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The Problem  

Despite their continuing efforts amidst on-going 

conflict, recent events have been a grim reminder 

of the limits of what international organizations 

can accomplish without the support of partners 

like the United States. With over 4.1 million 

persons now displaced outside of Syria, President 

Obama's recent announcement that the U.S. will 

take in 10,000 Syrian refugees in the next two 

years is a welcome move (Gordon, Smale, and 

Lyman 2015). 

 

Syrian Children at the Zaatari Refugee Camp, Jordan (via 

Wikimedia Commons 2013) 

Yet the prospect of even this relatively small 

number of potential refugees has created a serious 

backlash, with Islamophobia, racism, and 

xenophobia on open display among political 

leaders, parties and U.S. citizens (Healy and 

Barbaro 2015). This reaction echoes similar 

negative responses to even larger numbers of 

new-comers in Europe (Smith-Spark 2015). 

However, reactions have by no means been 

universally negative, with some opening their 

arms, both figuratively and literally, to newly 

arriving refugees (“Solidarity With Refugees 

March - in Pictures” 2015). 

While we are seeing the best and worst of human 

nature on display, there is a far more important 

question that many are not asking: How will the 

hundreds of thousands of refugees survive, find a 

place to live, and find a job? How will they 

rebuild their lives? The best solution may be to 

revive the 'public – private partnership' model the 

U.S. resettlement program was founded on (Bruno 

2012). Such partnerships, which create links 

between government and non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs), emphasize the importance 

of finding local, community-based solutions to 

address the needs of refugees in resettlement, 

cultural adjustment, employment, and beyond. 

So far, the U.S. has taken in close to 2,000 of the 

more than 4 million Syrian refugees. This number 

is set to increase in the coming years (Kelemen 

2015). In this policy brief, we outline what 

measures local community-based organizations, 

working with local agencies resettling refugees, 

can do to address the long-term needs of these 

refugees. While focused on immediate policy 

implications, we aim to offer a long-term 

perspective of how resettlement policy can change 

for the better.  

Background  

The resettlement process in the U.S. is complex 

and time consuming. First, an individual must be 

identified by the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) as a 

refugee who has fled their country of origin 

'owing to a well founded fear of persecution for 

reasons of race, religion, nationality, members of 

a particular social group or political option' 

(“Refugee Convention”). Second, an individual 

must meet the definition of a refugee as defined in 

the 1980 U.S. Refugee Act (“The Refugee Act” 

2012). After these first two steps refugees then 

undergo a screening process that is more rigorous 

than for any other foreign nationals allowed entry 

into the U.S. Receiving travel authorization and a 

visa can take up to 18 months and involves 

several background checks (Pope 2015). 

The news in October that the U.S. would increase 

refugee allocations and resettle more individuals 

from Syria, Iraq and other Middle Eastern 
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countries is welcome and has created the 

necessary momentum to begin addressing this 

crisis on a larger scale (Cwiek 2015). 

 

Number of refugees admitted to the U.S. 

Year Total  Syria Iraq 

2015 69,933 1,682  12,676 

2014 69,987 105 19,769 

2013  69,926 36 19,488 

 

U.S. Department of State, Bureau of Population, Refugees, 

and Migration data as of December, 31 2015 

According to E.F. Kunz's Kinetic Model (1973), 

refugees flee their home countries due to the 

'push' factors that are, unfortunately, present in 

many countries – war, famine or political threats 

to the persons fleeing. We are witnessing these 

patterns now, with Afghan, Iraqi, and Syrian 

refugees, among others, fleeing to North America, 

Europe and other parts of the world.  

 

Analysis: Community resettlement and re-

building lives – What does it take?  

According the Migration Policy Institute (MPI), 

the United States operates the largest refugee 

resettlement program in the world in absolute 

numbers, permanently resettling 66,000 

individuals in 2013 (Capps et al. 2015). While the 

number of refugees coming from the greater 

Middle East region is expected to remain largely 

constant as a percentage of total admissions 

(“Admissions & Arrivals” 2016),  there will be 

new and recurring challenges that must be 

acknowledged.  

In several respects refugees have fared well in 

recent years. The MPI finds that as length of stay 

in the United States increases, dependence on 

welfare programs among refugees goes down and 

incomes rise. Overall, refugees are slightly more 

likely to be employed than native born Americans 

as well. However, their incomes typically remain 

lower than those of native born Americans (Capps 

et al. 2015). 

Despite hopeful indicators, the process of re-

building lives is extremely complex, both for 

refugees as well as host communities. English 

language ability, for example, remains a primary 

barrier to full integration in U.S. society.   

 

World Refugee Day (via ACCESS, California) 

Highlighting this complexity, the National 

Network of Arab American Communities 

(NNAC) recently held its 2015 'Arab American 

Summit' (“Summit” 2015). NNAC is an umbrella 

organization consisting of 24 NGOs across the 

U.S. serving Arab Americans and recent 

immigrants from the Middle East, many of which 

have programs serving refugees or have 

employees and staff who are refugees themselves. 

Speakers at the conference highlighted particular 

challenges faced by refugees including: 

 A need for  greater focus on the 'cultural well-

being' of refugees;  

 Long-term employment in fields of prior 

training is a challenge for many refugees, as 

in many cases their previous education or  

qualifications are not recognized in the U.S.;  

 A disconnect exists between parents and 

children who arrive as refugees. Children 

often grow 'Americanized' while parents 

retain ways of conducting their lives more in 

line with their country and culture of birth. 

This can create tension and can hinder cross-

generational communication.  
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Recommendations and Actions  

In response to these concerns, we have outlined 

several recommendations designed to address 

different stakeholders in the process: public policy 

makers, practitioners in the non-profit sector, and 

private sector actors. While refugee resettlement 

is currently a hot-button issue, we must prepare to 

meet the needs of these individuals and families. 

 

It is important to move beyond a purely 

'pathological' perspective that treats refugees 

as a problem to be solved. Instead, 

stakeholders should focus on constructive 

aspects such as 'resilience' of refugees at both 

the individual and community level. 

 

For Policy-Makers  

 Support bills and reforms such as 

Representative Keith Ellison’s Strengthening 

Refugee Resettlement Act, which proposes 

extended case management support for newly 

arrived refugees;  

 Build coalition of  partners who will support 

these issues, based on strong empirical data 

rather than fear of the unknown. Data is 

necessary but not sufficient; such a coalition 

should emphasize the needs, voices, and 

agency of refugees themselves in crafting 

policy to address their unique needs;  

 Push for reform to the current policies that 

require about 18 months for refugees to 

receive visas to come to the U.S.;  

 Work with organizations that have 'culturally 

competent' staff trained in the language skills 

and background knowledge needed to 

accommodate refugees from specific 

geographic areas;  

 Encourage private enterprise and philanthropy 

to support refugee resettlement; 

 Support expanded funding for ESL courses 

and language proficiency training.  

For Civil Society Organizations 
 

 Offer greater amount of programming in 

'American cultural awareness' to address lack 

of such awareness among recently arrived 

refugees;  

 Offer programs and activities (for adults and 

children) that allow refugees to express and 

celebrate their cultural heritage; 

 Build programs and networks across faith-

based and secular networks to address the 

problem of domestic violence;  

 Help create programs for easier access to 

credit, financial and accounting assistance, 

and marketing training as many refugees are 

self-employed or choose entrepreneurship. 

For Philanthropists and Donors  

 Prioritize grants and donations for refugees in 

the coming years, donate generously; 

 Encourage long-term commitment and 

establishment of Donor Advised Funds (DAF) 

for refugees; 

 Leverage networks to build true public and 

private partnerships to support resettlement 

programs, employment opportunities, and 

long term case management. 

Conclusion:  

Movement of people across national borders will 

remain a pressing issue for the foreseeable future. 

As a result, we must assist all segments of 

American society to offer a welcoming and safe 

environment that offers these refugees not only 

hope, but also opportunities to grow and flourish. 
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