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Abstract 

This article examines the psychological dynamics of undocumented immigrants during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
focusing on the relationship between stress, coping strategies, and locus of control. As a highly vulnerable and often 
marginalized group, undocumented immigrants faced compounded hardships during the pandemic, including 
uncertainty, instability, and strict public health measures. The study aims to understand how this population adapted 
to the pandemic and how their beliefs about control influenced the ways they managed stress.  
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1. Introduction

The history of humanity has been marked by numerous health crises. However, from the beginning of time, humans 
have had to confront both their vulnerabilities and their adaptive capacities. The emergence of the global COVID-19 
pandemic marked a decisive turning point in modern history, leading to significant social transformations, disrupting 
previously established structures, and resulting in tragic human losses. On March 11, 2020, the world was shaken by 
grim news: the spread of a previously unknown zoonotic disease, SARS-CoV-2, known as COVID-19 (WHO, 2020c). In 
response to this calamity, governments rushed to implement a range of preventive and intervention measures aimed at 
stopping and limiting the spread of the disease, in an effort to understand the virus’s virulence and pathogenicity in 
order to save humanity from a potential extinction. The global health crisis not only exposed remarkable vulnerabilities 
among populations—particularly undocumented Sub-Saharan immigrants who often face precarious living conditions 
and limited access to healthcare and support resources—but also caused devastating economic, social, and health 
consequences. Faced with an event that was, to say the least, undeniably constraining, it is only natural to question the 
relationship between locus of control and coping strategies in individuals attempting to manage the stress induced by 
the COVID-19 pandemic. By exploring this topic, we aim to shed light on the psychological dynamics at play and 
understand how they impact the well-being of these populations. 

2. Undocumented Immigrants: Psychosocial Challenges During the Covid-19 Crisis

Irregular migration is considered a phenomenon that constitutes a universal issue, gaining significant importance with 
the onset of the 21st century, as Morocco shifted from a transit country to a destination and host country for thousands 
of undocumented migrants, particularly from Sub-Saharan Africa (MCMREAM, 2020). 

The migration issue has become both a matter of foreign policy on one side and domestic policy on the other. In 2013, 
there were 240 million international migrants worldwide, representing 3.2% of the global population (OCDE, 2013). It 
should be noted that Morocco is the only country in the southern Mediterranean that has moved towards a paradigm 
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shift in migration by adopting a new policy, represented by the National Immigration and Asylum Strategy (SNIA) in 
2013 (MCMREAM, 2018), based on a humanist perspective rooted in solidarity, respect, and the protection of human 
rights, including those of migrants. 

Undocumented immigrants faced a range of particular challenges even before the emergence of Covid-19. The zoonotic 
disease exacerbated these difficulties significantly. This marginalized population was generally exposed to precarious 
living conditions, which worsened pre-existing challenges such as stigmatization, limited access to jobs, social isolation, 
and lack of access to healthcare. However, the pandemic had major repercussions on populations, particularly 
undocumented Sub-Saharan migrants. 

This unprecedented health crisis in contemporary times revealed the vulnerability of healthcare systems worldwide, as 
well as the structural inequalities and gaps in social protection. This was evidenced by the closure of specialized 
services, the reduction of healthcare benefits, the decline in their quality, and the suspension of various health programs 
aimed at combating and intervening. These measures led to an exacerbation of corresponding pathologies (Chippaux, 
2023), exposing one of the key pillars of a system meant to ensure health and human survival. However, the World 
Health Organization (WHO) defines health as: "a state of complete physical, mental, and social well-being, and not 
merely the absence of disease or infirmity" (WHO, 2020a). The global epidemic highlighted the importance of adequate 
access to healthcare. Undocumented migrants, often reluctant to seek medical attention due to their status, were 
particularly exposed to the risk of the virus. Moreover, the lack of information in their native languages further amplified 
their difficulty accessing healthcare. 

Indeed, the health crisis affected sectors beyond healthcare. The global economy was also severely impacted, resulting 
in enormous resource losses for both states and households. Many migrants working in sectors (both formal and 
informal) affected by lockdown measures, travel restrictions, and the closure of numerous factories—as preventive 
measures taken by governments to slow or even prevent the virus's spread—faced delays in deliveries, shortages of 
raw materials, and a halt to many commercial activities. This led to a decrease in demand and, of course, production in 
many sectors, causing major disruptions in supply chains and a generalized economic slowdown (Baldwin & Tomiura, 
2020). There was a significant loss of jobs within this population. Deprived of social protection, many found themselves 
in dire financial situations, unable to meet their basic needs. The pandemic imposed preventive measures such as social 
distancing and confinement, while humans are inherently social beings based on physical and direct interaction. These 
measures forced distancing, disrupting the quantity, diversity, and quality of social relationships, thus causing a 
disrupted social life (Verdoux et al., 2021). Good social health plays a significant role in physical and mental health, as 
well as in longevity. Studies show that a happy and healthy person is not necessarily the wealthiest, but rather the one 
who maintains healthy social relationships (Holt-Lunstad et al., 2010). This includes both social contacts and the quality 
of social support, assessed based on the number, quality, and diversity of interactions with one’s social environment 
(family, friends, neighbors, colleagues, acquaintances, etc.). Social support must ensure emotional stability and meet the 
individual's emotional and security needs to guarantee their well-being, which is essential for overall health (Question 
Santé, 2020). Additionally, the speed of the virus's spread, its mode of transmission, and the tyranny of the situation 
were factors that contributed to the birth of widespread panic, social anxiety, and global stress (WHO, 2020b). 

It must be said that the impact of the zoonotic disease is variable, and the repercussions can change depending on the 
countries and their immigration policies. Moreover, the role of Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) and civil 
society cannot be denied, both as a defensive line and in providing aid and resources to undocumented migrants during 
the calamity. This reflects the obligation to support, protect, and defend the rights of every human being, regardless of 
their ethnic, religious, demographic origins, convictions, or political orientations (Lahlimi, 2020). 
It is crucial to take into account the lessons learned from this crisis to guide our future actions. Adopting inclusive 
policies is key, as it allows for the recognition of this population’s remarkable contributions to society. By offering them 
equal access to healthcare services, labor protections, and social assistance, we can ensure their integration and improve 
their health and well-being. In parallel, it is essential to implement awareness, training, and education initiatives for 
both migrants and the general public, which can help reduce stigmatization and promote their integration into society. 
Thus, Cyrulnik (2021) believes that this pandemic, which has served as a grim reminder of numerous dysfunctions, 
should push states to establish "a new hierarchy of values" (Cyrulnik, 2021). In sum, collaboration between different 
stakeholders (governments, NGOs, local communities, etc.) is fundamental. To build a more inclusive future, it is 
important to adopt a humanitarian and collective approach, allowing every individual to live with dignity, regardless of 
their migratory status. 
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3. The Influence of Locus of Control on Stress Management: A Psychological Perspective 

The pandemic context forces individuals to confront particular conditions. Being in a vulnerable situation and facing a 
challenging scenario, undocumented Sub-Saharan migrants reconsider their control beliefs. 

As mentioned in the literature, locus of control refers to an individual's belief about their ability to control their life and 
the responsibility for events, distinguishing between an internal perception (control over one's own destiny) and an 
external perception (influenced by outside forces) (Ettouzani, 2024). The belief in control plays a crucial role in how 
individuals confront stress and implement appropriate adjustment strategies (Carey & Seedat, 2004; Sommer & Ehlert, 
2004). These strategies refer to the psychological and behavioral mechanisms deployed to manage stress (Landen & 
Wang, 2010), and they vary considerably depending on individuals' perceptions of control and their life circumstances. 

It is important to place locus of control in its true theoretical context to ensure a clear understanding of the concept. 
The locus of control (LOC) is part of the social learning theory developed by Julian Rotter in his work Social Learning 
and Clinical Psychology (Rotter, 1954). The goal of Rotter's social learning theory (SLT) is to "describe the complexity of 
human behaviors" with a "predictive" goal, aiming to predict a behavior that can be chosen from a range of possible 
behaviors for a specific purpose (Dubois, 1987a). 

The SLT is based on four fundamental aspects that determine behavior: behavior strength, reinforcement, psychological 
situation, and expectation (Rotter et al., 1972). A person may adopt one or more behaviors depending on the situations 
they face. The probability of reproducing or not reproducing a behavior X depends on what happens in a given situation; 
this is called "behavior strength" (Rotter, 1982). Regarding reinforcement, this concept emerged with the rise of 
behaviorism in the early 20th century in the United States, initiated by Edward Thorndike’s "Law of Effect" (1911) and 
further developed by B.F. Skinner in his theory of "operant conditioning," based on the idea that learning results from a 
"stimulus-response" process. According to this theory, a person's behavior is a response to an event or stimulus from 
the environment, aiming to discover which types of stimuli provoke which types of responses, allowing for the 
prediction and control of a person's behavior. The behavior is then the direct result of reinforcement, driven by the 
person's expectations since their actions lead to a specific reward. There are two types of reinforcement: "positive" 
reinforcement by reward and "negative" reinforcement by punishment. This process aims to either increase or decrease 
a future behavior. According to Dubois, "It’s anything that impacts the production or type of behavior" (Dubois, 1987b). 

On the other hand, the psychological situation represents one of the aspects that characterize an individual's behavior. 
Knowing their inner states and personality traits is not enough; the overall situation they face must be considered. This 
psychological situation includes all the perceived and interpreted characteristics of the environment as experienced by 
the individual (Weiner, 1985). The individual learns to perceive information from their surroundings through lived 
experiences and identifies indicators that have a direct influence on their expectations and values related to reinforcers. 
No one can benefit from a certain level of control over their life if they have not gone through the process of evaluating 
their psychological situation, which differs from the objective situation where the same event can be experienced, 
perceived, and interpreted differently by a group of people. Expectation is presented by Rotter (1957) as the perceived 
probability that a specific reinforcement will occur in response to a particular behavior exhibited by an individual in 
one or more specific situations (Rotter, 1975). If a person chooses one behavior over another, it means they expect to 
achieve a specific goal. Expectation is, therefore, the probability that a specific reinforcement will be the result of a 
particular behavior. 

Rotter examines the relationship between reinforcement, which increases the likelihood of repeating a behavior, and 
what the person thinks about it. He clarified the concept of "locus of control" through a continuum on which each person 
can be categorized, presenting two main dimensions (Rotter, 1966a): 

•  Internal locus of control: At one end of the continuum, individuals with an internal locus of control see events 
as consequences of their own actions. They believe their fate is in their own hands and consider the outcome 
of their actions a personal choice that directly influences the course of their lives (Lefcourt, 2014). These 
individuals are able to establish a link between reinforcement and behavior, attributing their successes or 
failures to their own efforts, skills, and decisions (Rotter, 1966a). 

• External locus of control: At the other end of the continuum, there are individuals who do not establish a link 
between reinforcement and their behaviors. They perceive events as unrelated to what they are or do, believing 
that what they go through is the result of external factors beyond their control and influence. These individuals 
attribute causality to external events. Everything that happens to them is tied to uncontrollable factors, leading 
them to deploy an external locus of control (Rotter, 1966b, 1966a). Adjustment to reality lies somewhere 
between the extremes of the external/internal continuum, as presented by Rotter in a curvilinear form (Rotter, 
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1966a). Levenson (1972) added to this concept by distinguishing, within the external locus of control, an 
externality associated with "chance" and another with the "power of others" (Levenson, 1972). This latter is 
interpreted according to the social environment in which the person was raised. The "Powerful Others" 
dimension is divided based on the influence exerted on the individual. If it is a positive influence (a source of 
encouragement), it is referred to as a "favorable other," while if it is a negative influence (a source of stress), it 
is referred to as an "unfavorable other" (Paquet et al., 2014). 

In general, locus of control has other implications for stress management beyond perceived responsibility. Indeed, 
people are often inclined to deploy positive adaptive strategies, such as problem-solving or seeking social support, in 
an attempt to manage the stress experienced in response to a challenging situation or event. It cannot be denied that 
internal control beliefs favor individual resilience. Strong resilience strengthens the belief in one's ability to overcome 
challenges and obstacles, thus enabling recovery after stressful events. In contrast, those with an external locus of 
control may experience an inability to manage difficult situations and feel helpless in the face of stress. This can lead to 
anxiety and avoidance behaviors. 

However, an internal locus of control can also increase self-esteem, allowing for better management of stressful events. 
These individuals feel more capable of tackling challenges and making decisions that positively impact their lives. That 
said, individuals with an internal control belief believe they can influence events and may adopt preventive behaviors 
such as planning and managing time and goals, which can help avoid stressful situations. 

In conclusion, an internal locus of control influences both the perception of stress and how undocumented migrants 
cope with it, thereby affecting their mental and physical well-being. 

4.  Coping of undocumented immigrants facing stress: analysis of typologies and explanatory factors 
in a pandemic context 

Throughout their existence, human beings have been confronted with various events, some simple and without major 
repercussions, while others have been so significant that they could have a profound impact on their psychoaffective 
balance, or even their health. To face these events, individuals deploy certain strategies that help them manage the 
situation and alleviate its impact. These are the ‘coping strategies’, which are responses to internal and/or external 
threats (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984b). There are multiple definitions for this concept, each offering a distinct perspective 
on how individuals manage stress and life challenges. 

The complexity of conceptualizing coping emerges when we examine the wide range of possible responses. Over time, 
research on coping has focused on identifying and classifying divergent behaviors into categories that group similar 
types of reactions. 

Today, there are several definitions of coping that stem from the English verb “to cope.” While it does not have a direct 
translation in French, it is often translated as “strategies of adaptation” (Paulhan et al., 1994) or “adjustment strategies” 
(Dantchev, 1989). It is a term that literally means "to face" something, someone, or a situation. 

Alker (1968) initially undertook a syncretic approach to complex psychological (cognitive-behavioral) processes in 
response to adversity. This concept later evolved into a singular entity, now referred to as "coping," to describe the 
conscious strategies used to cope with distress (Alker, 1968; Endler & Parker, 1990). 

Subsequently, the transactional stress model of Lazarus and Folkman (1984) was widely adopted. This approach 
emerged from early research on coping strategies, and the concept, as it is currently understood, was formed as early 
as 1978 (Lazarus & Launier, 1978). According to these researchers, coping encompasses affective, cognitive, and 
behavioral aspects (Steptoe, 1991; Steptoe & Marmot, 2003). Lazarus and Folkman (1984) define coping as “the 
cognitive and behavioral efforts to master, reduce, or tolerate internal or external demands that threaten or exceed the 
resources of an individual” (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984a). 

The transactional model of stress and coping developed by Lazarus and Folkman in 1984 aims to understand, grasp, 
and explain individual adaptation behaviors in response to challenging or problematic situations. This model focuses 
on the psychological processes implemented by the individual (Rolland, 2004). According to this perspective, stress is 
conceptualized as "… taxing or exceeding one’s resources and threatening one’s well-being" (Lazarus & Folkman, 
1984a). 
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This approach posits that stress is not just the result of a situation or the individuals themselves, but primarily arises 
from interactions between the individual and their environment, where each has an impact and influence on the other. 
This perspective highlights the existence of two key mediating processes that affect the “individual-environment” 
exchange (Folkman et al., 1986; Folkman & Lazarus, 1988). This can be interpreted as an adaptation and adjustment of 
the conventional models of Cannon (1928, 1935) and Selye (1956) to the context of psychological stress (Cannon, 
1928b, 1935; Selye, 1956, 1974b). It is an approach that asserts that there is no objective judgment of the situation, 
stressor, or the person’s resources, but rather a subjective perception of the severe demands and adjustment abilities 
of the individual. Thus, we witness an evolution from the concept of an objective stressor to the concept of perceived 
stress (Amirkhan, 1998; J. Cohen, 2013). 

Therefore, migration itself, whether voluntary or forced, brings about psychological and emotional difficulties for 
immigrants. In the face of these challenges, the crucial role of coping strategies in managing stress and adapting to a 
new situation or environment becomes clear. These strategies can be grouped into various typologies, such as problem-
focused coping, which tends to adopt concrete actions to overcome the challenges faced. This approach aims to identify 
sources of stress and directly intervene to resolve them. Undocumented immigrants who deploy this strategy often seek 
to improve their situation by actively engaging in their new community. Emotion-focused coping, on the other hand, 
involves managing negative feelings resulting from stressful situations; this approach is suited for immigrants who 
experience losses, such as individuals who lost loved ones during their migratory journey or those separated from their 
original social network. 

Most synthetic studies on this subject generally recognize two main categories of general coping strategies: problem-
focused coping and emotion-focused coping. However, few studies mention the existence of an additional meta-strategy 
(Cousson-Gélie et al., 1996). 

Nevertheless, Endler and Parker consider avoidance as a distinct strategy, a perspective also supported by a more in-
depth study by Suls and Fletcher, which recognized two main categories of coping, including avoidance and vigilance 
strategies. For the latter, vigilance strategies refer essentially to alertness, involvement, sensitivity, attention, re-
evaluation, and a non-defensive attitude. On the other hand, avoidance strategies encompass a range of responses such 
as diversion, distraction, denial, repression, low vigilance, escape, resignation, fatalism, and defensive attitudes (Suls & 
Fletcher, 1985a). 

According to Callahan and Chabrol, avoidance coping is based on shifting attention away from the source of stress. Its 
goal is to alleviate and minimize negative emotions by replacing them with more positive ones, such as well-being 
(resulting from relaxation, physical activity, leisure, and meditation) (Callahan & Chabrol, 2004). They present the 
negative side of this strategy, such as turning to various forms of addiction (substance abuse, smoking, alcoholism, etc.) 
to avoid emotional distress (Callahan & Chabrol, 2004). Although this strategy may provide temporary relief, its 
excessive use can also lead to long-term problems. 

The choice of coping strategies by undocumented immigrants is influenced by several factors, such as personal 
resources (self-esteem and resilience), the level of social support, and of course, prior experiences related to illegal 
migration. Additionally, cultural differences play a crucial role. However, individuals’ perceptions and beliefs can affect 
how they approach and manage stress. Indeed, some cultures value community support, while others emphasize 
independence and autonomy. 

In conclusion, the typology of coping strategies among undocumented immigrants is eclectic and shaped by various 
factors. Understanding these dynamics is essential to providing tailored support for this population’s conditions, and 
helping them learn how to better manage the challenges they encounter. 

5. Locus of Control and Adaptation Mechanisms: A Theoretical Perspective on Coping Strategies 

The following highlights that, in specific situations related to the global Covid-19 epidemic, undocumented immigrants 
are faced with the challenges posed by the event, developing adjustment strategies that allow them to better adapt to 
the various constraints linked to these circumstances. Furthermore, modes of perception, beliefs, thoughts, and 
convictions are mobilized by these individuals to understand this situation and the demands it entails. This analysis 
aims to examine the potential interactions between the dimensions of locus of control and adjustment strategies among 
immigrants during the pandemic period. 

Lazarus considers that stress must be interpreted as a transactional process involving individual-environment 
interactions, coping, and changes that occur during the evaluation process. This model highlights how an individual 
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cognitively develops the perception of a stressful situation (perceived stress), analyzes and evaluates their ability to 
cope with it (perceived control), and constructs and deploys adjustment strategies (coping strategies) (Lazarus, 1990; 
Lazarus et al., 1985b). 

The perception of control over a situation has a significant impact on the level of stress felt. The migrant has the 
opportunity to reduce or modify their stress as long as they believe they can control the situation by using the 
adjustment strategy they deem appropriate. In general, situations perceived as the most distressing are those where 
the individual has no control, as they cannot influence the outcome (such as the Covid-19 pandemic). Controllability is 
recognized by its ability to influence people's behavior, particularly with regard to adjustment strategies in response to 
stress (Skinner, 1986). 

The perception of control is often stable. According to McCrae (1984), social norms play an important role in the 
perception of the controllability of a specific event, and this perception tends to be generally consistent within a given 
population (McCrae, 1984). 

Thus, it is conceivable that certain situations are universally perceived as "uncontrollable" (such as natural disasters or 
pandemics), while others are perceived as "controllable" (such as stress from studies or work). However, it is important 
to note that a mistaken perception of control can lead to emotional and behavioral difficulties (Schwarzer & Locke, 
2000a, 2000b). 

However, modern approaches to cognitive-behavioral therapy, particularly mindfulness, require a certain level of 
acceptance, at least to some extent, of the impossibility of fully controlling certain situations or events. This acceptance 
of non-control is associated with adaptive psychological functioning, or even optimal functioning (Hartmann, 2008; 
Hassija & Gray, 2010). 

Two aspects of control deserve to be differentiated: behavioral control, which refers to the ability to act concretely on a 
situation (for example, a sick person can take medication to relieve their suffering), and cognitive control, which allows 
individuals to modulate the impact of an event by using mental strategies (such as distracting themselves mentally when 
faced with a stressful situation). Both forms of control come into play in different adjustment strategies. Similarly, 
recognizing one’s inability to control the situation in some cases is part of adaptive coping in mindfulness theory. 

Choosing an appropriate strategy according to the situation is crucial for effective stress management, and it is essential 
to recognize the variability and evolution in the use of these strategies by an individual. Studies have already highlighted 
that the nature of the situation and the feeling of control are often determining factors in the choice between different 
strategies. 

Using problem-focused coping strategies is advantageous for reducing stress when the situation is perceived as 
controllable, but its effect would be the opposite in cases of uncontrollable stressors (Marx & Schulze, 1991). In contrast, 
using emotion-focused coping strategies appears to be effective in situations perceived as "uncontrollable," but less 
suited for situations where direct action can provide a solution (Baum & Posluszny, 1999; Holmes & Stevenson, 1990). 
However, some studies suggest that emotion-focused coping offers a variety of sub-strategies and remains effective 
even in situations where control is more feasible (Fauerbach, Richter, et al., 2002). 

Researchers argue that paying attention to emotions experienced during a stressful situation can serve as support for 
the individual (Stanton et al., 2000, 2002). Other researchers emphasize that in the relationship between the perceived 
controllability of the event and the feeling of distress, what matters most is the stability in the choice of coping strategy, 
rather than its relevance (whether problem-focused or emotion-focused coping, each proving effective depending on 
the context) (Fauerbach, Lawrence, et al., 2002; Fauerbach, Richter, et al., 2002). 

In the pandemic context, undocumented immigrants, who are generally faced with precarious conditions, may 
experience an external locus of control. The fear of deportation, financial loss due to job losses, limited access to 
healthcare services, etc., all exacerbate this feeling of helplessness. Many may feel trapped in a situation over which they 
have little control. This leads them to deploy avoidance-centered adjustment strategies, such as underestimating their 
health problems or choosing to isolate themselves from others. 

The link between locus of control and adjustment strategies is critical for the development of effective coping strategies. 
A belief in internal control promotes a proactive attitude in response to stress induced by the pandemic. Such an attitude 
allows the person to perceive this stress as a challenge to overcome, rather than a problem or threat. This can contribute 
to more effective stress management, enhance self-esteem, and increase resilience. For undocumented immigrants, 
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increasing the belief in internal control is crucial. Immigrants who manage to establish support networks, even informal 
ones, or who engage in community activities, can develop a sense of agency, which allows for better stress management.  

6. Conclusion 

The study of undocumented immigrants during the global COVID-19 pandemic highlights specific challenges to their 
well-being. The belief in control plays a crucial role in how these individuals perceive and manage stress, which in turn 
impacts their coping strategies. The various coping typologies, adapted to their circumstances, are decisive in 
overcoming this challenging period. The relationship between beliefs in control and coping strategies underscores the 
importance of individual perception in stress management. For undocumented immigrants, particularly in the context 
of the pandemic, fostering an internal locus of control can contribute to the adoption of more adaptive and effective 
coping strategies. Interventions should be implemented to help this vulnerable population strengthen their belief in 
internal control, develop more adaptive coping skills, and enhance resilience, especially when facing events and 
situations as demanding as a global pandemic  
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