable housing created a very specific kind of communication 

risk: clients who do not receive hearing notices are being ordered removed in absentia when they 

miss court hearings (see also Abrego & Menjívar, 2012). Participants explained that the 

immigration court expects people to quickly update their address after moving. If someone does 

not get their mail, it can start a chain reaction: missed hearing → removal order → expensive, 

time-consuming efforts to reopen. Applicants are fully responsible for keeping their addresses up 

to date, which often requires notifying multiple agencies and systems, such as USCIS and EOIR. 

What mattered analytically in these accounts is that the “failure” looks procedural, but it often 

begins as a housing problem. While the system considers notices sent to the “last known 
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address” as legally valid, participants stressed that this criterion fails to reflect the realities of 

displacement, shelter turnover, or relocation necessitated by safety concerns (see also Abrego & 

Menjívar, 2012). Many clients did not know how to complete these forms to update their 

address, lacked internet access, or could not navigate English-language interfaces, reinforcing 

previous studies by Crawford et al. (2022). 

 Jennifer: So obviously, if someone does not appear at their immigration interview with 

USCIS or a court date in immigration court with USCIS, their case could be denied 

because they didn't appear. And then in immigration court, it's even worse. They can be 

ordered removed by an immigration judge. And that's what they call in absentia removal 

proceedings. And so they will proceed on the record without the person there and they 

will order that person removed to their home country. Most of the time, people don't even 

know they have a hearing and they don't show up because of housing instability. That's 

what this is all about. They don't change their address with the court. Their addresses are 

up in the air. They're moving all the time. They miss hearing notices... They're just going 

to send the notice to whatever address they have on file. 

Participants also surfaced an internal variation that complicates any simple “just update 

your address” solution: some clients were described as nervous about giving immigration yet 

another address while they were still moving. In those cases, address instability was not only a 

logistical problem; it also affected clients’ decision-making. People were hesitant to report 

temporary locations because they did not want to cause confusion or put themselves at perceived 

risks, even though that hesitation made it more likely that they would miss mail. This is one case 

where “communication breakdown” was a rational reaction to unstable conditions, not just a lack 

of compliance. Lily explained this variance below: 
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Um, but folks, I mean, like that client I was talking about who sort of went missing and 

like, wouldn't always tell me her address. Um, again, like I don't think she was trying to 

be secretive. I think she was just worried that I was going to update her address in our 

system and with the courts every time she told me her address.  

My findings show an additional variation; movement across jurisdictions further 

complicated communication. Participants described clients relocating across cities or states for 

housing, safety, or employment, triggering additional requirements to file motions to change 

venue or to notify the court of relocation. Many clients were unaware of these obligations, 

resulting in hearings scheduled in jurisdictions they no longer lived in and notices sent to distant 

locations. Even if applicants update their address, they still need to file a motion to change venue 

so that they can attend court hearings in their current locations to avoid transportation issues. 

Even individuals with Temporary Protected Status (TPS), which Menjívar (2006) describes as a 

form of liminal legality, often move frequently because of the legal uncertainty surrounding their 

status and may find it difficult to receive correspondence from USCIS. This shows that legal 

precarity can contribute to housing instability, which, in turn, affects the immigration process. 

Documentation retrieval emerged as another communication-related barrier. Applicants usually 

lose paperwork during moves, are unable to retrieve records from shelters or service providers, 

or lack copies of filings made on their behalf.  

Brittany:…so the person moved to Kansas, even if they update their address to Kansas 

with the court, their case still stays in City M. Their case will remain in City M, so, but 

their court hearing is scheduled in person in City M in another state. 

Virtual court appearances, including WebEx-based hearings, introduced additional layers 

of communication breakdown. While remote hearings reduced transportation burdens, they 
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needed a stable internet connection, representation, working devices, and some tech knowledge. 

Participants reported that clients missed virtual hearings due to technical problems or because 

applicants did not understand how to use digital tools. Transportation barriers were not 

eradicated but rather converted into access barriers, resulting in similar legal ramifications under 

varying circumstances. Applicants did not have cars or the means to pay for transportation, as 

their housing issues forced them to live far away. Even when they had cars, they did not have 

driver’s licenses, making it hard to access the court or even attend meetings with their attorneys. 

This is supported by Morgan’s interview, where she explained: 

I mean, they have struggled to attend court dates, but more because the court is far away, 

and it's hard to get to, um, and so either we would have them come to our office, and we 

would do it by Zoom, or, or, well, it's called WebEx, but, you know, by video call, um, or 

they would have to take the bus, but that's less about, like, housing and more about car, 

because it's really easy to get to the court by car, and it's really hard to get to the court, 

at least the main court by bus,…And we would usually try to help them file an application 

to do their hearing by video, um, and it's hard to go by video in the shelter, because it's 

loud, and the judges get mad at you if there's noise, and, like, not everybody really knows 

how to use technology very well. 

Across humanitarian pathways, the same infrastructure problem appeared through 

different procedural points. For U-Visas, participants stressed that communication is necessary 

not only with immigration agencies but also with law enforcement and prosecutors, especially 

regarding certification and continued cooperation (see also Mankin, 2017; Cade & Flanagan, 

2018). Clients can fall out of the information loop needed to keep the case moving and maintain 

the appearance of ongoing helpfulness when they move, lose contact, or lack stable ways to be 
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reached. Respondent described a second U-Visa communication pathway that was even more 

procedural. It included steps such as requests for evidence, biometric notices, and other mail-

based steps, reinforcing previous studies (Abrams, 2008; Davis, 2004). When those notices go to 

the wrong address or when people do not have a safe mailing address, cases can be denied or 

closed for technical reasons. My study shows that this risk is higher for people who lacked 

representation or who did not file the initial case with an attorney, because there is no one 

systematically monitoring the flow of notices or fixing address errors.  

Lauren: And so the U-Visa, if you have housing instability and you're moving around a 

lot, the first headache you're going to have is staying in contact with the law enforcement 

officers and the prosecutors who certify your case. And that certification happens, you 

know, right at the beginning, but then it continues to be re-evaluated while the whole 

case pins….if they change their address, there's very specific rules of how you have to 

change your address and things like that. It's very easy to get it wrong. And even when 

you do it right, immigration doesn't always update it quickly or accurately. And so they'll 

send, you know, Social Security cards and work permits to the wrong address. And they'll 

send notices to do fingerprinting. And if you don't get it, your case will be closed for that 

reason. 

T-Visa accounts showed another variation that a communication breakdown between the 

attorney and the client could become the bottleneck that stops a case in its tracks, even for years. 

Participants discussed instances in which a client moved frequently, lacked reliable contact 

information, and could not reach an attorney who lived far away. This led to long stretches of 

time with no updates and no real progress. In one instance, a breakdown in communication made 

things worse because a key step in obtaining work authorization depended on the attorney 
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correctly completing parts of the application. When that did not happen, the client could not 

work or support herself while she waited. This reinforces the study by Goehrung & Castellano 

(2024), which attributed the low approval rates for T-Visas to a combination of structural 

barriers and the expansive discretion of key actors in the legal process in interpreting and 

applying the law. 

Rachelle: Um, anyway, her attorney was still in City N. And, um, she didn't have her 

attorney's contact information. Mm-hmm. She could not get a hold of her attorney in any 

way. And so, her T-visas process, we had no update on the status of anything. So, her 

address was changing continually, and her attorney had no way to contact her. Um, 

finally, we got her involved with an attorney here….Um, so sometimes with a T-Visa, as 

I'm sure you know, they do get work authorization, but the attorney has to mark specific 

boxes, and this attorney did not.  So, the client has been waiting for years to hear about 

her T-visa, um, and has been unable to work and support herself.   

VAWA accounts showed similar variations in both asylum and U-Visa cases. Attorneys 

explained that housing instability leads to significant communication breakdowns in VAWA 

cases, especially in the provision of required documentation (see also Nanasi, 2017). It was 

especially hard for survivors leaving abusive spouses to provide essential documents held in the 

abuser’s name, including proof of cohabitation and the legal status of the abuser, which was 

central to establishing VAWA eligibility (see Baker et al., 2010; Pavao et al., 2007 ). Frequent 

moves and the lack of a stable address disrupted communication, leading to missed notices, 

delayed or rescheduled interviews, and ultimately weakening otherwise viable VAWA claims. 

Jennifer explained how being evicted by a spouse affects the process:  
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So they don't have access to any of the documents that I need in order to file a case. So 

specifically, you know, I've had issues with VAWA clients. You know, their spouse kicks 

them out of the house and I need proof that the abusive spouse, is a U.S. citizen or is a 

lawful permanent resident. So I feel like access to evidence, access to documents that we 

need is huge because if they have housing instability, if they've been kicked out of their 

house, it's really hard for us to file a strong case for them.  

Brooke, an attorney, described a striking contradiction that highlighted the infrastructural 

nature of communication. This participant perceived detention coupled with legal representation 

as offering better and more reliable communication than life outside custody. In detention, 

clients received consistent notice of hearings, had predictable access to attorneys, and faced 

fewer risks of missed correspondence. While not framed as a preference for detention, this 

comparison showed how weak communication infrastructure can get when people move around 

a lot under housing instability: 

Brooke: At least when clients are detained, there is a court inside and, you know, people 

get these notices inside or, um, the attorney does. So, we can keep up to date on what's 

happening with their hearings, but outside, it's just harder.  

Lastly, I discovered that the material conditions that make modern communication 

possible, like phones, the internet, electricity, and privacy was inaccessible and unreliable. Some 

people said they used WhatsApp because their phone service was not reliable, but that made 

them dependent on Wi-Fi and stable connectivity, which is hard to get when you do not have a 

stable home. Others discussed the risks of sending letters to an address that might no longer be 

safe or correct. For example, legal mail could reveal someone’s immigration status or victim-

survivor status, raising privacy concerns. These accounts depict communication not as a 
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preference but as a fragile system that collapses under displacement. At the same time, 

participants described employing multiple strategies to maintain contact, including using email, 

next of kin, and intermediary organizations. Some attorneys received notices on behalf of clients, 

filed Freedom of Information Act requests (FOIA) with the government to reconstruct case 

histories, or attempted to locate clients through service providers. Some social organizations 

distributed prepaid phones, set up office-based contact points, and provided bus passes. 

However, these strategies sometimes helped address communication loss, but participants 

stressed their limits, especially when clients lacked phones, electricity, or reliable access to 

charging and connectivity. As communication falters, individuals are forced to prioritize 

immediate survival over procedural compliance and legal engagements. 

Survival as a Reordering of Legal Priorities 

Survival emerged as a dominant condition shaping access to asylum, U-Visas, T-Visas, 

and VAWA protections when housing was unstable. Participants consistently characterized 

survival not as a choice but as a condition engendered by crisis, especially in contexts of 

homelessness, domestic violence, or severe financial instability. During these times, people 

focused on their immediate safety, finding shelter, avoiding harm, feeding their children, and 

maintaining basic stability, rather than on long-term legal processes. In this sense, survival 

functioned as a reordering of priorities under constraints rather than a disengagement from 

immigration relief. 

During periods of severe housing instability, survival often delays involvement in 

immigration procedures. Participants stressed that people in crisis were often unable to start or 

make real progress on their asylum, U-Visa, T-Visa, or VAWA applications because they were 

too focused on surviving day-to-day (see also Rider, 2014; Kaur et al., 2021). Legal processes 
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were deemed distant or abstract when they were more concerned with finding a place to sleep or 

escaping from violence. Immigration cases were thus delayed until individuals attained a 

sufficient degree of stability, even when legal deadlines were approaching or consequences were 

severe. 

Rachelle: It feels like clients don't prioritize their immigration cases when they have 

higher needs that need to be met. It's like, why should I worry about this legal thing if I 

don't even know how I'm going to get when they want to make sure that they're fed, safe, 

clean, and housed. Um, so, like, if they have a window where they can go to a food pantry 

and it's the same time as their appointment, they're going to choose the food pantry over 

the appointment with their attorney.  

I find that survival necessitated clear trade-offs between fundamental needs and legal 

engagement. Participants frequently recounted instances in which individuals prioritized limited 

financial resources for rent, food, diapers, utilities, or transportation over attorney fees or legal 

preparation expenses. These trade-offs were presented as necessary reactions to scarcity rather 

than as poor choices. In addition to resource trade-offs, survival conditions narrowed individuals’ 

cognitive and emotional capacity to engage with complicated legal processes. Participants 

characterized clients as being in “crisis mode” or “fight-or-flight,” which hindered their capacity 

to concentrate or fulfill demanding legal obligations such as affidavits or evidence collection (see 

also Engleton, 2020; Roddin, 2014). Parents, especially those with young children, felt more 

pressure to survive (see also Gabrielli et al., 2022; Mallach, 2023). They often worried about 

their children’s safety, food, school, and shelter before their own legal needs, showing parental 

responsibility rather than disengagement from legal processes. 
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Megan: um yeah I think it kind of goes back to if someone is in crisis mode you know and 

they're kind of in fight or flight due to a trauma response because of something like lack 

of housing or not being out of an abusive situation, it really does impact their ability to 

recall facts or memories. 

I find, contrary to the literature, that survival was not limited to instances of imminent 

danger but frequently continued throughout the legal process as long as housing instability 

remained unaddressed. Participants recounted meetings designed to concentrate on asylum or 

VAWA case preparation that were predominantly influenced by housing issues, even subsequent 

to individuals having left abusive environments or obtained temporary shelter. Unresolved 

housing needs continued to occupy attention and shape priorities, preventing full engagement 

with immigration relief despite ongoing legal representation.  

Lastly, the conditions for survival led to different legal paths. Some people were able to 

keep going through the immigration process despite the instability. Others put things off, lost 

interest, or could not move forward until the pressure to survive lessened. The constant 

negotiation between survival and legal participation produces cumulative psychological strain. 

Trauma, Psychological Strain, and Stress as Constraints on Legal Engagement 

Trauma, psychological strain, and chronic stress emerged as pervasive conditions shaping 

individuals’ ability to engage with asylum, U-Visa, T-Visa, and VAWA processes. Participants 

consistently described clients entering legal proceedings already carrying significant trauma 

related to violence, persecution, displacement, and loss (see Gabrielli et al., 2022; Spira et al., 

2025). This trauma was not confined to past events but was continuously reactivated by housing 

instability, legal uncertainty, and fear of removal (see also Ellul, 2024). Participants described 

clients facing mental issues such as PTSD, depression, stress, anxiety, fear, trauma, etc. Rather 
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than diminishing over time, psychological strain often intensified as cases remained unresolved, 

shaping individuals’ participation in legal processes. 

I find trauma to have a direct legal effect on memory, recall, and the coherence of 

narratives (see Mosley, 2018). Clients had a hard time remembering dates, the order of events, 

and other specific details needed for legal claims. This was especially true in asylum cases where 

credibility depended on consistency. These problems were not described as avoidance or 

dishonesty, but as trauma responses made worse by stress, exhaustion, and instability. Attorneys 

frequently modified their methodologies by slowing interviews, revisiting narratives repeatedly, 

or collaboratively drafting statements, acknowledging that comprehensive recall was 

occasionally achievable only following intervals of relative security. Psychological strain also 

limited clients’ availability for legal work. Participants described clients arriving at meetings 

preoccupied with housing crises, financial emergencies, or fear of deportation, leaving little 

capacity to engage with complex legal tasks. Michelle explains this below: 

I think, you know, someone who is trying to recall details for an asylum claim or make 

any type of immigration claim, if they have experienced trauma that often impacts 

memory, their ability to tell a story or tell their narrative in a kind of ugly and curious 

way. Often, there are issues with telling stories literally, with instability, you know, in a 

kind of total period timeline. And so, that certainly impacts someone’s immigration case. 

Housing-related trauma showed itself not only through instability but also through fear 

tied to visibility and surveillance (see Menjívar & Abrego, 2012). Some people moved 

frequently because they were anxious, even when their housing situation was fairly stable. Stress 

and trauma also strained relationships between clients and legal advocates due to prolonged 

uncertainty, fear of removal, and pressure to resolve cases quickly. In some cases, this strain 
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made it hard to maintain communication, slowed case preparation, or contributed to temporary 

disengagement from legal representation. 

Substance use among both adults and youth surfaced as a coping mechanism in response 

to prolonged psychological stress (see Rider, 2014; Kaur et al., 2021). Some applicants ended up 

using alcohol, cigarettes, or drugs to manage anxiety, sleeplessness, and emotional distress 

linked to trauma, housing instability, and legal uncertainty. While these behaviors were 

understood as ways to deal with stress, they sometimes led to contact with the criminal justice 

system, especially when substances were used in public or at work. These kinds of interactions 

often had direct adverse effects on immigration cases, including heightened scrutiny, additional 

legal barriers, and increased fear of deportation. Trauma-driven coping strategies also included 

engagement in unsafe or exploitative situations, such as applicants entering arrangements 

involving sexual favors in exchange for rent assistance or temporary shelter.  

Julia: um and then we see a lot of, we start to see a lot of interaction with the criminal 

justice system if you can call it justice maybe they start drinking maybe they get involved 

in substance abuse maybe they're taking substances to be able to stay up all night and 

work and still go to school so they're taking some kind of drug to be able to you know 

amphetamine or something to be able to work they don't understand how addictive those 

substances are, and how it's going to affect their body um and then and then that 

intervention of them starting to have a criminal record maybe it's a DUI or something 

like that um affects their immigration case. 

I find that when mental health services are accessed, they are frequently limited to 

psychological or forensic evaluations (see Goehrung & Castellano, 2024) conducted for legal 

purposes rather than ongoing therapeutic care. Participants characterized forensic psychological 
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evaluations as potentially potent instruments in asylum, U-Visa, T-Visa, and VAWA cases, 

capable of documenting trauma in ways that fortify legal claims. But not everyone could get 

these evaluations, and it often depended on money, housing, referrals, or where they lived. Even 

when evaluations were done, they did not usually lead to long-term mental health care, which 

meant that trauma was officially recognized but mostly ignored. There are not many multilingual 

and culturally attuned mental health services, and it is hard for people to get counseling in their 

first language or in a way that makes sense to them. Fear of stigma, not trusting institutions, and 

worrying about being misunderstood limited engagement with counseling or evaluations as well.  

Brooke: So, I would say that's where we rely very heavily on our forensic evaluations 

with the providers, because even though maybe it's just one visit or two, even though it's 

very minimal, they can at least help paint a picture to the court of this individual. 

I find variation regarding medication. In some cases, trying to deal with trauma made 

things worse. Participants recounted instances of clients who pursued psychiatric medication to 

manage retraumatization during legal preparation, yet encountered side effects, including 

disorientation or sedation. In at least one case, medication made it hard to remember court dates, 

which led to a missed appearance. These cases showed how trying to deal with psychological 

stress could unintentionally make it harder to follow strict legal timelines.  

Nicole: I had a client who was in an abusive situation and stressed, and she ended up 

needing, um, psychiatric medications as, as we, our work to prepare for her hearing 

became compressed in the final days before the hearing. And the medication made her, 

um, sleepy and disoriented on the morning of her hearing. Uh, and she got confused 

about what day it was and missed her court hearing… She missed her hearing, and she 

was ordered removed. 
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These findings indicate that trauma, psychological strain, and stress served as persistent 

barriers to legal participation rather than transient emotional states. Trauma was both a result of 

past harm and a changing state caused by unstable housing, long waits, and unclear legal 

situations. Psychological strain influenced who could participate, the manner of engagement, and 

individuals’ capacity to persist in seeking protections. Despite sustained stress and instability, 

many individuals demonstrate resilience that enables them to navigate housing and legal 

systems. 

Resilience and Adaptation Under Conditions of Housing and Legal Precarity 

In all of these, resilience emerged as a common but uneven response to housing 

instability and prolonged legal uncertainty. Attorneys and advocates repeatedly emphasized that 

many clients, particularly parents, continued to engage with immigration processes despite 

experiencing depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress, unstable housing, and chronic 

exhaustion. Several participants noted that clients often “powered through” immigration cases 

even when lacking access to basic supports such as therapy, medication, rest, or stable housing. 

This persistence was frequently described as a conscious choice to continue attending 

appointments, working long hours, and maintaining legal cases despite conditions that would 

overwhelm many individuals. In these accounts, resilience functioned as endurance rather than 

recovery. 

Megan: yeah what I have found so um impressive is not the right word but I can't think of 

a better word impressive about my many of my clients especially because I work with a 

lot of children it's just how resilient they are um and how um to be honest with a lot of my 

clients if I had gone through even a fraction of what they'd gone through I don't think I 



   

 

74 

would be functional in society um and a lot of them are just very um they just trudge 

through for lack of a better word… 

Resilience was not uniformly distributed. My findings reveal substantial variation in 

clients’ responses to similar circumstances (see Abrego, 2011; Asad, 2020; Menjívar & Abrego, 

2012). While some were able to continue with their legal processes despite significant stress, 

others froze, withdrew from communication, or even chose to leave the United States. These 

patterns reinforce Fragoso’s (2013) analysis of attrition through enforcement and align with 

Menjívar’s (2014) work on the uneven effects of legal precarity. These differences were not 

framed as differences in motivation or deservingness, but as differences in how well people 

could handle long-term instability.  

Overall, resilience mostly served as a coping mechanism rather than a structural remedy. 

Although some individuals exhibited extraordinary perseverance in navigating the asylum, U-

Visa, T-Visa, and VAWA processes amid housing instability, resilience did not eliminate the 

fundamental obstacles posed by extended waiting periods, scarce resources, and legal ambiguity. 

Instead, it determined how long and in what manner people could handle a certain situation. 

Social Services as De Facto Infrastructure for Housing and Legal Survival 

Social service organizations served as the principal infrastructure facilitating housing 

stability and access to immigration relief. Participants consistently characterized social services 

not as ancillary supports but as the primary means by which individuals managed the initial 

phases of displacement, initiated legal proceedings, and maintained communication with 

attorneys. Because the government does not provide meaningful housing assistance to asylum 

seekers and other humanitarian applicants, nonprofit organizations, faith-based groups, and 

informal community networks provide emergency shelter, rent assistance, transportation, 
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childcare, and case coordination. For many clients, entering a social service system marked the 

first time they could even begin to address housing, legal matters, and basic survival. 

At the most immediate level, I find that social services provided critical emergency 

housing (see also Baker et al., 2010; Ellul, 2024; Gabrielli et al., 2023; Spira et al., 2025) that 

made legal participation possible. Applicants could not complete their asylum applications, U-

Visa filings, T-Visa applications, and VAWA petitions without a temporary place to stay. 

Housing allowed clients to sit through legal clinics that lasted for hours, get mail, attend court or 

ICE appointments, and obtain documents. To keep families from sleeping on the street during 

important filing windows, some groups rented hotel rooms, opened shelter beds, or relied on 

faith-based hospitality. Participants stressed that without these interventions, people would not 

have been able to fill out applications or meet early procedural requirements. 

Lauren: I mean, with social services for, I mean, the ones that we see most frequently 

here at our office are a lot of domestic violence agencies where they will provide, you 

know, emergency shelter, housing, and things like that. But most of it is time-limited, like, 

you can only be in the shelter for X amount of time. Um, one of the huge benefits for 

social services is that advocates, like our office, can use their address and kind of serve 

as a more stable mailing address for the applicant. Um, most of the time, people start 

receiving kinds of therapy and stress treatment and things like that pretty quickly.  

My findings also show that social service organizations often helped people obtain legal 

representation, which was very important for better case outcomes. These groups offered low-

cost (pro se) assistance and free (pro bono) representation, helping people who could not afford 

an attorney navigate the complex immigration process. Caseworkers and advocates helped 

clients find housing, liaised with landlords, secured utilities, enrolled their children in school, 
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obtained food assistance, and arranged transportation (see Gabrielli et al., 2022; Ellul, 2024). 

Attorneys repeatedly noted that cases moved more quickly and more effectively when a social 

worker or advocate was involved. This was because these people could gather documents, track 

appointments, and handle emergencies outside the legal office. In this way, social services served 

as an informal extension of the legal system, taking on tasks that attorneys were not trained or 

equipped to handle. However, access to social services was uneven and constrained by severe 

capacity limits with long waitlists, funding instability, and staffing shortages. Emergency shelters 

were frequently full, transitional housing was time-limited, and long-term housing options were 

rare (Ellul, 2024). As a result, social services often functioned as short-term bridges rather than 

durable solutions. 

Jennifer: As I said earlier, it's huge. Like a lot of our cases, would not be as successful if 

it were not for social services, even DCF. I've worked with DCF advocates. The 

employees there have specifically helped on cases. Some advocates for the City E Family 

Crisis Center I work with are writing letters for my clients, saying, you know, how they 

interacted with them, how they came into contact with them. And typically, they're very 

helpful for the cases.  

My findings also reveal that dependence on social services brought about new types of 

instability. Many programs relied on eligibility rules, geographic restrictions, or funding sources 

tied to immigration status or county of residence, which reinforced exclusion (see also Menjívar 

2006; Menjívar &Abrego, 2012). Participants stressed that nonprofits were not part of a 

coordinated public safety net, but instead were filling in the gaps left by the state. Emergency 

aid, volunteer work, and donations from charities helped people in crisis, but they could not fix 

the lack of affordable housing, legal help, or long-term stability.  
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These results show that social services are the most important factor for people dealing 

with housing instability and seeking immigration relief. They make it possible to access shelter, 

navigate the legal system, and maintain basic dignity, but they remain fragile, underfunded, and 

unevenly distributed. Social services do not just provide optional support; they are the 

infrastructure that keeps people from being legally excluded, vulnerable for a long time, and 

having their cases fail.  
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Chapter 5 - Discussion and Implication 

In this chapter, I discuss my findings in relation to the existing literature and theoretical 

framework. My study was guided by the central research question: What is the relationship 

between housing (in)stability and people’s ability to secure immigration protections via 

defensive asylum and humanitarian visas? My study contributes to theorizing about bordering 

processes by adding more details to the literature, providing empirical evidence and nuanced 

perspectives on how interior bordering practices are (re)produced through housing policy and 

legal bureaucracy (Armenta, 2017; Menjívar et al., 2018; Abrego et al., 2017). Housing 

instability reveals how internal border mechanisms operate in everyday life. This study provides 

more details on the mechanisms. It also contributes to scholarships on social inequality.  

My findings show that housing instability and access to immigration protection are linked 

in both directions, which reveals a bidirectional relationship. Housing instability makes it harder 

for people to stay in communication, follow the rules, and be involved in the asylum, U-Visa, T-

Visa, and VAWA cases. At the same time, legal precarity exacerbates housing instability. Long 

wait times for decisions, inability to work, jurisdictional requirements, and uncertainty about 

legal status or legal limbo make it harder for people to find housing, get jobs, and rely on 

shelters, informal arrangements, or unsafe housing. In this way, legal protection did not simply 

serve as an outcome shaped by housing conditions; rather, immigration processes themselves 

shaped housing options over time. Housing instability and legal precarity operated in a mutually 

reinforcing vicious cycle, in which challenges in obtaining stable housing hindered legal 

participation, while prolonged legal uncertainty exacerbated the difficulty of achieving stable 

housing. 
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Housing instability is at the heart of this cycle, undermining the procedural foundations 

on which immigration law depends. Immigration systems assume that people have stable 

addresses, can communicate reliably, can keep documents, and can go to appointments and 

respond to alerts (Menjívar, 2000; Menjívar & Abrego, 2012). These assumptions fall apart when 

people move around a lot, stay in shelters, or live in insecure housing. Communication problems, 

such as missed letters, wrong addresses, lost touch with attorneys, and slow updates on 

jurisdiction, happen more often, which makes it more likely that procedures will be delayed or 

people will be left out. These failures are not due to disengagement or ignorance; rather, they 

stem from the disparity between legal expectations and the actual experiences of housing 

precarity.  

These procedural disruptions intensify legal precarity. Missed notices, delayed filings, 

and rescheduled interviews prolong case timelines and increase uncertainty, often pushing 

individuals further into legal limbo. Prolonged processing times, rigid deadlines, and limited 

opportunities for correction amplify risk, particularly for those without stable housing (Molyneux 

& Singer, 2024; Kerwin, 2012). People are even more at risk in the housing and labor markets 

when their cases take longer or are more complicated, as they do not have a guarantee of legal 

status or the capacity to work in a timely manner. 

Legal precarity, in turn, constrains access to stable housing through multiple pathways 

(Menjívar, 2000; Menjívar & Abrego, 2012). Uncertain status and delayed work authorization 

limit employment options, constrain income, and restrict affordability, making it difficult to meet 

rising rental costs or landlord requirements such as credit history and proof of income. Public 

housing and housing assistance like Section 8 have long waitlists and eligibility requirements, 

limiting available options for many, especially those whose legal cases are still pending (Baker et 
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al., 2010; Wilson, 2015). In this way, legal procedures do more than just react to housing 

instability; they actively influence it. 

Within this cycle, individuals engage in survival strategies that are rational responses to 

immediate or fundamental needs but carry long-term legal consequences. Choosing work over 

court appearances, remaining in unsafe housing arrangements, or prioritizing family safety over 

legal appointments reflect attempts to stabilize daily life under constraint. However, these 

choices often deepen procedural risk, reinforcing the vicious cycle of instability and legal 

precarity. In this way, survival functions within the context of housing instability rather than 

outside of it, illuminating how material need, rather than legal merit alone, shapes legal access. 

As the cycle persists, cumulative exclusion (Rana et al., 2022; Ellul, 2024) and control 

emerge as structural outcomes rather than isolated events. When people’s housing and legal 

involvement are repeatedly disrupted, it limits their mobility, increases their dependence on 

sponsors, employers, or partners, and reduces their access to official supports (Pavao et al., 2007; 

Baker et al., 2010). These dynamics worsen over time, especially for people who have to wait a 

long time or try to rush their applications to get housing. The result is not a single point of 

failure, but a gradual narrowing of options that pushes individuals further from both stable 

housing and legal protection. 

Psychological strain and trauma accumulate alongside these material pressures, which 

further undermine individuals’ capacity to navigate complex systems. Prolonged uncertainty, 

frequent evictions, and the constant threat of legal or housing loss erode the cognitive and 

emotional resources needed for sustained legal engagement (Ziersch & Due, 2018; Spira et al., 

2025). Trauma does not initiate the cycle, but it deepens its effects, making recovery and reentry 

increasingly difficult as instability worsens. 
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Resilience reflects adaptive responses that allow individuals to endure prolonged 

instability rather than escape it. Social service organizations similarly emerged as the key sites of 

care within this system, temporarily interrupting the cycle by stabilizing communication, 

facilitating legal access, and providing material support (Burridge & Gill, 2017; Nalumango, 

2019). These organizations frequently serve as an informal framework that facilitates legal 

engagement in the absence of systemic alignment. Nonetheless, their capacity is constrained, and 

they are unable to fully mitigate the systemic pressures that perpetuate housing instability and 

legal precarity. Together, these findings underscore that legal vulnerability is structurally 

produced through interacting mechanisms, not individual failure or lack of effort. 

Implications 

The implications of this study lie in its reframing of legal access as structurally 

contingent on housing stability. Policies and legal frameworks that regard housing instability as a 

peripheral issue may inadvertently perpetuate the hurdles they aim to mitigate. Interventions that 

concentrate exclusively on enhancing legal outcomes while neglecting housing conditions are 

highly unlikely to interrupt the cycle revealed in this study. Likewise, housing measures that 

disregard legal precarity may not achieve lasting stability. 

Breaking this cycle requires approaches that align housing systems with legal processes 

(see also Baker et al., 2010; Mallach, 2023). This includes reducing procedural rigidity in the 

face of documented housing instability (see also Nessel, 2015; Gabrielli et al., 2022; Kagan, 

2024), expanding access to work authorization during prolonged case processing and ensuring 

that communication requirements reflect the realities of mobility and displacement (see also 

Menjívar, 2006; Rana et al., 2022; Ellul, 2024). Housing assistance programs must also be 

designed to accommodate those in legal limbo (see also Gabrielli et al., 2022), noting that 
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eligibility delays and documentation requirements might operate as exclusionary mechanisms 

rather than solutions (Menjívar, 2006; Menjívar & Abrego, 2012). 

The findings further reveal the need to recognize social service organizations as essential 

infrastructure rather than supplementary support (see also Baker et al., 2010; Ellul, 2024; 

Gabrielli et al., 2023; Spira et al., 2025). Sustained investment in legal aid, housing navigation, 

and communication assistance is necessary but insufficient without broader structural reform 

(see also Baker et al., 2010). Ultimately, improving access to immigration protection necessitates 

addressing the conditions that facilitate legal participation. In the lack of stable housing or 

compensatory mechanisms, legal protections are formally available yet practically unattainable 

(see also Asad, 2020; Menjívar & Abrego, 2012). 

My findings also have important implications for understanding trauma and mental health 

in people who are trying to seek immigration relief (see also Nalumango, 2019; Harris, 2016; 

Ziersch & Due, 2018; Spira et al., 2025). In this study, trauma is not limited to pre-migration 

experiences; rather, it manifests as a cumulative result of sustained instability, uncertainty, and 

exclusion. This suggests a need for mental health services that are culturally attuned, 

linguistically accessible, and responsive to the specific stressors associated with housing 

instability and legal limbo (see also Crawford et al, 2022; Opia et al., 2025). 

Suggestions for Future Research 

In conducting this research, I did not realize that something as simple as housing could 

have profound effects on immigration relief. I suggest future research further examine how 

applicants come into contact with the criminal justice system as a result of the trauma produced 

by housing instability, which pushes some of them into substance use and alcohol. Future 

research could also examine culturally attuned, trauma-informed mental health care to support 
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legal engagement among applicants. By centering housing instability within analyses of legal 

protection, this study points toward more integrated approaches to understanding and addressing 

precarity in immigration systems. 

Strengths And Limitations 

My study’s reliance on a limited number of immigration attorneys and social service 

providers as participants affects the empirical generalizability of my findings. Because my report 

was based on secondhand accounts rather than on the direct experiences of asylum seekers or 

humanitarian visa applicants, it might lead to gaps in understanding the full scope of the problem 

faced by applicants, particularly regarding their lived experiences of housing instability. 

However, because I interviewed numerous attorneys and service providers who work closely 

with clients and provided detailed insights and perspectives on the phenomenon under study, I 

was able to capture immense variation in my data. My search for internal variety enabled me to 

enhance the theoretical generalizability of my findings (Katz, 2001; Small, 2009; Timmermans 

& Tavory, 2012). It also helped me understand the key mechanism by which housing instability 

impacts access to asylum and humanitarian protections. My study has also contributed to 

theorizing about bordering processes by adding detail to the literature and providing empirical 

evidence of how housing instability functions as an interior bordering mechanism. It also shows 

how all the mechanisms in my analysis work together to create a vicious, ongoing cycle. My 

study fills a gap in the literature by showing how housing instability affects the actual application 

process. 

Recommendations  

Participants shared several recommendations to make the immigration system easier to 

navigate for people experiencing housing instability. Emphasizing the need for a more humane 
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and accessible immigration system is essential because it aligns with the advocacy goal of 

creating systems that recognize applicants’ lived realities rather than punishing them. That is a 

system that recognizes the lived realities of applicants, including housing instability and 

communication barriers, rather than punishing them. Fast processing of immigration applications 

to clear backlogs and reduce prolonged uncertainty was repeatedly identified as a priority, which 

will eventually help stabilize their housing, family life, and employment. 

Expanding access to legal support and integrating it with housing assistance can foster 

hope and demonstrate a path toward more effective  

support for those in unstable situations. Recommendations included universal legal 

representation, legal support funds, pro bono services, and low-cost (pro se) immigration 

services to increase affordability. One-on-one assistance from volunteer groups, caseworkers, 

and community support networks can help individuals remain engaged in their legal cases. It was 

also considered crucial to have emergency hotlines and centralized points of contact for people 

who have just arrived or are in unstable housing situations and require help right away. 

Chris: ..so what we basically recommend is beyond this this was a humble one but really 

you really you really need universal legal representation for all immigration where 

basically municipal funds because the local city doesn't control the immigration court the 

immigration courts under the executive branch right but a local city could still support by 

having a legal fund.  

The recommendations regarding housing focused on expanding access to safe and secure 

housing for those seeking asylum, including community-based support networks and specialized 

housing programs. Rent stabilization, increased minimum wages, and expanded work 

authorization were all cited as ways to alleviate the financial stresses that contribute to housing 
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insecurity. The ability to find a gainful job and obtain work permits in a timely manner was 

deemed essential, as it enabled people to avoid unsafe or exploitative situations and fostered a 

sense of belonging and security within the community.  

Finally, participants expressed a desire for universal access to language across all sectors 

of society, including housing, healthcare, legal, and social assistance. People felt even more 

confused, excluded, and stressed out due to the language barrier, which was described as an 

ongoing difficulty. For equity and meaningful access, it was considered essential to ensure 

translation and interpretation services. These collective suggestions underscore the need for 

systemic reform to create fair, efficient, and compassionate systems that comprehensively 

address housing instability and legal protections. 

Conclusion 

To conclude, this study examined how housing instability impacts access to asylum, U-

Visa, T-Visa, and VAWA in the U.S. Conducting this research illustrated the profound 

interconnection that exists between housing and legal systems, especially in the lives of 

individuals who are seeking immigration protections with the aim of achieving safety and 

stability. The findings reveal a mutually reinforcing relationship in which housing instability and 

legal precarity continuously shape one another, creating a vicious cycle that keeps going.  

The core issue in this cycle is a fundamental disconnect between the procedural 

requirements of immigration law and the actual experiences of housing instability. Immigration 

processes assume that people have stable addresses, can communicate reliably, keep their 

paperwork in order, and fulfill strict deadlines. Across cases, it was found that housing instability 

was not just another hurdle these vulnerable groups faced; it was perceived as a condition that 

continuously altered communication, legal engagement, and decision-making, with evidence 
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showing a clear link between unstable housing and reduced legal success rates. People were 

found to navigate complex legal processes while dealing with frequent relocations, exclusion, 

unstable income, difficulty accessing public housing, and extended periods, usually under 

conditions that necessitate constant adaptation. Their experiences reveal that legal protection is 

not attained in isolation but is negotiated within contexts characterized by instability, constraint, 

and resilience.  

From the perspectives of attorneys and advocates, this study highlights how structural 

conditions, rather than individual shortcomings, influence survival, compliance, and persistence. 

Missed deadlines, communication gaps, and disengagement from legal processes were rarely 

indicative of indifference; instead, they reflected the cumulative stress of living without stable 

housing while navigating complex, slow-moving immigration systems. At the same time, the 

findings underscore the crucial role of social service organizations and legal advocates in 

sustaining legal participation in the absence of structural alignment between housing and 

immigration systems. Their efforts reveal both the possibilities and the limits of service-based 

support when broader systems remain fragmented, underscoring the importance of collective 

action and shared responsibility. 

Ultimately, housing instability and legal precarity form a vicious self-reinforcing cycle 

that limits access to immigration protection, especially for people in vulnerable situations. 

Breaking this cycle requires aligning legal procedures with the material realities of housing 

instability. Thus, interventions must disrupt the cycle between housing instability and legal 

precarity rather than treating legal and housing barriers in isolation. My study advocates for a 

comprehensive understanding of immigration protection, emphasizing housing stability as a 

fundamental prerequisite for legal access because integrating these elements is essential for 
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systemic reform. It demonstrates that access to immigration protection depends not only on legal 

eligibility or merit, but on the material conditions that make procedural participation possible. 

My research adds to the body of existing knowledge by showing how housing instability and 

legal precarity work together in different ways that affect people’s ability to stay legally involved 

during the immigration relief process. To effect systemic change, policies should integrate 

housing stability measures directly into immigration support frameworks.  
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Appendix A - Interview Guide for Participants 

Below are the interview questions for my interviews with participants throughout this 

study. Due to the nature of qualitative research, I may ask follow-up questions based on 

participants’ responses. Follow-up questions will be consistent with the lines of inquiry below 

(related to my research question). I also have follow-up questions specific to sexual abuse. 

1. What kinds of housing instability have your clients faced over time in the United States? 

2. How does your clients' housing instability affect their ability to navigate the asylum 

application procedure or U-Visa/ VAWA process, based on your experience? 

3. Can you describe a scenario in which unstable housing impacted a client's case 

progression or outcomes? Could you walk me through what happened?  

3. How do your clients' housing situations affect their ability to participate in legal 

proceedings and attend necessary hearings or appointments? Could you tell me a little bit 

about the situations that some of your clients have been in? What happened? 

4. Can you think of a time when a client missed appointments due to housing-related issues? 

And then could you walk me through what happened?  

5. Can you think of a time when somebody struggled to attend a court date? What 

happened?  

6. How does housing instability impact your clients' ability to recall and articulate their 

asylum claims, and could you give me an example? What about seeking counseling to 

work through trauma in order to testify?  Could you give me an example? 

7. What have you observed regarding the impact of stress from unstable housing on their 

engagement in legal interviews or evaluations? Does any example come to mind? 
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8. What is your perspective on the correlation between housing instability and the mental 

health of asylum seekers throughout legal proceedings?  What have you observed, and 

could you give me an example? 

9. What structural or systemic obstacles have you faced that hinder asylum seekers with 

unstable housing from successfully obtaining their applications? Could you give me an 

example? 

10. Can you think of a time when housing-related issues affected your client's ability to 

interact with you? What happened?  How did you handle that? 

11. How do government agencies or courts respond to or address the problem of a lack of a 

permanent address? Could you give an example of some of the consequences? 

13. What do you think is the role of social services in assisting these people? 

14. Do you know of any people or cases that went through these social services, and how did 

that affect them? What were they able to do with their cases? 

12.  Do you see a connection between housing instability and delays or complications in the 

asylum, U-Visa, or VAWA application process? Could you give me an example? 

13. How long have you been practicing immigration law, and specifically, how long have 

you been handling asylum, U-Visa, and VAWA cases? Have you noticed any changes in 

people’s experiences over time, as well as changes in administration? 

14. How do factors such as children, family responsibilities, or caregiving roles affect your 

clients' ability to navigate housing and legal processes? Could you give me a scenario 

where family or children impacted your clients ability to navigate the application 

process? 
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15. Could you walk me through how most of your clients typically find or connect with your 

services? 

16. If you had a magic wand and could change one thing to better support your clients, 

whether related to housing, immigration processes, or service access, what would it be? 

Potential Follow-Up Questions (If Participants Raise Issues of Sexual Abuse): 

• Could you share how your client’s experience of sexual abuse impacted their ability to 

maintain stable housing or seek safe shelter? 

• In your experience, how does housing instability affect the willingness or ability of 

survivors of sexual abuse to pursue legal protections such as asylum, a U-visa, or 

VAWA? 

• Are there particular barriers that survivors of sexual abuse face in accessing legal relief 

when also experiencing housing instability? 

• How do you or your organization navigate cases where clients facing housing instability 

also disclose experiences of sexual abuse or gender-based violence? 
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