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Abstract 

Over the course of the semester our Collaborative Group (CG) has been working with the Jewish 

Family Services Resettlement organization. This organization is a non-profit social service 

agency aimed at serving the growing number of refugee families in the Ann-Arbor/Ypsilanti 

areas. Our work with this organization has prompted us to study global trends in refugee 

movement and the corresponding response by host nations.  

 As people transcend borders, governments are faced with an immediate pressure to 

accommodate an influx of individuals while trying to maintain control of the state and security 

within their borders. Aside from the government, refugee resettlement agencies play a crucial 

role in the lives of these immigrants. This paper looks at the roles of these agencies in the United 

States and their efforts to help refugees face social challenges like cultural assimilation and 

racism. We also examine how these organizations help immigrants overcome financial barriers 

in their new host country. This paper will consider the efforts of resettlement agencies in the 

process of assimilation and will provide examples of successes and failures that will help answer 

the question of how successful resettlement agencies in the U.S. are in integrating Middle 

Eastern Refugees in the realms of cultural assimilation, economics, and racism. By examining 

efforts to resettle Middle Eastern refugees in the United States, we see that success is small and 

varies greatly from organization to organization. This is significant because by studying 

successful and unsuccessful organizations, we learn how to best address the needs of refugees 

and receiving communities. 
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Introduction 

In an ever-globalizing world, the movement of populations continues to increase: 

sometimes voluntarily and sometimes as a result of human disaster. Today one of the world’s 

most pressing, vast, and complex issues is that of the current refugee crisis. As people surge 

across borders, states are faced with an unprecedented urgency to act. Governments are forced to 

find quick solutions to accommodate displaced people while fighting to maintain domestic 

security/well-being. Refugee resettlement agencies play a vital role in this process. Our paper 

will look at the role of refugee resettlement agencies in the United States within the realms of 

cultural assimilation, racism and the economy. We will introduce broad examples of refugee 

resettlement agencies both benefiting and failing to aid the process of refugee entrance and 

assimilation in a state. Through doing so, we answer the question of how successful resettlement 

agencies in the U.S. are in integrating Middle Eastern Refugees in the realms of cultural 

assimilation, economics, and racism. 

Brown and Scribner explore the current strengths and weaknesses of the Refugee Act of 

1980 and whether or not this policy fulfills the ideals it once promised. We will quickly address 

how many public and private agencies are calling for a review of the “institutional structures, 

relationships, processes and funding of the domestic resettlement program” (Brown and 

Scribner, 89). We will further address how the Refugee Act of 1980 has been accused of failing 

to provide the resources that are necessary to further goals of refugee resettlement. In addition, 

breakdowns in coordination and information sharing on multiple levels have undermined the 

program. We will then contrast this with broad examples of successes that were/are supported 

and made possible by refugee resettlement agencies in the United States. 
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In contrast to Brown and Scribner’s findings, the "Annual Report to Congress” provides 

extensive information about the many facets of refugee resettlement in the U.S., including 

specific funding of specific departments of resettlement agencies, various systems of support 

made available because of resettlement agencies, distribution of refugees across states, etc. Many 

other sources provide critiques of U.S. actions, but this report shows the breadth of resettlement 

agencies in the U.S. It is additionally helpful as it offers specific conclusions and argues that 

many gains were made in 2013 regarding the effects of resettlement programs on Iraqi 

populations. Beyond just referencing the congressional report in our paper, we can further 

analyze the objectives of the federal government through references to Darrow’s exploration of 

how the government works alongside resettlement agencies to aid populations in their initial 

entry into new communities. 

 

Literature Review 

A great deal of research has been done on refugee resettlement. Within each category we 

chose to research—whether it was the economy, cultural assimilation, or racism—there was no 

clear consensus on how agencies may best provide for the needs of those being resettled. For this 

reason, this paper will need to take on a holistic and intellectually humble approach for 

recommending change. Our thesis will allow us to narrow our focus and provide suggestions 

specific to certain people, cultures, governments, and agencies. 

Under Article 1 of the 1951 Refugee Convention and its 1967 Protocol, a refugee is an 

individual who, “owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, 

nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country of 

his nationality, and is unable to, or owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the 
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protection of that country” (UNHCR, 14).  Over 43 million people were forced to move to other 

areas to live due to disease, political unrest, and war. Very few of them have returned to their 

home countries since 1990 (Choi et al.). Not all of these individuals fall under the strict 

definition of refugee, however, many fall under the care of refugee resettlement agencies. In the 

process of examining successful resettlement techniques, a broader definition of “refugee” will 

be used in order to fully examine successful techniques.  

As the population of refugees becomes larger, host countries must give the issue greater 

precedence. Choi et al. investigated a sample of 70 older Kurdish refugees and immigrants, 

highlighting the barriers between them and critical services normally guaranteed by the state. 

Choi et al. first analyzed the existing service needs revealed by previous research. The paper 

states “prior research reported several community needs for older immigrant and refugee groups 

including housing, education, and increased employment opportunities” (Barnett, Choi, 

Cummings, Davis, Van Regenmorter, 69). It also points out that among the 70 Kurds, “67.1 

percent met the criteria for depression and 25.7 percent were identified as severely depressed” 

which addresses the importance of services provided to those refugees (Choi et al. 64). This 

study used a questionnaire containing personal information and questions related to service needs 

and service utilizations, and we can see from the result that majority of those refugees faced 

serious financial problems, and almost half had limited language competency. Along the same 

lines, the service utilization response showed that over one third of refugees had never used 

services provided by their host country.  This study makes a really good point in analyzing what 

kinds of services those refugees really need in their life, and this point is highly related to our 

research since we seek to inquire into whether the resettlement of refugees in USA has been 

successful. However, since the study only focused on a group of 70 older Kurdish refugees, it 
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may not be conclusive for our research questions as there are many refugees from other areas and 

of different age levels, and their needs may vary due to these differences. 

 

Economic Effects 

It is imperative for a nation to have a stable and flourishing economy in order for it to 

provide its citizens and residents with the opportunity to live a fulfilling life. There is no doubt 

that refugee resettlement has a significant impact on the host nation. Throughout history, many 

nations have debated the implications of accepting refugees, taking into account economic 

effects, cultural compatibility, and a host of additional considerations. Brown and Scribner 

discuss the impact of diminishing federal funding for multiple domestic resettlement programs 

on not only the refugees, but the host society as well. Reduced funding has led to delayed and, in 

certain instances, unsuccessful economic integration of refugees into the host society. This has, 

in turn, led to austere opportunity costs to the host society, as they have to commit resources to 

cope with a refugee population that is not yet self-sufficient.  

Fleck analyzes the factors that influence self-sufficiency rates in the Office of Refugee 

Resettlement’s Matching Grant Program. This issue is very important because nearly $650 

million have been appropriated in the federal government to refugee resettlement agencies 

(Fleck, 16). Hence, it is in the public interest for refugees to become economically sufficient so 

that minimal additional resources are utilized in refugee resettlement. 

Not only is it the primary objective of the incoming refugee population to attain 

economic self-sufficiency, it is also crucial for the host nation state to assist them in order to 

achieve maximum utility for the society. Lamba discusses the various factors that impact job 

search and employment opportunities for refugees in their host states. The results of the study 
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show a direct correlation between a refugee’s ability to find a job and their proficiency in English 

language, training, and ethnic connections in the host country. Although the setting of the study 

is in Canada, the results can be used to analyze a similar situation in the neighboring state of 

USA. 

Affordable, convenient, and appropriate housing is another major factor in the successful 

integration of refugees. Teixeira discusses the barriers to finding appropriate and affordable 

housing for refugees and migrants. The results show that finding initial temporary 

accommodation was not easy and that groups mainly relied on government programs and 

shelters to survive the first few weeks in their host country. Like several previous sources, even 

though the setting of the study is in Toronto, Canada, the results can be related to the 

neighboring state of the United States Though refugee resettlement programs vary between the 

United States and Canada, the affordable housing implications of this study are generally 

mirrored in the context of the United States. 

Cultural Assimilation 

Beyond the more pragmatic matter of economic integration, cultural assimilation stands 

as one of the most complex issues related to resettlement. Before diving into how refugee 

resettlement agencies handle cultural assimilation, we must first examine whether assimilation 

should be a goal of resettlement. Morgan argues that prioritizing assimilation leads to a “de-

ethnicization challenge confronting contemporary American Muslims and their communities” 

(Morgan, 3). As an alternative, Morgan suggests that settlement agencies should focus on finding 

solutions that allow for refugees to retain their culture while still becoming part of a new 

community. This task can be incredibly complex, as these two primary goals are often seen as 

contradictory. 
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Morgan also elaborates on the notion of “Americanization.”  The contemporary 

interpretation of Americanization implies that those who enter the United States with a dissimilar 

culture (for our focus, Middle Eastern refugees) must adapt the to the culture of the majority. 

Morgan argues that this process exists as a harmful means of cultural cleansing. Americans like 

to claim that our nation exists as a melting pot, and that all cultures should be able to find a home 

in the US. Unfortunately, however, this ideal is not always realized, and many aspects of 

American culture frown upon those that fail to adapt to the majority. 

Morgan’s analysis will be important for creating the initial framework of our investigation into 

cultural assimilation of refugees in the United States. Though his arguments on the harm of 

cultural assimilation are valid in some ways, Morgan fails to examine the implication of having 

no cultural exchange. Without cultural exchange, it would be almost impossible for a refugee 

family to create a true “home” in a new country. 

Many of the other sources contradict Morgan’s point, claiming that assimilation may be 

the most important aspect of successful integration. For instance, RodríguezGarcía questions 

both the assimilationist and multiculturalist approach to immigration management. He instead 

proposes a new model of refugee resettlement cultural assimilation which “reconciles cultural 

diversity with social justice and political equality” (Rodriquez-Garcia, 254). He also advocates 

for a framework of diversity “within a framework of social justice and political equality” 

(Rodriquez-Garcia, 254). 

In outlining these frameworks, RodríguezGarcía subsequently underscores the immense 

complexity of migration and globalization issues. For example, the world has continually 

become more globalized as more individuals from different cultures move into the world’s major 

cities. While this globalization may be seen as cultural mixing from the macro perspective, a 
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micro investigation tells a different story. So-called globalized cities have actually become more 

polarized in terms of race, with the cultural clashes serving to further distance individuals of 

different cultures. 

                                                     Racism and Discrimination 

Throughout the process of resettlement, many refugees face racism, which can cause 

many negative side effects. Salari writes about the negative health effects that immigrants face in 

regards to racism. Many of the refugees that enter the United States face a tremendous amount of 

racism and discrimination based predominantly on race, ethnicity, culture and/or religious 

practices. The effects of everyday racism and discrimination are often ignored, yet they can have 

an immense impact on individuals and their communities. Experiences of racism and 

discrimination have the potential to cause a plethora of ill effects. Gerontologists have shed light 

on this issue through conducting vast amounts of research discussing the adverse physical, 

mental, emotional, and psychological health effects that racism can have on these individuals. 

Research in the physical, mental, emotional, and psychological health effects of racism and 

discrimination is a growing field today. However, research is limited given that not all cases are 

reported and, historically speaking, it is a fairly new field of interest in the social sciences with 

very little data available. The health effects of racism and discrimination are necessary to aid 

these communities. We must understand their experiences to best meet their needs (Salaria, 580-

585). 

Paradies et al. provide an in-depth analysis of reported racism cases in the United States and their 

health related effects. To continue exploring this issue, we must first focus on its significance. 

Psychologists define racism as “organized systems within societies that cause avoidable and 

unfair inequalities in power, resources, capacities and opportunities across racial or ethnic 
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groups” (Paradies, 2). Racism can manifest in several forms, such as: micro-aggressions, 

stereotypes, and discrimination. This ranges from inequality in the job market to racist slurs in 

the streets. It is important to note that acts of racisms can often be subtle and often go unnoticed 

on a conscious level, even by the perpetrator. 

We will also be referencing Tendayi Achiume’s “Beyond prejudice: structural 

xenophobic discrimination against refugees.” In this article, Achiume, brings to attention the 

United Nation’s Refugee Agency’s ineffectiveness in addressing prevalent issues faced by 

migrant populations, regarding discrimination, in their global policy. Achiume emphasizes that 

within the global policy, all focus is on explicit forms of prejudice with the dismissal of 

“structural xenophobic discrimination.” Achiume urges efforts to acknowledge and tackle this 

issue effectively on a global scale by creating a more inclusive solution that addresses all 

prominent problems refugee populations face today. This article is relevant because it calls 

attention to commonly ignored discrimination related issues refugees face on a global scale. 

Moreover, it provides solutions to prevalent problems refugees are dealing with. This 

information can provide resettlement agency employees a better understanding of the 

communities they aim to serve. The article also provides relevant information necessary to 

further understand and address prominent issues to help facilitate the creation of an effective and 

culturally sensitive program. It is important to understand current global issues and how they 

relate to more local issues refugees face in the United States. For example, a highly publicized 

terror attack may increase the prevalence of racism faced by a Middle Eastern refugee in the 

United States. Understanding these intricacies is essential for successful resettlement.  

For further understanding of this prominent issue, we must explore the experiences of 

refugees facing racism and the effects. Paradies et al. explain ways racism and discrimination  
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“can impact health via several recognized pathways … (1) reduced access to 

employment, housing and education and/or increased exposure to risk factors (e.g., 

avoidable contact with police); (2) adverse cognitive/emotional processes and associated 

psychopathology; (3) allostatic load and concomitant pathophysiological processes; (4) 

diminished participation in healthy behaviors (e.g., sleep and exercise) and/or increased 

engagement in unhealthy behaviors (e.g., alcohol consumption) either directly as stress 

coping, or indirectly, via reduced self regulation; and (5) physical injury as a result of 

racially-motivated violence” (Paradies, 2).  

This demonstrates importance of addressing the issue of racism, as its effects can be felt in so 

many aspects of life.  

Analysis and Discussion 

In pursuit of a substantial analysis on Middle Eastern refugee resettlement in the United 

States, it is crucial to examine how the government works with resettlement organizations and 

local communities. It is evident that the relationship between the government and non-

governmental aid organizations has gradually changed since the late 1930s from two separate, 

unconnected entities to becoming intricately dependent upon each other for the resettlement of 

refugees and immigrants. Additionally, the amount of aid between the government and NGOs 

often varied depending on the country of origin before the Refugee Act of 1980. However, since 

the passing of this legislation, more consistent channels have been put in place to correct some of 

this variance. Even so, in describing this relationship, researchers Brown and Scribner mention 

that different parts of the government and organizations work to "serve competing goals" (107). 

This idea is further supported by the varying mission statements and programs offered by each 

aid organization or government branch that assists in the relocation and resettlement of refugees. 
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It should be noted that these goals are often put into competition amongst each other because of 

low funding received by resettlement agencies from the federal government and more 

specifically the Office of Refugee Resettlement (ORR). Many resettlement agencies and all state 

governments must apply for grants to the ORR and these grants come in three types: 

discretionary, formula, and match grants. After reading about these grants on the website for the 

Office of Refugee Resettlement, it became clear that while these grants are valuable resources 

for resettlement agencies, the degree to which this monetary aid helps families succeed 

financially and socially depends on the agency’s own ability to utilize these funds effectively and 

resourcefully. 

We have found that resettlement is a complex, multifaceted issue, but that each goal - 

economic prosperity, cultural integration, and refugee wellness - is necessary for successful 

integration into a new home. In an additional study, Choi et al. have demonstrated that while 

these goals conflict with one another, achieving them remains essential in helping immigrants 

successfully overcome the many hardships they face upon entering their host country. Without 

all of these programs and aid working together, the success of integration for each refugee can 

fluctuate greatly. Our research and analysis has allowed us to conclude that while these agencies 

have achieved minimal success in their efforts to help immigrants deal with racism, cultural 

assimilation and financial strain, studying the failures and successes of these agencies is vital to 

understanding how to best address the needs of immigrant families. 

Our research shows that the concept of cultural assimilation in refugee resettlement is 

incredibly multi-faceted and deserving of thorough analysis, yet many questions dominate this 

process. Morgan asked how a host country could help refugees find a balance between adapting 

to a new country and maintaining their self-identity. Lamba asked how one could successfully 
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navigate a new career, social circle, and way of life without the possibility of institutionally 

forced assimilation in America. By supporting programs administered by refugee resettlement 

agencies, the Government influences the answers to these questions. After studying the 

integration of refugees into society, we argue that it is the role of the government to use refugee 

agencies to help refugees achieve socioeconomic success while providing enough support to 

protect them from cultural cleansing. For example, legal support of immigrants’ first languages 

or legislation protecting religious freedom/expression are both examples of institutionally 

supported multiculturalism, and this support can positively affect the success of refugees in 

preserving personal identity privately while pursuing public societal involvement. What we’ve 

learned is that not all forms of successful integration have to come at the cost of culture: 

“one of the forms of integration that has been observed is a pattern of rapid upward 

social mobility in parallel with the deliberate maintenance of ethnic values, rules, and 

behavior...that is to say, ethnic minorities can choose their community links, through 

choosing to live in a neighborhood amongst their co-ethnics, for instance, with the aim 

of obtaining social, cultural, and economic benefits associated with continued co-

residence beyond those benefits that are obtained in the initial adaptation period of 

immigration” (Rodriguez-Garcia, 257). 

This shows that the balance of cultural assimilation often comes from the refugees themselves 

rather than the resettlement agency. Self-determination could be important, especially in a 

context in which "success" could be measured differently between the refugee and the agency. 

Refugees should not have to choose between success in a new society and maintaining their 

cultural identity. The integration of both ideas has been observed in many areas of the U.S. and 

all over the world. What is important to take away from the idea of assimilation in refugee 
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resettlement is that the process of integration varies from region to region based on the resources 

provided by various resettlement agencies. This variance greatly affects the extent a refugee 

maintains his or her original culture or to what extent a refugee assimilates. The process of 

integration and assimilation should not be standardized. It is a dynamic process that should 

(despite the fact that this requires more time and resources) remain flexible and mold to the 

needs of differing populations. 

Discrimination is another social issue regarding refugee resettlement that has become a 

growing concern in the United States in particular. Discrimination is defined by Dictionary.com 

as the following: “treatment or consideration of, or making a distinction in favor of or against, a 

person or thing based on the group, class, or category to which that person or thing is perceived 

to belong to rather than on individual merit.” Discrimination based on race, ethnicity, religion, 

disability, and other identities, continues to plague our society in different forms. Researchers 

have highlighted the importance of the refugee experience by bringing to light some of the 

negative physical, mental, emotional, and psychological health effects of discrimination: 

“can impact health via several recognized pathways … (1) reduced access to 

employment, housing and education and/or increased exposure to risk factors (e.g., 

avoidable contact with police); (2) adverse cognitive/emotional processes and associated 

psychopathology; (3) allostatic load and concomitant pathophysiological processes; (4) 

diminished participation in healthy behaviors (e.g., sleep and exercise) and/or increased 

engagement in unhealthy behaviors (e.g., alcohol consumption) either directly as stress 

coping, or indirectly, via reduced self regulation; and (5) physical injury as a result of 

racially-motivated violence” (Paradies, 2). 
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This quote shows the interconnected nature of the three realms of successful resettlement studied 

in this paper. The overlapping nature of these elements implies the need for resettlement to be 

considered in a holistic manner. The research further emphasizes that there is a need to 

strengthen society’s efforts to understand the refugee experience and provide support that would 

best fit their needs. Resettlement agencies must provide the essential physical, mental, emotional, 

and psychological health support to aid with such a destabilizing and emotionally taxing 

transition. 

Implications and Suggestions for Future Research 

Our research focused on the various challenges faced by different stakeholders in the 

resettlement of Middle Eastern refugees to the United States. Although our geographical focus 

area was limited to the United States, the stakeholders discussed in this research include the host 

government and society, resettlement agencies, and the immigrants themselves. Our research 

brings to light the reliance of resettlement agencies on government policies and programs for 

funding in order to implement successful integration of refugees in the host society. One 

important discovery made during our research was the evolution of the relationship between 

government and resettlement agencies over the course of the past century. The government no 

longer plays a direct role in assimilating refugees in the United States—it provides funding to 

resettlement agencies and monitors their activities accordingly. The redirection of funds towards 

refugee resettlement has also been shown to divide public opinion, since the host citizens and 

society bear the opportunity cost of redirected capital and resources.  

Our research also discusses the various challenges faced by the incoming refugee 

population. These include, but are not limited to, racial discrimination and barriers to cultural 

and economic assimilation. The role of state in a multi-faceted topic, such as cultural 
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assimilation, is an important issue that our research discusses in detail. Our research also delves 

into the psychological effects of social issues, such as racism, faced by the incoming refugee 

population and their impact on their subsequent integration in the host society. Our research 

places immense focus on attaining economic self-sufficiency as a means of successful integration 

in a diverse host society such as the United States. We also discuss the various barriers that the 

incoming Middle Eastern refugee population faces in attaining economic self-reliance. These 

barriers include proficiency in English, presence of similar ethnic groups in the host society, 

education levels, etc. 

The subjective nature of the topics is the main limitation faced by our Collaborative 

Group in dealing with the issues of racial discrimination and cultural assimilation. We were 

unable to attain numerical data to comment on the success of Middle Eastern refugee 

resettlement in US along the realms of racial discrimination and cultural assimilation. For future 

research, we can look into the viability of conducting a survey in order to comment on the 

success or failure of the refugee resettlement programs. In the case of economic integration, there 

is limited data available on Middle Eastern refugee resettlement in the United States. Hence, our 

Collaborative Group used data from neighboring nations, such as Canada, that have already 

experienced similar scenarios and have data readily available for analysis. Using data not directly 

pertaining to the United States should not discourage our intended audience from formulating 

reasonable conclusions from our research.  

We believe that our research has laid an adequate foundation for an understanding of the 

issues facing Middle Eastern refugee who have been resettled in the United States. We also hope 

that the intricacies of the topics discussed in our research will lead to increased awareness of the 
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issues that refugees face which might lead to greater advocacy for access to fundamental 

programs that facilitate the integration of refugees. 

Conclusion 

In this paper, we began by acknowledging the incredibly complexity of successful 

refugee integration. The goal of this paper—to understand which specific initiatives lead to 

successful integration—could only be achieved through a complete dissection of the current 

system of refugee resettlement. To further tailor the recommendations, this paper focused on the 

particular issue of Middle Eastern refugee resettlement in the United States. This specification 

allowed for the consideration of issues relating to media portrayal of Middle Easterners, 

challenges of cultural assimilation, and economic barriers to integration. Because Middle Eastern 

refugees often flee from conflict, they face greater difficulties in integration stemming from the 

abrupt and unexpected nature of the upheaval.  

Perhaps the most important point of this paper is that there is no simple solution or 

framework that will lead to successful integration. Rather, successful integration requires a 

thorough assessment of the individual challenges faced by refugees, depending on their culture, 

background, education, health, etc. Equally important, refugee resettlement organizations must 

assess the difficulties and challenges stemming from the unique qualities of the environment in 

the United States. For example, an individual resettling in Ann Arbor would face challenges very 

different from a refugee relocating to Alabama. Agencies must balance both sides of the 

equation— refugee background and relocation environment—in order to ensure a successful 

resettlement. 

Upon exploring the tactics of many agencies as well as the recommendations of 

academics and experts in the field of refugee resettlement, this paper has observed several keys 
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to successful resettlement. Perhaps the most important tactic is allowing for the retention of 

culture. Rather than trying to resettle a refugee by forcing assimilation, this tactic allows for a 

two-way contribution of culture. Forcing assimilation strips and individual of his or her identity 

and creates a hierarchy which implicitly ranks the refugee culture as being lesser.   

By examining a host of practices, this paper has highlighted some of the successful 

tactics used by resettlement agencies. As a whole, this paper also demonstrates the complexity 

and nuance of serving the needs of refugees.  
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