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GROWING ADAPTABILITY AMONG UNDOCUMENTED COMMUNITIES

Throughout the United States, climate change
is damaging infrastructure and ecosystems, dis-
rupting food systems, reducing employment
opportunities, and exacerbating health dispar-
ities (Jay et al. 2023). This is particularly true in
California, where a series of climate-induced
disasters, including extreme heatwaves, wild-
fires, droughts, and storms (Bedsworth et al.
2018; Brown et al. 2023; Pastor et al. 2024) have
displaced thousands of households and nega-
tively affected the health and economic well-
being of many communities over the last several
years (Rosenthal et al. 2021). For low-income
individuals and people of color, long-standing
structural inequities in policy, practice, and
funding have increased vulnerability to and
prolonged recovery from climate-induced di-
sasters (Méndez 2020; Smith et al. 2022). Un-
documented Latino/a and Indigenous migrants
are particularly susceptible, first, because many
work outdoors. During a statewide series of
wildfire events in 2017, farmworkers had to en-
dure extreme heat and toxic smoke to harvest
crops—even in mandatory evacuation zones
that were deemed hazardous to the general
population. Despite official recommendations
against working or exercising outdoors during
the fires, agricultural companies prioritized
harvesting crops over the health of their em-
ployees (Chunga Pizarro et al. 2024; Méndez et
al. 2020).

Undocumented migrants also face significant
barriers in accessing resources for disaster pre-
paredness and recovery. Research has found
that access is largely a function of income (in-
cluding the ability to afford infrastructure in-
surance) and discrimination (particularly on
the basis of race and ethnicity) (Shonkoff et al.
2011); migrants are often further excluded by
US citizenship requirements (Dorazio 2022;
Fothergill and Peek 2004; Medwinter 2023; Mén-
dez2022; Stough et al. 2010). Immigration status
also determines who can shape laws, regula-
tions, and plans that distribute environmental
burdens and benefits (Chu et al. 2017; Méndez-
Barrientos et al. 2023). These combined factors
intensify the vulnerability of undocumented
households to climate-induced disasters (Zu-
niga and Méndez 2023).

This is an especially important issue for Cal-
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ifornia, with its estimated 2.7 million unauthor-
ized residents. Approximately 1.7 million are
undocumented workers (representing nearly 6
percent of the state’s workforce) who in 2022
contributed more than $8.4 billion in taxes (Mi-
gration Policy Institute n.d.; Davis et al. 2024).
Among these workers are more than 170,000
Indigenous migrants from Latin America, in-
cluding Mixtec, Zapotec, Maya, Triqui, and Pu-
répecha people facing unique challenges such
as communication barriers; many of them speak
only Indigenous languages and some are illiter-
ate; their cultural practices and beliefs can also
lead to social isolation and discrimination from
Latino/a and non-Latino/a populations (MICOP
2024). California is often considered more in-
clusive than other states because of legislation
like the California Values Act of 2017 (State of
California 2017), which limits local enforcement
cooperation with federal immigration authori-
ties, providing a relatively secure environment
for undocumented migrants. However, the
state’s vulnerability to climate-induced disasters
exacerbates long-standing inequities for these
workers, who often lack access to disaster aid
and safe working conditions (Méndez et al. 2020)
and are excluded from unemployment and
health-care benefits.

Preexisting inequities affect undocumented
people’s capacity to prepare for and recover from
climate-induced disasters (Padilla-Frausto et al.
2023; The Children’s Partnership 2022). For in-
stance, in California, 73 percent of migrants have
unmet mental health care needs and 20 percent
of undocumented children live in poverty. This
complex reality underscores the importance of
understanding how MSOs adapt to fill systemic
gaps and support undocumented individuals
during a crisis, particularly when community
needs far exceed their resources. Prior to the
2017 wildfires, none of the MSOs in our study
offered disaster-relief services. Since then, they
have promoted access to emergency informa-
tion in languages including Indigenous dialects,
advocated for labor protections for farmworkers
threatened by extreme conditions, and estab-
lished a disaster-relief fund for migrants ineli-
gible for federal aid. Many undocumented in-
dividuals have historically avoided seeking such
resources for fear of retaliation or deportation.
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MSOs have thus been forced to fill a gap in gov-
ernment, mainstream mutual aid, and philan-
thropic programs by advocating for and distrib-
uting resources to a group ignored or rendered
invisible during times of crisis (Chunga Pizarro
et al. 2024). Michael Méndez and colleagues
(2020, 51) have shown that this invisibility is
often caused by systemic racism and cultural
norms regarding US citizenship and who is
deemed a “worthy disaster victim.” Society rou-
tinely treats undocumented migrants—as well
as other stigmatized groups, such as LGBTQ+
and homeless people—as less than human and
disposable (Vickery 2018; Goldsmith et al. 2022).
These forms of exclusion directly shape disaster
planning and response (Lerner 2010).

While the focus of this article is California,
similar impacts are felt throughout the country.
For example, following Hurricane Helene in
2024, several news outlets described MSOs’ as-
sistance to undocumented households ignored
by the government in North Carolina. Experts
observed that nationally, MSOs and foundations
have set up parallel channels for disaster assis-
tance that would otherwise be provided by the
Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA)
or the Red Cross (Rivero 2024; Perez 2024, 2025;
Sledge 2024).

MSOs will face new challenges as climate
change increases the frequency and intensity
of disasters (Jay et al. 2023). This article uses an
adaptive governance framework to explore how
MSOs have dealt with these events and related
inequities. On the frontlines, they have devel-
oped innovative disaster preparedness, aid, and
recovery practices—becoming experts, advo-
cates, and direct service providers. At the same
time, MSOs’ growing workload has taken a per-
sonal and mental toll on staff. Using interviews
with practitioners across California, our re-
search asks two questions: First, how are MSOs
responding to the needs of their undocumented
communities as they become more exposed to
the effects of climate change? Second, how have
leaders and practitioners coped and adapted in
the process? Understanding these issues can
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help governments create more equitable strat-
egies for disaster relief and recovery.

The next section discusses adaptive gover-
nance as a framework for examining how orga-
nizations respond to climate change and the
needs of undocumented migrants. Study meth-
ods and research findings follow. The latter in-
dicates that five factors drove organizational
changes: conditions shaping vulnerability of
undocumented immigrants, evolving role of
migrant-serving organizations, immediate re-
sponse and advocacy, structural challenges and
local context, and collaboration and social learn-
ing. These organizations are not equipped to
provide the mental health services that their
communities need, while their staff often strug-
gle to cope with the secondary trauma’ that can
accompany their role as informal first respond-
ers. We conclude with recommendations to in-
form more equitable disaster policies and sup-
port MSO practitioners in these conditions.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Adaptive Governance in

Changing Environments

Research on MSOs during disasters has shown
that these groups often fill the gaps left by gov-
ernment agencies by providing and distributing
aid, offering translation services, and advocat-
ing on behalf of immigrant and Indigenous com-
munities (Vila et al. 2023; Méndez 2022; Roth
and Grace 2018; Guhlincozzi 2023). While this
work demonstrates that MSOs are critical to di-
saster response and recovery, it rarely examines
how these organizations govern themselves or
how they adapt their roles within broader sys-
tems of governance shaped by immigration
policy and climate change. Few scholars have
analyzed how MSOs make decisions, learn from
collaboration, or restructure their missions
when disasters expose systemic inequities
(Cravero et. al. 2024; Wurtz et. al. 2024; Hobbs
et al. 2024; Cuervo et. al. 2017). This article ad-
dresses these gaps by applying an adaptive gov-
ernance framework to analyze how MSOs in

1. Secondary trauma refers to the mental and physical exhaustion felt by practitioners helping other people. This
trauma may be caused by exposure to a single event or by residual emotion that builds over time (University of
Kentucky College of Social Work 2021). While an indirect exposure, secondary trauma can develop into post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) or other trauma-related disorders (Rynfield and Turner 2024).
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California have evolved in response to climate-
induced disasters and how their work has ex-
panded from service provision to community-
based forms of governance for undocumented
migrants. Adaptive governance has emerged as
an alternative to top-down, traditional gover-
nance, which often fails to address the complex-
ity of socio-environmental issues—problems
arising from the dynamic interaction of indi-
viduals, social elements, institutional processes,
and nature (McGinnis and Ostrom 2014; Nik-
kanen et al. 2024; Palmer 2022). As rapid envi-
ronmental and social shifts, like those presented
by climate change, place new demands on gov-
ernance systems, polycentric and flexible mod-
els—involving collaboration among actors at
various levels to achieve a common goal—are
more successful (Stephan et al. 2019). In this
sense, we use a conventional definition of adap-
tive governance: “the evolution of the rules and
norms that promote the satisfaction of under-
lying human needs and preferences given
changes in understanding, objectives, and the
social, economic and environmental context”
(Hatfield-Dodds et al. 2007, 4).2 Attention to jus-
tice and inequality has increased support for
more flexible approaches to disaster governance
that incorporate the lived experiences of diverse
stakeholders (Parthasarathy 2018).

Disasters introduce new sources of stress,
adding to the uncertainty and vulnerability of
susceptible groups like undocumented migrants
(Parthasarathy 2018). In adaptive governance,
collaboration and networking are key to diver-
sifying knowledge, reducing risks, and promot-
ing innovation; knowledge generation evolves
dynamically as new actors become involved
(Berkes 2009; Pahl-Wostl and Hare 2004). A study
of Finland’s disaster management protocol, for
instance, highlights collaboration’s role in help-
ing municipal authorities create plans and re-
sponse templates for different scenarios (Nik-
kanen et al. 2024). Since a broad spectrum of
actors (including community groups and civil
society organizations) participated in these ex-
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ercises, practitioners gained a more compre-
hensive understanding of regional prepared-
ness. The resulting networks encouraged
nestedness and polycentricity by fostering cross-
sector collaboration at multiple levels. Draft di-
saster preparedness plans were then tailored to
local needs and various crises (Djalante et al.
2011; Pahl-Wostl and Hare 2004; Termeer et al.
2010).

Other aspects of adaptive governance pro-
mote more inventive and equitable results (Par-
thasarathy 2018). Among them is the willingness
to experiment with policy approaches, embrace
flexible outcomes, and adjust plans in light of
unforeseen challenges (Huitema et al. 2009; Lach
etal. 2005; Pahl-Wostl et al. 2007). For example,
during the 2011 Great East Japan Earthquake
and Tsunami, municipal officials exemplified
adaptability by mobilizing volunteer and non-
governmental workers from different parts of
the country to remedy area staff shortages.
Through arrangements with stakeholders in-
cluding nonprofits and businesses, the govern-
ment used strategies like tailored matching,
which deployed personnel in response to de-
mand for certain skills and adjusted as needed.
Responsibilities were shifted to other actors in
the nonprofit and private sectors if they were
able to complete tasks more quickly than the
central government (Aoki 2016).

These approaches are not limited to formal
governing institutions (Folke et al. 2005) but
can occur within nonprofits aiming to enhance
their capacities, anticipate varying pressures,
and empower efforts to adapt to changing en-
vironments (Cutter 2016; van Assche et al. 2021).
Literature has shown that prior to disasters,
MSOs serve as mediating structures (particu-
larly during heightened anti-immigrant senti-
ments), offering specialized resources that crit-
ically support migrants’ social and economic
integration (Martinez-Damilia et al. 2024). Me-
diating structures “provide unique contexts”
that can shape “how individuals engage with
social problems, and often serve as the practi-

2. Adaptive governance focuses on the institutional and political contexts for managing complex systems,
whereas adaptive management is a systematic process for improving a specific policy or issue (Hasselman 2017).
We use the adaptive governance framework in this article because of its recognition that governance emerges
from many actors as they interact and learn, in response to complex systems and rigid institutions (Folke et al.

2005).

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES



210

cal bridges between individuals and society”
(Todd and Allen 2010, 222). When state-led re-
sponses to disasters fail to support the most
vulnerable, nonstate actors like these move
swiftly to provide relief (Méndez 2022). Their
ability to garner resources, creatively distribute
aid, and adjust plans warrants analysis. A better
understanding is needed of the factors that drive
MSOs to adapt their missions and the services
they provide to local communities (Parthasara-
thy 2015).

Previous research has found that the circum-
stances around disasters push nonprofits—in-
cluding those whose missions do not involve
disaster management—into response and re-
covery work (Flatt and Stys 2013; Simo and Bies
2007; Mathias et al. 2022). For example, a study
on direct service providers in South Carolina
identified structural barriers that limited mi-
grants’ access to these organizations’ resources,
which ranged from cash assistance to legal ser-
vices (Roth and Grace 2018). Their top challenge
was in-person engagement, since migrants lived
outside their geographic service areas. They ex-
hibited adaptive behavior by recognizing this
limitation and making the collective decision
to offer mobile services. Further, by consistently
communicating a commitment to the well-being
of Latino/a immigrants, these service providers
established rapport and trust (Roth and Grace
2018).

Another study on community-based organi-
zations in Chicago determined that lack of trans-
portation, absence of childcare, and inflexible
work schedules reduced Latina migrants’ access
to health care, particularly during the COVID-19
pandemic (Guhlincozzi 2023). These organiza-
tions adapted by tailoring services to address
these barriers and pandemic-related consider-
ations in mind. Organizations distributing sup-
plies adopted linguistically and culturally ap-
propriate outreach strategies as well as a
drive-thru model to avoid in-person contact.
They also switched to telehealth (video confer-
encing) or phone appointments to answer ques-
tions about the virus and other medical con-
cerns, successfully disseminating information
and directing migrants to services for which
they were eligible (Guhlincozzi 2023).

Similarly, the MSOs in our study are complex
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actors that evolve to support their communi-
ties, particularly in the wake of climate-induced
disasters, even when this work was outside their
missions’ scope. By situating this research in
California, which has the largest undocumented
migrant population in the United States, we can
extensively examine the disparate impacts of
climate-induced disasters, the importance of
MSOs, and the ongoing gaps in protecting these
vulnerable communities (Méndez et al. 2020;
Passel and Krogstad 2024).

METHODS

We used participant observation from two di-
saster policy workshops and semi-structured
interviews with MSO practitioners to understand
the unique vulnerability of undocumented com-
munities to climate-induced disasters. These
methods, complemented by a survey distributed
to the MSOs, also provided insight into how
these organizations support these communities
throughout these events.

Background: The California
UndocuFund Summit
On September 18, 2022, thirty-two MSOs at-
tended the California UndocuFund Summit (the
Summit). The first convening of its kind in the
nation, the Summit outlined the experiences of
undocumented Californians during disasters
and an advocacy path forward (Sanchez De Alba
2022; Deutschman 2023). Its purpose was to
boost capacity to meet disaster-related needs,
mutually support MSOs’ efforts, and expand
their influence on state policy. Participants dis-
cussed the political and public policy land-
scapes, programs to support disaster mitigation
and recovery efforts, and ways to collaborate.
The attending MSOs—including the Central
Coast Alliance United for a Sustainable Economy
(Ventura County), North Bay Jobs with Justice
(Sonoma County), and Comunidades Indigenas
en Liderazgo (Los Angeles County)—are trusted
in their respective communities. Their services
and advocacy have been crucial during the
COVID-19 pandemic and recent wildfires,
drought, heatwaves, and extreme storms.
Taken together, the attending MSOs are na-
tional leaders in adapting to support undocu-
mented migrants affected by climate-induced
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disasters (Deutschman 2023; Kime et al. 2024).
Between 2017 and 2022, after the Northern Cal-
ifornia Tubbs and Nuns fires, nonprofits in the
affected region provided services for over 60,000
people and distributed nearly $114 million in
direct financial aid, including for COVID-19 as-
sistance (Deutschman 2023). These MSOs were
also critical in advocating for expanded safety-
net programs throughout California. Such pro-
grams would provide state unemployment ben-
efits and medical services to undocumented
workers and families ineligible for federal un-
employment insurance or state-sponsored low-
income health care (Kuang and Foy 2023; Vargas
Bustamante et al. 2023). The Summit provided
a space to congregate, celebrate accomplish-
ments, and coordinate new policy strategies.

Participant Observation and

Semi-Structured Interviews

The research presented in this article forms part
of a case study of the grassroots MSOs that at-
tended the Summit. Our team served as aca-
demic advisors and breakout-group facilitators
during the event. We supported organizers by
helping them prepare presentation materials
and administering online surveys before and
after, to quantify these nonprofits’ collective
impact. Attending the event allowed research
team members to establish working relation-
ships with practitioners and build mutual trust,
reciprocity, and greater study access (Christo-
pher et al. 2008).

The data were collected from twenty-one
semi-structured interviews with practitioners
from twenty MSOs, supplemented by partici-
pant observation at the Summit and pre-Summit
surveys. Online appendix tables A.1and A.2 sum-
marize the characteristics of each nonprofit and
lista sample of the open-ended questions asked
in the pre-Summit survey, the results of which
informed our interview guide.? To ensure inter-
viewees’ anonymity, specifics are concealed. The
MSOs studied vary in size, location, and focus
area; all had been involved in disaster prepared-
ness and recovery for undocumented migrants
since 2017.

MSO practitioners were contacted by email

to request participation; interviews were con-
ducted between October 2022 and February 2023.
The video conference platform Zoom was used
for twenty of the interviews, and one was con-
ducted over the phone. Interview length ranged
from thirty to ninety minutes. The bilingual re-
search team conducted interviews primarily in
English, with some alternating between English
and Spanish and one interview conducted en-
tirely in Spanish.

The interview guide included nine open-
ended questions regarding the organization’s
and practitioner’s backgrounds, how the orga-
nization had responded to climate-induced di-
sasters, and how the practitioner had seen cli-
mate change affecting undocumented migrants.
The guide also included questions about “sec-
ondary trauma,” alternatively called compassion
fatigue. Interview data were supplemented by
detailed notes taken by the research team dur-
ing Summit breakout groups. Attendees were
placed in these groups to discuss topics includ-
ing the political landscape, legislation and pol-
icies, and opportunities for collaboration.
Groups summarized their responses on note-
pads and shared them with everyone at the Sum-
mit. The research team collected these re-
sponses and took notes when groups shared
perspectives. These data provided insights into
the adaptations and innovations MSOs have de-
veloped to support undocumented communi-
ties during climate-related crises.

To ensure technical accuracy, the authors
convened a disaster policy workshop in May
2024 that brought together nearly fifty stake-
holders (five of whom were interviewed for this
study) from community-based organizations,
philanthropic foundations, academic institu-
tions, and federal, state, and local policymaking
entities (Kime et al. 2024). Held at the Beckman
Center of the National Academy of Sciences,
Engineering, and Medicine, the workshop pro-
vided an opportunity to refine our data and ob-
tain feedback on study findings.

Data Analysis
This study follows an inductive qualitative de-
sign that draws from grounded theory princi-

3. The online appendix can be found at https://www.rsfjournal.org/content/11/4/206/tab-supplemental.
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ples. Rather than beginning with preset hypoth-
eses, we allowed patterns and themes to emerge
directly from the interview transcripts and par-
ticipant observation notes through review and
comparison (Glaser and Strauss 1999; Suddaby
2006). This approach is appropriate given how
each motivating factor to engage in disaster
management is tied to a particular context, in-
cluding the unique experiences and observa-
tions of each practitioner and their respective
organization that inform the decision to expand
their operations. There is currently limited re-
search studying how MSOs respond to the over-
lapping pressures of climate change and im-
migration. By grounding our analysis in the
lived experiences of practitioners, we aimed to
generate new theoretical insights about how
these organizations govern and adapt during
disasters. All interviews were transcribed and
coded using NVivo Qualitative Data Analysis
Software.

The first author of this article developed a
preliminary codebook with themes derived from
the first interview set. As other research team
members reviewed the data, this codebook was
adjusted to increase coding consistency. During
the process, we began identifying connections
and differences among the data to elucidate
challenges and opportunities encountered by
stakeholders. Inter-rater reliability was estab-
lished throughout via comparison across each
researcher’s interpretation. Differences were
discussed and redressed, with no major conflicts
emerging (Armstrong et al. 1997; Saldafia 2014).

Through the practitioner interviews, we also
sought to understand how their perceptions,
biases, and experiences of disaster management
for undocumented migrants translated into ac-
tions to improve outcomes. This approach is
supported by social science literature focused
on feedback between social groups, govern-
ments, and the landscape to better inform in-
clusive strategies for reducing vulnerability to
disasters (Yanow and Schwartz-Shea 2014). Fur-
thermore, the data helped us gain insights into
the lived experiences and intersectional identi-
ties of undocumented migrants and MSO prac-
titioners, and how these influenced outcomes
in times of disaster (Carroll et al. 2006; Paveglio
et al. 2018; Crenshaw 1989). These findings are
particularly important since few studies have
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analyzed these groups’ perspectives in this con-
text.

RESULTS

Many interviewees highlighted how their orga-
nizations were expanding and altering services
in response to the disproportionate impacts of
climate change on the undocumented commu-
nities they serve. The following sections explore
five factors uncovered by our research that ex-
plain and exemplify this adaptive governance
behavior. We then discuss how the issue of men-
tal health reveals the limits of adaptation in two
ways—MSOs lack the resources to provide
needed mental health services to their commu-
nities, and their own staff can be affected by
secondary trauma while responding to disasters.

Conditions Shaping Vulnerability

of Undocumented Immigrants
Undocumented migrants are uniquely vulner-
able to disasters given overlapping sources of
risk produced by environmental, economic, and
political factors. Disasters also intersect with
issues related to legality, housing precarity, and
labor exploitation that further produce condi-
tions that make preparation, response, and re-
covery especially difficult for this population.
Climate-induced disasters have forced MSOs to
address the intersecting effects of climate
change on the populations they serve (Méndez
et al. 2024). Participants at the Summit argued
that health conditions were exacerbated by a
surge in labor violations during disasters, fur-
ther exploiting undocumented workers. During
extreme wildfires compounded with heatwaves,
undocumented workers were often denied wa-
ter, rest breaks, and protective equipment while
harvesting crops or cleaning up toxic debris.
Workers hesitated to report violations because
of their limited job opportunities, the immedi-
ate need to support their families, and fear of
retaliation or deportation (Flynn et al. 2015; Mé-
ndez et al. 2024).

Overlapping with these events in 2020 and
2021, the COVID-19 pandemic increased con-
cerns about unsafe working and living condi-
tions. Many undocumented people reside in
overcrowded, substandard housing, making the
risk of contagion high. One participant shared:
“For example, with COVID-19, farmworkers had
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to get out to harvest crops but then come back
home—knowing that they have elders in their
family or children who are not eligible for the
vaccine and just living with that stress of, ‘Where
do I go to make sure that I keep them safe?’ I
have to work” (Respondent 11). Climate change
decreases housing access by displacing people,
destroying homes, and prompting surges in rent
(DeGenaro 2015; Fan et al. 2018; Nanda 2024).
Many undocumented people found themselves
relocating in search of more affordable housing
options, lengthening their commutes.

Continuous disasters also disrupt the public
transportation networks on which many un-
documented workers rely. Severed roads made
cities like Santa Barbara, which provide tourism
jobs, difficult to reach after the Thomas fire.
Many employment hubs were damaged and
closed. These cascading impacts reveal the pre-
carity of housing and employment for undocu-
mented migrants. As one practitioner stated, it
is common to compartmentalize, but the “real-
ity is that addressing one issue requires consid-
ering its relationship with others” (Respondent
15). For MSOs, recognizing that interconnected-
ness is imperative because of the multifaceted
impacts of climate change. In response to these
intersecting issues, MSOs became increasingly
involved in discussions around housing security
and eviction protections during wildfires and
floods. With longer commutes and related costs
for workers, MSOs also had to address afford-
able transportation access—an acknowledg-
ment of the correlations among housing, infra-
structure, and climate change (Méndez et al.
2020).

Other intersectional approaches that are
starting to be acknowledged by MSOs involve
the heightened vulnerability of Indigenous and
women migrants during disasters, due to ineq-
uities that shape their socioeconomic status
and autonomy. Research shows that during di-
sasters, women face increased economic hard-
ship, barriers to sexual and reproductive health
care, and greater childcare responsibilities
(Crenshaw 1989; Trentin et al. 2023). Gender-
based violence also tends to rise during and af-
ter disasters. Yet, because of limited capacity
and resources, MSOs have not fully developed
methods to address these issues (Kime et al.
2024; FEMA 2024).
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The US legal system’s lack of a clear pathway
to citizenship prevents undocumented migrants
from accessing post-disaster aid and resources,
perpetuating their marginalized status (Horton
2012; Méndez 2022). As Respondent 13 mentions,
“Immigrant workers, through a cruel and inhu-
mane immigration system that labels people
undocumented [or illegal], are expected to con-
tinue working, often without protection or care
for their safety. If they choose not to work, they
have no safety net to protect their families.”
Mainstream disaster relief agencies, such as the
American Red Cross, largely lacked a strategy
to serve special-needs and hard-to-reach popu-
lations, such as undocumented migrants. For
example, the Northern California chapter had
no Latino/a and Spanish-speaking outreach co-
ordinator until 2017. A year later, the national
Red Cross developed the first draft of its Latino
Engagement Program (Rivera 2020). According
to Respondent 16, while the Red Cross has in-
creased its presence in their local area, “it has
a major capacity issue, and they have had dif-
ficulty in attracting and retaining bilingual,
Spanish-speaking staff.” Respondent 9 also
stated that during the 2017 fires in Ventura and
Santa Barbara Counties, the Red Cross was vis-
ible at evacuation shelters but relied on MSOs
for Spanish interpretation, further straining
their limited resources.

At the federal level, disaster-aid programs
are administered within departments histori-
cally distrusted by undocumented migrants.
This is particularly true for households whose
members have different immigration statuses
in which at least one, but not all, of the mem-
bers has legal status. These households can ac-
cess certain types of disaster aid from FEMA,
but many refuse assistance because FEMA and
Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE)
are both part of the Department of Homeland
Security (DHS) and may share information
across agencies (US Department of Homeland
Security 2017; US Immigration and Customs En-
forcement 2016; US Immigration and Customs
Enforcement 2022; Kime et al. 2024; Elkin 2022).
Respondents further stated that during manda-
tory evacuations from areas threatened by wild-
fire in 2017, many undocumented migrants
stayed home for fear of immigration checks at
emergency shelters, despite county direction
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barring federal immigration officials from these
locations. Due to this confusion and “to escape
raging fires, and choking smoke, hundreds of
migrants decided to shelter for days at local
beaches” (Respondents 15 and 16). These fears
continue today, as immigration agents have
ramped up targeted enforcement arrests at work-
sites, gas stations, and traffic stops throughout
California (Franco and Huh 2025). These re-
peated experiences of fear, avoidance, and ex-
clusion from official aid create patterns of ex-
clusion, where undocumented and mixed-status
households are systematically left out of formal
disaster systems and forced to depend on in-
formal or unsafe options. In this context, exclu-
sion is not only about lack of access to resources
but also about being positioned outside the
boundaries of who is seen as a legitimate disas-
ter survivor. Labor insecurity reinforces these
dynamics, as undocumented migrants continue
working through disasters to avoid income loss,
often at personal risk.

Our study’s MSOs also expressed the need
for unemployment insurance, hazard pay, di-
saster assistance for lost belongings, health care,
financial support for funerals, and housing to
protect undocumented migrants’ health and
well-being (Rivera-Batiz 1999; Smith et al. 2003).
Undocumented migrants cannot forgo employ-
ment because many live paycheck to paycheck.
Respondent 3 recalled a story from the 2019 Kin-
cade Fire: “I remember two gentlemen shared
that they were going to jump onto a bus to go
back to the vineyard to continue picking grapes
in mandatory evacuation zones because their
boss had come and said: ‘There’s a fire and you
need to finish picking before it’s all lost.” For
these individuals, you can talk about having a
choice, but at the same time, it’s like you don’t
really have one, right?” This interview under-
scores why a social safety net is needed to help
migrants withstand and recover from disasters.
Another respondent noted that they keenly un-
derstood the economic links between complet-
ing the harvest and wineries’ ability to stay in
business and pay salaries. At the same time,
they stressed that wildfire creates dangerous
conditions in which profits are prioritized over
the lives of farmworkers. For Respondent 21, it
is important to acknowledge that migrants “de-
serve basic human rights and [more] protec-
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tions,” as their labor sustains certain industries
at the cost of their health.

In pushing for more labor protections dur-
ing extreme weather events, MSOs have similarly
supported jobs in the informal economy. Re-
spondent 14, whose organization advocates for
street vendors, commented on inconsistent
policies regarding access to shade structures
(including tree canopies) and vendor sites. These
policies are also often inconsistently enforced,
making it difficult for vendors to comply with
regulations and protect themselves from the
elements in intensifying heatwaves and storms
(Rosales 2020). MSOs have campaigned to chal-
lenge existing laws and create resources that
safeguard the well-being of undocumented
workers.

In response to socioeconomic structures that
limit access to aid and expose migrants to dan-
gerous working conditions, nonprofits have
been found to adopt the role of mutual-aid pro-
vider (Vila et al. 2023). MSOs in this study ex-
hibited similar behavior by distributing cash
after disasters, regardless of recipients’ legal
status. Recognizing that undocumented mi-
grants are reluctant to share personal details,
MSOs avoided the extensive questionnaires that
are often involved in disaster assistance. They
also distributed funds directly, capitalizing on
established trust and the knowledge that the
people they served felt most comfortable col-
lecting aid at their offices. Taken together, these
findings reveal how climate exposure, labor ex-
ploitation, and exclusion from aid systems in-
tersect to create chronic vulnerability for un-
documented migrants. The overlapping
pressures of work insecurity, housing instabil-
ity, and fear of enforcement make disasters not
isolated events but extensions of everyday hard-
ship. These conditions, in turn, compelled MSOs
to expand their missions and take on new re-
sponsibilities to protect their communities.

The Evolving Role of Migrant-

Serving Organizations

Many interviewees’ organizations had not ini-
tially focused on disaster response but were
compelled to expand their roles as their com-
munities faced the multifaceted impacts of
climate-induced disasters. For instance, an MSO
that primarily worked on labor rights, advocat-
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ing for wage protection and workplace safety,
found itself petitioning for hazard pay and en-
forcing protection against employer retaliation
during wildfire evacuations. Similarly, groups
dedicated to Indigenous language justice, which
had historically provided interpretation services
in legal and medical settings, began translating
emergency warnings and evacuation orders to
ensure language accessibility for Indigenous
migrants. Over time, these adaptations reshaped
the missions of MSOs, expanding their advocacy
to include climate-related policy interventions.
These shifts reflect adaptive governance, as
MSOs not only responded to immediate crises
but also reconfigured their long-term strategies
to meet the evolving needs of their communi-
ties.

Immediate Response and Advocacy

Building on this evolving role, MSOs demon-
strate their commitment to meeting the urgent
needs of undocumented migrants through pro-
viding accessible information, supplies, and
shelter, in addition to direct cash relief, and by
advocating for policy changes. For instance, in
2020, during the wildfires and pandemic, MSOs
provided culturally specific food and transla-
tion services: “lentils, rice [food that] our com-
munity members eat but were not able to get
from anywhere, and we were the ones translat-
ing [county] documents so that they could have
information in [their respective languages]” (Re-
spondent 10). They also disseminated informa-
tion using trusted social media, radio, text mes-
saging platforms, and community-driven
networks (Guberek et al. 2018). As Respondent
1 mentioned, “During the last phase, we had a
full outreach team going directly to where the
people were, instead of waiting for people to
come to us or waiting for people to call us.” One
respondent further shared that their organiza-
tion serves a community that is often excluded
from government assistance due to immigra-
tion status, which forces them to constantly seek
alternative funding sources and create new out-
reach models. “It’s tough. The individuals we
support are often viewed as less deserving of
help during crises, making it harder to secure
funding for our communities,” they explained.
Through these on-the-ground experiences, our
interviewees have developed valuable skills in
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innovation and adaptability to provide immedi-
ate support.

MSOs, thus, are often quickest to respond to
climate-induced disasters, largely because of
the lack of government services for their con-
stituents. Nonetheless, they are unambiguous
in affirming the government’s obligation to pro-
tect these communities: “I'would like to change
things from the top so that nonprofit [MSO]
leaders or volunteers don’t have to exist. They
are always so resilient, trying to make up for
what the people with more power and resources
are responsible for” (Respondent 11). Other re-
spondents echoed that until those in power en-
act changes, MSOs will be obliged to adapt to
support vulnerable and stigmatized communi-
ties. This type of mutual aid, however, can face
the challenge of neoliberal co-optation. Schol-
ars have argued that neoliberalism erodes pub-
lic infrastructure and services, advocating for
privatization and emphasizing voluntary efforts
instead. According to legal scholar Dean Spade
(2020, 142), government social safety nets are
often replaced by mainstream faith-based or-
ganizations and philanthropy as a result. Spade
(2020) argues that in this way, nonprofit actors
seeking policy changes are forced to invent new
ways to manage crises and social problems that
should be the responsibility of governments.
Many interviewees described taking a “bottom-
up” approach to combat these dynamics and
hold government accountable, engaging in ac-
tivities and policy issues that reflected the pri-
orities and needs of community members. In
many instances, MSOs created leadership op-
portunities enabling community members to
develop advocacy skills and guide the organi-
zation in seeking systemic changes to disaster
policies. This approach allowed organizations
to garner trust and build on community knowl-
edge to spread the word about the inequitable
effects of disasters and opportunities to increase
political influence.

Between 2017 and 2024, MSOs helped undoc-
umented migrants present their experiences
and data on these issues to the news media and
policymakers at the United Nations and US fed-
eral and state agencies. As a result, in 2019 the
Office of California Governor Gavin Newsom
allocated $50 million in state disaster grants for
vulnerable communities, provided $75 million
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in cash assistance to undocumented migrants
during the COVID-19 pandemic, and adopted
an emergency state regulation to protect out-
door workers from wildfire smoke. In 2023, So-
noma County’s Board of Supervisors set aside
$1 million in their annual budget for disaster
assistance to farmworkers, and migrants col-
laborating with MSOs obtained labor conces-
sions from E. & J. Gallo Winery and Eco Terrano
Vineyards (one of the state’s largest wineries
and regenerative vineyards, respectively), guar-
anteeing hazard pay whenever air quality is
deemed unhealthy for the general population
because of wildfire smoke (Chunga Pizarro et
al. 2024; Pastor et al. 2024; Mendez et al. Zucker
2020). Several respondents contended that these
projects can cultivate resistance (Spade 2020)
to the government’s abandonment of the social
safety net (these state and local outcomes were
also supported by research and data generated
by the author team). These outcomes demon-
strate that MSOs not only filled immediate re-
sponse gaps but also shaped policy environ-
ments through advocacy and collective
organizing.

Structural Challenges and Local Context
Geography, local politics, and the historical dis-
investment in migrant communities profoundly
influence organizations’ decisions to adapt. For
example, Respondent 13 represents an organi-
zation on the Central Coast, a relatively rural
and politically conservative area. They discussed
how their nonprofit has had to engage issues
beyond its mission and fill gaps in essential ser-
vices for undocumented migrants because of
its isolation. In cities, where nonprofits tend to
be concentrated, they can specialize, disperse
tasks, and delegate responsibilities, enhancing
their influence on particular issues and enabling
them to coordinate in support of or opposition
to policy. In contrast, Respondent 13’s organi-
zation has limited capacity to confront power-
ful regional interests such as agriculture, real
estate, oil, and gas—and thus less power in pol-
icymaking. This variability underscores the im-
portance of tailoring disaster aid strategies to
local conditions.

Other participants noted that local, state, and
federal policy responses to climate change are
typically standardized, regardless of context
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(Brunner and Lynch 2010). Some MSOs have
turned their attention to this issue, seeking ways
to make climate policy more adaptive to the
needs of their communities. One respondent
mentioned gray infrastructure like seawalls to
protect against sea-level rise, and cooling cen-
ters to provide heatwave relief. They argue that
such science-driven projects should be supple-
mented with community input about social in-
frastructure to strengthen local economies and
prepare residents for employment in industries
less vulnerable to climate change. Respondent
15’s organization, for instance, helps migrants
start businesses aligned with sustainable sec-
tors like electrification, solar energy, and fire
mitigation—a focus on climate change that was
new to their project portfolio. Respondent 20
further suggested allocating resources to train
undocumented migrants to lead community-
focused policy initiatives, including climate ac-
tion and land use planning (Zuniga and Méndez
2023).

While migrants historically have struggled
in advocating for improved infrastructure in
their communities, they serve a critical role in
the disaster rebuilding process throughout the
US by alleviating labor shortages. After Hurri-
cane Harvey in 2017, over 50 percent of construc-
tion workers involved in reconstruction were
migrants, and thousands were undocumented.
Many worked long hours without adequate pro-
tection from toxic debris, and some experienced
wage theft (Krauze 2025). It is anticipated that
migrants will also play a key role in recovery
after 2025’s extreme wildfire events in Los An-
geles and Ventura Counties. According to a re-
port by the American Immigration Council
(n.d.), 43 percent of construction workers in
California are migrants, a majority of them of
Mexican origin. Nonprofit and businesses lead-
ers assert that without migrant labor, these coun-
ties would not be able to rebuild all the homes
and infrastructure that were lost in the fires
(Krauze 2025). These place-based variations il-
lustrate that while MSOs’ capacities differ, they
consistently adapt to ensure undocumented mi-
grants are not left behind in disaster recovery.

Collaboration and Social Learning
Collaboration and continuous learning emerged
as central strategies in how MSOs strengthened
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their capacity to act. The evolving nature of
MSOs can be attributed to learning from their
collaborations—a key feature of adaptive gov-
ernance (Pahl-Wostl and Hare 2004). Through
these engagements, MSOs identified internal
gaps and adapted to develop new services, ex-
pertise, and political strategies. They also rec-
ognized their strengths and how to use them
to support allies. Respondents 1 and 2 recalled
instances during the COVID-19 pandemic and
wildfires when their organizations—which had
Spanish- and Mixteco-speaking staff—aided
other nonprofits by translating information
about financial and housing assistance. Unlike
large national nonprofits, such as the Red Cross,
MSOs are embedded within the communities
they serve. This proximity enables them to build
trust and address specific needs, uniquely po-
sitioning them as agile, contextual providers
who fill systemic gaps left by larger, less flexible
organizations. Engaging their diverse networks,
moreover, expands MSOs’ understanding of the
intersecting implications of climate change for
undocumented migrants (Crenshaw 1989; Tren-
tin et al. 2023). The 805 UndocuFund provides
an example: “We originally started as a collab-
orative between three organizations that have
worked in our region for almost thirty years with
immigrant communities and advocacy. It’s just
interesting because these three organizations
are from the environmental justice, civic en-
gagement, farmworker, and Indigenous perspec-
tives,” one respondent stated. Collaboration is
also needed to secure funding for disaster-
related services. MSOs like the 805 UndocuFund
rely on their partnerships with community
groups and philanthropic organizations, further
underscoring the importance of resource shar-
ing and collective problem-solving.

MSOs leverage their deep-rooted community
connections to effectively respond to disasters.
Many MSOs employ staff who were raised in the
community they serve and who often speak the
same languages as other residents, for instance,
Spanish, Mixtec, Chatino, and Maya. Drawing
from experience, staff members offer valuable
insights into organizing strategies and commu-
nity needs. In contrast, government disaster-aid
workers and mainstream mutual-aid providers
often come from other regions or states, with-
out an understanding of the local context or
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cultural and linguistic competency. MSO staff
with roots in affected areas show a deep sense
of commitment and often hold themselves to
a higher level of accountability to local residents.
This can further propel an MSO to engage in
adaptive governance during crises to maintain
credibility and responsiveness to their commu-
nities, close friends, and family (Folke et al.
2003). Through direct engagement and local
lived experience, moreover, MSOs have estab-
lished trust: “When a disaster hits, we don’t al-
ways know who it’s going to affect [or] where
the immediate impact [will be]. It’s essential for
us to listen, to [create] those spaces and [under-
stand] what is needed in terms of community
resources and support” (Respondent 3). Through
these collaborative processes, MSOs positioned
themselves as adaptive institutions, capable of
shaping more equitable disaster governance
from the ground up.

Mental Health and the Limits of Adaptation
Adaptive governance and local collaborations
enable MSOs to be trusted providers in com-
munities that are frequently apprehensive and
difficult to reach during disasters. This essential
role brings an increased workload, including
the delivery of mental health resources and as-
sistance to undocumented communities—an
area in which MSOs’ capacities are often limited.
In California, 73 percent of undocumented mi-
grants have unmet mental health-care needs
(Padilla-Frausto et al. 2023). During a policy
workshop held by our author team in May 2024,
psychologist Angela Gutiérrez described a se-
vere mental health crisis among undocumented
migrants, amplified by rising anti-immigrant
rhetoric and exacerbated by the COVID-19 pan-
demic and climate-induced disasters. Her re-
search highlighted a 71 percent increase in se-
vere psychological distress between 2015 and
2021. She called for expanding access to afford-
able, culturally and linguistically appropriate
mental health care and leveraging the cultural
wealth of communities to reduce associated bar-
riers and social stigma (Kime et al. 2024; Padilla-
Frausto et al. 2023).

The psychological impacts of climate change
(Bourque and Cunsolo Willox 2014; Trombley
etal. 2017) include distress, anxiety, depression,
and an increased incidence of suicide, especially
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among farming communities experiencing pro-
longed drought (Hanigan et al. 2012; Padhy et
al. 2015). The San Joaquin Valley, with its wide-
spread economic reliance on agriculture—in-
creasingly affected by heat, flooding, and
drought—has one of the highest rates of men-
tal illness in California (Ganesh and Smith 2018).
Migrant communities are exposed to these con-
ditions on a regular basis, and research has
shown that they also face higher rates of anxiety,
depression, and PTSD after a disaster, compared
to the general public (Dadson et al. 2025). Cul-
tural factors likely contribute to these outcomes.
For instance, Asian migrants’ underutilization
of mental health care following the September
11 terrorist attacks in New York City was attrib-
uted to social stigmas around seeking psycho-
logical support and a tendency to convey psy-
chological distress primarily through physical
symptoms (Kung et al. 2018). Migrants may forgo
government assistance for mental health issues
due to uncertainty regarding their eligibility or
apprehension about the potential consequences
of stringent immigration policies. This situa-
tion was exacerbated by the Trump administra-
tion’s “public charge” rule. It instilled fears that
using public benefits could endanger migrants’
applications for green cards and citizenship, or
worse, make them targets for deportation (Calvo
and Waters 2023). All these compounding chal-
lenges place additional stressors on MSOs, es-
pecially staff working on the frontlines of disas-
ters—a situation that is largely unexamined
within disaster studies. To our knowledge, re-
search on mental health implications has pri-
marily addressed direct traumas affecting indi-
viduals and communities (Chen et al. 2020). Our
findings diversify this research by spotlighting
MSO practitioners.

Social and Health Impacts for MSO Practitioners
While community-based disaster relief work
can be rewarding, it can also inflict secondary
trauma, a familiar challenge in fields such as
social work and health care (Holmes et al. 2021;
Tullberg and Boothe 2019; Cocker and Joss 2016).
Our interviewees unanimously acknowledged
the profound impact of internalizing harrowing
stories and events. When asked how they rec-
ognized secondary trauma, practitioners cited
stress, anxiety, exhaustion, fear, depression,
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bodily discomfort, restlessness, insomnia, and
a pervasive sense of powerlessness (Chen et al.
2020). During interviews, many gave emotional
accounts of their experiences. Respondent 21
tearfully recalled supporting families as they
evacuated their homes, became displaced, and
returned to find their belongings destroyed by
wildfire. Throughout our interviews, a distinc-
tion emerged in the severity of mental health
impacts, according to organizational roles: di-
rectors and managers experienced secondary
trauma less intensely than frontline staff.

We found that directors and managers rec-
ognized this difference and worked to minimize
their staff’s exposure. Indeed, research has high-
lighted the importance of interventions that
promote resilience and help practitioners return
to high-functioning behaviors (Cocker and Joss
2016; Holmes et al. 2021; Miller et al. 2022). A
supportive work environment is consequential
for the well-being of practitioners repeatedly
exposed to stressful or traumatic events (Head-
ley et al. 2023). Addressing secondary trauma is
also a critical component of adaptive gover-
nance. Adopting trauma-informed practices
helps MSOs maintain their capacity to respond
effectively to their communities’ needs by pro-
tecting staff and sustaining organizational ef-
fectiveness during disasters. Respondent 12’s
organization rotates frontline staff throughout
the disaster and recovery stages. Other MSOs
provide time off, hold debriefing sessions, or
offer recreational classes like yoga. Practitioners
recognize the importance of protecting their
well-being, as noted by Respondent 3: “The need
and the stories I see and hear have a huge im-
pact on me, and it is crucial I take care of myself
to sustain this work long-term. Sometimes I
need to pause and take myself to the coast, [to
be in nature] to continue doing this work.”

Some MSO practitioners’ work led them to
feel pessimistic and burned out. One participant
(Respondent 4) had considered leaving the sec-
tor in frustration over the lack of progress in
disaster recovery and building resiliency for un-
documented migrants: “I think that policymak-
ers and even the best [ones] say that there isn’t
alot of change happening, certainly not quickly
enough. There is high resistance to taking ac-
tion to address the climate change issues that
we’re facing. It’s not being connected to the cri-
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sis of people, climate refugees, the crisis of labor
and [occupational health, and] migration.” Re-
spondent 11 more optimistically noted that sec-
ondary trauma can serve as motivation: “It’s
important that we don’t stop feeling because
vicarious trauma* is a real thing and compas-
sion fatigue is a real thing, but also it’s impor-
tant that we feel these emotions because if we
don’t, then we don’t attack the root cause of the
issue and we repeat the cycle of power by adopt-
ing Band-Aid solutions.” Despite these chal-
lenges, practitioners developed deliberate strat-
egies to sustain themselves and their coworkers
through repeated crises.

Coping Mechanisms and Source of Strength
To navigate the challenges of disaster manage-
ment, practitioners have embraced various cop-
ing mechanisms. For one, coping manifested
through a proactive “trauma response mode”
(Schuster 2023).° They recalled evacuating peo-
ple from a wildfire and then immediately orga-
nizing a donation bank and community support
via social media platforms. Several others men-
tioned recognizing the limitations of their ca-
pacity to help others. For Respondent 3, culti-
vating this awareness resulted in personal
growth and professional efficiency: “I am one
individual, and I can only do so much. [That]
gives me a little bit of peace, as does having
skills and tools to take care of me. To be able
to continue to do this work. It’s taken me a while
to get to that point.” Another participant used
reflective practices (Méndez 2022) to become
more selective regarding the tasks they attend
to. Many practitioners engaged in self-care
through nature walks, gardening, exercising,
journaling, meditating, listening to music, at-
tending therapy, and dedicating quality time to
loved ones and pets. However, when the wild-
fires overlapped with the pandemic, practitio-
ners struggled to maintain boundaries between
their professional and personal lives.
Participants also found solace in their col-
leagues, whom some consider extended family
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members, thanks to close bonds forged through
shared experiences. They noted the therapeutic
value of mental health briefings (or peer-to-peer
counseling) conducted among staff members
and managers, which provided space to unpack
collective trauma. One practitioner recollected
how cooking with other staff on a work trip pre-
pared them for challenging fieldwork and fa-
cilitated a sense of security and camaraderie at
the end of the day. Other sources of strength
included participants’ dedication to their com-
munities and aspirations to cultivate a society
that treats undocumented migrants with dignity
and respect. Many had familial ties to undocu-
mented individuals, which personalized their
advocacy. Others grew up in the communities
they now serve. Several had been undocumented
at some point and felt that their work supported
their present communities as well as their past
selves. Many drew inspiration from the resil-
ience demonstrated by their communities, as
encapsulated by Respondent 6: “Some of my
husband’s siblings were born here in the United
States, but my in-laws weren’t. I've always been
drawn to their story of coming here, and how
they’ve built their lives, and it’s inspirational to
me. I feel like it’s what motivates me to continue
to do this [work] and is the reason I agreed to
an interview [for this study].” Taken together,
these experiences highlight both the emotional
cost and the moral drive that define MSO prac-
titioners’ work. Their strategies for care, reflec-
tion, and mutual support demonstrate that
adaptive governance depends not only on insti-
tutional flexibility but also on the well-being of
the individuals who sustain it.

DISCUSSION

Our research provided a platform for partici-
pants to reflect on the ways their organizations
have supported undocumented communities
in recent disasters, which in turn helped us learn
why they are having to adapt. These findings
further expand existing literature by demon-
strating how the inequities of climate-induced

4. Although often used interchangeably with the concept of secondary trauma, vicarious trauma refers to the
shift in someone’s worldviews after witnessing trauma experienced by others (Rynfield and Turner 2024).

5. “Trauma response mode” is a self-defense mechanism triggered by stressful or traumatic situations. Re-
sponses like proactive engagement can help people manage various stressors or stay safe in a dangerous situ-
ation, but they can also have negative physical and mental health consequences (Schuster 2023).
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disasters intersect with indigeneity, labor, race,
gender, and immigration status (Elliott et al.
2023; Walker et al. 2021), as well as the need for
multifaceted responses. Notably, while gender
and gender-based violence (GBV) largely did not
emerge as a standalone topic, they became more
salient in advocacy and policy arenas after our
interviews (Trentin et al., 2023; Kime et al. 2024).
This shift aligns with findings from FEMA’s Na-
tional Advisory Council, which has recom-
mended integrating GBV considerations into
disaster planning and response frameworks
(FEMA National Advisory Council 2024). Fact-
finding reports by FEMA (2024) have also high-
lighted the need for policies that address the
disproportionate risks faced by migrant women
and LGBTQ+ people of color in post-disaster
settings, including heightened vulnerabilities
to exploitation and lack of access to gender-
responsive resources (Geiger et al. 2023).

In assisting undocumented migrants during
climate crises, MSOs learned from their collab-
orators and communities (Pahl-Wostl and Hare
2004). As they learned, they shifted their opera-
tions to meet emerging needs and respond to
changes in their environments, including the
political landscape (Gooding 2012). Engaging
in adaptive governance has granted these non-
profits the flexibility to respond to climate
change and support their communities accord-
ingly (Moore 2000).

When the MSOs in our study responded to
disasters or offered mutual-aid services, they
engaged in issues beyond their core missions—
a phenomenon known as “mission creep,” or
“mission drift.” In the field of organizational
theory, mission creep is understood to result
from nonprofits’ efforts to enhance their image
(Foster and Meinhard 2002); to accommodate
external pressures, like changes to government
programs and regulations (Frumkin and
Galaskiewicz 2004); to respond to political and
philanthropic shifts (Gooding 2012); or, most
commonly, to access additional resources and
funding opportunities (Jonker and Meehan III
2008; Milliken 1990; Mitchell 2014). Our findings
show that intersectionality, inequitable struc-
tures, urgent needs, historical disinvestment,
collaboration, and exclusionary practices can
also motivate organizations to shift the focus
of their activities.
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This expansion of responsibilities is not just
a by-product of external pressures or opportu-
nities—it is also a strategic response to systemic
gaps in disaster governance. As MSOs took on
new roles, they navigated the broader political
and institutional landscape in ways that rein-
forced their credibility and influence. Organi-
zational theory further shows how MSOs con-
form to societal expectations to maintain
legitimacy (DiMaggio and Powell 1983). By fill-
ing gaps left by government agencies, MSOs
not only adapt to but reshape disaster-response
discourse and policies according to practitio-
ners’ lived experiences (Méndez 2022). Zayda
Sorrell-Medina (2023) further found that MSOs
often formed in response to anti-immigrant
sentiment, policies excluding asylum seekers
from services or resources, or governmental
failures to provide essential support. Our
study’s MSOs exhibited similar behavior: ex-
panding missions to deliver services to undoc-
umented migrants suffering from climate-
induced disasters.

The emotional and psychological effects of
climate change on individuals are amply docu-
mented elsewhere, and evident in our research.
Existing literature on mental health has largely
focused on the individual or on populations with
legal immigration status. These studies have
identified a range of ways in which living
through a disaster affects mental health, with
depression and PTSD being the most common
(Lowe et al. 2019; Silveira et al. 2021). Climatic
events have also been found to disproportion-
ately impact the mental health of socially vul-
nerable populations (Singh et al. 2014). Agricul-
tural communities in poor rural areas have
greater difficulty adjusting psychologically fol-
lowing a drought, heatwave, or severe storm
(Vins et al. 2015). Factors like age, gender, im-
migration status, race, and ethnicity have also
been found to heighten the risk of psychologi-
cal distress (Chen et al. 2020). Vulnerability to
mental health issues increases with socioeco-
nomic disadvantage, and can be compounded
by inadequate access to appropriate services as
well as cultural stigma, especially among men
and uninsured populations (Trombley et al.
2017).

Studies have also explored how the health-
care industry is preparing for the mental health
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effects of climate-induced disasters on the gen-
eral population (Trombley et al. 2017). Our work
makes a significant contribution by examining
the psychological stress experienced by front-
line practitioners who aid undocumented mi-
grants throughout the entire disaster manage-
ment cycle. Lynn Weber and DeAnne K.
Hilfinger Messias’s (2012) examination of com-
parable experiences in the wake of Hurricane
Katrina is among the few studies highlighting
the mental health implications of disasters for
nonprofit personnel. Our findings underscore
a crucial need for mental health resources to
support both undocumented migrants and
frontline workers (Méndez et al. 2024; Kime et
al. 2024).

Our research approach does have certain
limitations. First, the MSOs examined are ex-
clusively from California, which complicates
the generalization of the findings across the
United States. California’s government may be
perceived as more “welcoming” than other
states’, indicating the need for future compara-
tive studies in different regions. Second, our
data collection relied primarily on in-depth in-
terviews with MSO personnel, which may not
adequately capture the experiences of undocu-
mented migrants. To partially mitigate this con-
cern, alternative methods such as policy work-
shops, participant observations of community
and government meetings, and analysis of laws,
policies, and gray literature were utilized.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

Climate-induced disasters exacerbate systemic
inequities, particularly for undocumented mi-
grants, one of the most marginalized and stig-
matized populations in the United States (Mé-
ndez et al. 2024). The MSOs in our study
recognized that structural changes must be
made to all socioeconomic institutions if we
are to get to the core of the intersecting issues
affecting migrant communities. This finding
aligns with the work of Erica Kohl-Arenas (2015)
and Fayola Jacobs (2019, 2), which addresses how
the structural roots of poverty and racial inequal-
ity are exacerbated during and after disasters.
Reactive measures like distributing face masks
during wildfires and advocating for safer work-
ing conditions are necessary but offer only tem-
porary relief, rather than building the systemic

resilience needed to mitigate the intensifying
impacts of climate change. For these MSOs,
policy measures like a social safety net or a path-
way to citizenship would go far in addressing
underlying problems. Their limited legislative
experience, resources, and political influence
have hampered their engagement with policy-
making. But collaborating across networks (Lu
2018; Wilson et al. 2022) and a sense of belong-
ing to a larger cause (Fyall and McGuire 2015;
Verba et al. 1995) have strengthened their en-
gagement in this arena. Some challenges that
MSOs face can only be met through political
processes and are beyond our study’s scope. We
focus instead on three key issues that can be
addressed through broader access to resources,
data, technical assistance, and training.

These pragmatic recommendations were de-
veloped with the current federal context in
mind, which has intensified immigration en-
forcement activities across multiple states.
Since early 2025, new DHS directives have ex-
panded worksite raids and targeted enforce-
ment near schools and transportation hubs (US
Department of Homeland Security 2025; Blume
and Sanchez 2025). There have also been nu-
merous reports of roving patrols of immigra-
tion agents targeting individuals on the basis
of factors including appearance and the lan-
guage a person speaks (Ibarra 2025). Testimo-
nies describing individuals being detained in
public areas like gas stations and leaving behind
loved ones and belongings are increasingly
common (Marcus 2025). These incidents have
deepened fear and instability in immigrant
communities and have further strained the ca-
pacity of MSOs as they have assumed additional
responsibilities of monitoring their communi-
ties for immigration enforcement activities,
advocating against these arrests, and collecting
funds and donated items to support commu-
nity members who live in fear because of these
raids (Garcia 2025). We argue that the lessons
from this study are more urgent given the cur-
rent national climate. The adaptive approaches
developed by MSOs can serve as a model for
organizations in other states that are also being
pushed to respond to changing federal policy
that heightens the vulnerability of immigrant
communities to a variety of issues, including
climate change.
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Include MSOs in Disaster Planning

at Local and State Levels

While FEMA’s local hazard mitigation guide re-
quires engagement with communities and stake-
holders, local agencies often purposely exclude
migrants, and federal agencies explicitly omit
undocumented households from their pro-
grams. Due to the shifting nature of national
emergency management, local emergency man-
agers should ensure substantive engagement
with MSOs before a disaster strikes (Mathias et
al. 2022). California MSOs have successfully
worked with decision-makers to pass inclusive
disaster-related policies, a recent example be-
ing Senate Bill 1105 (Office of Senator Steve Pa-
dilla 2024), which requires employers to allow
agricultural workers to utilize their sick days
when local or state authorities have declared
an emergency due to smoke, extreme heat, or
flooding. This legislation was partially informed
by the author team’s previously published re-
search. This law will enable farmworkers to re-
main indoors, safeguarding their health during
adverse conditions, and will protect them from
retaliation. Similarly, hazard pay could be pro-
vided to farmworkers laboring in dangerous cli-
matic conditions. Governments at all levels
should also provide appropriate funding to
MSOs for community training, disaster response
drills, early warning systems, and community-
based vulnerability mapping projects (Gero et
al. 2011).

Provide Mental-Health Resources

to Nonprofit Practitioners and

Migrant Communities

Responding to climate-induced disasters exacts
a toll on practitioners’ mental health, reducing
their capacity to adapt and support migrant
communities (Norris et al. 2002). Mental health
and post-traumatic resources, such as those
provided by Assembly Bill 1116 (State of Califor-
nia 2019)—including peer counseling support
for emergency personnel—should be extended
to these practitioners (California Professional
Firefighters 2019). The impetus for AB 1116 was
a survey conducted by the California Profes-
sional Firefighters Association and NBC Bay Area
News, which revealed that almost one in six fire-
fighters has contemplated suicide. Our research
shows that MSO practitioners may experience
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similar mental stress or trauma (Marchand 2019,
6). We further recommend that MSOs partner
with the Green Cross Academy of Traumatology
(GCAT) to receive support from licensed mental
health professionals trained to help victims and
responders following traumatic events (Green
Cross Academy of Traumatology 2024). Similar
resources should be provided to migrants; for
instance, expanding access to affordable, cul-
turally and linguistically appropriate mental
health services (including programs to address
GBV); and leveraging community-based and
cultural approaches to break down the associ-
ated barriers and stigma (Kime et al. 2024).

Require UndocuAlly Training for

Emergency Responders

State and local government emergency agencies
should be required to receive linguistic and cul-
tural competency training to inform their in-
teractions with undocumented communities.
This program could be modeled after Undocu-
Ally trainings, which are primarily conducted
in higher education to increase awareness, com-
petency, and self-efficacy among university per-
sonnel (Southern 2016). These trainings are de-
monstrably effective for teaching the unique
challenges faced by undocumented students
(Jach and Carvajal 2023). Government agencies
should collaborate with MSOs to develop simi-
lar modules for emergency managers and staff.

CONCLUSION

This study examines how MSOs navigate climate-
induced disasters and adapt to address the
needs of undocumented communities. With
MSO support, undocumented communities gain
access to aid otherwise withheld from them—
particularly by government agencies. Practi-
tioners in these organizations are de facto first
responders as well as experts on how undocu-
mented status contributes to disparate disaster
outcomes. Responding to disasters has serious
mental health implications; despite exposure
to secondary trauma and limited access to men-
tal health resources, many practitioners main-
tain a deep commitment to the people they
serve. Our research indicates the need for struc-
tural changes that grant both migrant-serving
practitioners and undocumented migrants the
means to cope and thrive. Increased resources,
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funding, and more inclusive government strat-
egies to reduce vulnerability would ensure that
MSOs no longer constitute the main source of
aid to communities historically excluded and
rendered invisible by disaster policies.
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