Immigrants
and Refugees

CHAPTER

The vast majority of people in the United States are the descendants
of those who came here from elsewhere. People relocate from one
country to another for many different reasons. This has been true
throughout human history and will continue to be true in the future.

People arrive in the United States with a variety of legal staruses:
some come temporarily as students or short-term workers, others come
as refugees who fear for their lives; still others come hoping to build a
new life here and adjust their immigrant status periodically on the wav
to achieving permanent residency or citizenship. Migrants come to the
United States under a multitude of legal conditions (and some illegal:.
The fine distinctions between these statuses are bevond the scope of this
chapter; however, one kev distinction for social workers to understand
is that migration to the United States is more or less voluntary, depend-
ing on the situation in an individual’s home country.

Broadly speaking, immigrants are those who choose to relocate to
a new country, often for economic reasons and hopes tor more oppor-
tunities and a better life. Refugee starus, on the other hand, is much
more narrowly defined by international law. The 1951 United Nations
Convention on the status of refugees states a retugee is a person who
has lett his or her country and cannot return because of a well-
founded fear of persecution based on race, religion, nationality, mem-
bership in a particular social group, or political opinion (Unired
Nations, 2002). For someone to attain the status of refugee, he or she
must prove a reasonable fear of persecution on one of these five
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grounds if he or she had remained in, or were to return to, his or her home-
land. To apply for refugee status, someone must already be outside his or her
home country. Often, someone who is granted refugee status lives in a refugee
camp in a country near his or her homeland, then is accepted for resettlement
in another country such as the United States. Someone who flees his or her
homeland and arrives in the United States without having applied for refugee
status can apply for asylum. Asylum is similar to refugee status except that the
applicant has already arrived in the United States before initiating a claim. In
the strict sense, refugee is a term that connotes a particular legal status that has
already been granted, but often this term is applied more casually to asylum-
seekers as well.

Immigrants and refugees come from a wide variety of cultures in many
parts of the world; thus, there is no distinct refugee or immigrant culture in and
of itself. Indeed, some of the material in previous chapters will apply to refugees
and immigrants, depending on their cultures of origin (e.g., Cuban refugees,
Chinese immigrants). There are, however, common bonds among refugees and
immigrants. Immigration status, both in its psychological and legal aspects, has
a major influence on identity. This important layer of identity interacts with
other layers such as culture and gender.

Immigration now accounts for 35% of U.S. population growth, and that
figure is rising (Muller, 1994). The 2000 census identified 17,758,000 noncit-
izens and 10,622,00 naturalized citizens living in the United States (U.S.
Census Bureau, 2001). Although some of these noncitizens may hold a tem-
porary status (e.g., student visa) and plan to return to their homelands, most
of the noncitizens and all of the naturalized citizens are immigrants. Of the
foreign-born population, 4,355,000 are from Europe, 7,246,000 are from
Asia, 14,477,000 are trom Latin America (primarily Mexico}, and 2,301,000
are from other areas. Asia, Africa, and Europe (in that order) are the major
refugee-producing regions (United Nations High Commission on the Status of
Refugees, 2002).

The term irumigrant can include all people who come to the United States,
including those who are more specifically termed refugees or asvium-seckers.
At times, the term /mmigrant is used to distinguish a voluntary newcomer
from a refugee who feels he or she has no choice but to tlee his or her home-
fand to escape persecution. In reality, the legal designations of refugee and
asvlee are contounded with political ideas about which countries currently
have social conditions that lead to persecution of their own citizens. Some
immigrants experience compelling conditions in their homeland (e.g.. famine,
economic decline) that lead them rto leave, although thev feel their choice was
not entirely voluntary, Even though there are differences berween the terms
immmigrant and refugee, thev do not accurately portrav the ditterences in the
lives of people who bear these labels.

Service providers who work with immigrants and refugees are increasingly
using the term newconier to represent those who have recently come to the
United States and, thus, are tacing a variety of adjustment issues, regardless of
their legal status. Newcomer is an inclusive term thar does not make distine-

tions based on reasons for leaving. This term will be used in this|cha pter when
referring to the broad population of people who have come to the United
States. The legal distinctions and policies associated with immigration and
refugee status necessitate the use of the terms immigrant and refugee in certain
contexts; thus, those terms will be used in this chapter as well.

This chapter gives an overview of social work with newcomers to the
United States. The significant diversity that exists within and among newcom-
ers sets the context for discussion. The chapter presents information about
knowledge, skills, and values/attitudes necessary for cultural competence, and
reviews issues for cultural competence on micro and macro levels.

KNOWLEDGE FOR CULTURAL COMPETENCE

The knowledge needed for culturatly competent social work with newcomers
can be divided into four broad areas: diversity, history, stages of migrarion,
and contemporary realities. Diversity serves as an overarching concept that
informs other areas of knowledge. The history, migration experiences, and
contemporary realities of newcomers vary according to factors such as
national origin, reasons for emigrating, gender, and age.

Diversity

Newcomers are a very diverse population. Their experiences in the United
States are likely to vary significantly based on age at arrival, vear of immigra-
tion, and degree of choice in immigration (Silka & Tip. 19941, There is also
significant variation in English competence, even among particular groups of
newcomers such as Asian refugees (Dhooper & Tran, 1998).

Newcomers arrive in the United States trom all over the world. National
origin is often linked to reasons for emigrating (Swingle. 2000}, Economically
depressed areas lead some people to emigrare, and oppressive, politicallv
unstable areas produce refugee flows.

Most Asians come to the United States as immigrants seeking education
or emplovment. Southeast Asians, on the other hand, have come to the United
States primarily as refugees. The Vietnamese are the largest Southeast Asian
refugee group in the United States «Ngo. Tran. Gibbons, & Oblver, 20011
Many Southeast Asian refugees have also arrived in the Unired States atter
fleeing genocide in Cambodia.

South and Central America are sources of many newcomers to the United
States. Because the United States is on friendly terms with manv South and
Central American governments, most newcomers from these areas Jdo not
qualify as refugees. regardless of thetr reasons for leaving, Most arrive either
as immigrants or without legal status.

Both immigrants and refugees come from the various Atrican nations.
Some experience persecution thar qualifies them for refugee status (Le..
Somalis), and others come as immigrants (i.c.. Kenvans).
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The proportion of European newcomers has declined during the last cep.
tury, but immigration has continued to a greater or lesser extent from certajy
regions. In particular, instability in Poland led many to emigrate to the United
States in the early 1980s, and instability in the former Czechoslovakia and
Yugoslavia led to emigration in the 1990s and early part of the 2Ist century,

Some of the most recent European migrations have been from the former
Soviet Union. Since the early 1970s, more than 500,000 Soviet Jews have beep
resettled in the United States. They tend to be older and have smaller familjeg
than other refugee groups do. Typically, both men and women are highly edy-
cated and two-thirds have a college degree. Around 70% held professional,
technical, or white-collar jobs in the Soviet Union (Vinokurov, Birman, &
Trickett, 2000). In 1993, when the Soviet Parliament granted its citizens the
right to travel, there were more refugee arrivals from the former Soviet
Republics (49,559) than trom any other country. Historically, Soviet arrivals
have been predominantly Jewish, but this changed with the 1991 dissolution
of the Soviet Union (Kropf, Nackerud, & Gorokhovski, 1999).

The experience of being a newcomer in the United States varies for men
and women. A study of Soviet Russian Jews found, as in other refugee popu-
lations, women are more alienated than men. Unlike other newcomer popula-
tions, however, Soviet women did nort differ from men in acculturation or
work status. These findings need further exploration to determine how and
why Soviets ditfer from other refugee populations (Vinokurov et al., 2000),

The comparable education levels of Soviet men and women may be part of the
reason why fewer gender differences are found in this population compared
with some others.

Differential acculturation among family members is especially problem-
atic for men. Shifting tamily roles and gender expectations are often a source
of stress. Men may feel displaced when women earn the sole or primary
income, and women may experience difficulty adjusting to this new role. As a
result, inner-city Khmer women (refugees from Cambodia) have been found to
use high levels of sleeping pills and alcohol. Frequent, intentional drug over-
dose has also become a problem for these women (Dhooper & Tran, 1998).

Immigration-related stress may exacerbate violent behaviors within fam-
ilies. Violence is sometimes triggered by role reversal when wives find jobs
more easilv than their husbands do. Women immigrants mayv also feel more
vulnerable and less able to seek help if thev are psvchologically threatened by
foosing their status or sociallv isolated because of cultural and language bar-
riers (Lee, 20000,

Newcomers tend to have different experiences based on age. Age of arrival
i the United States is associated with psvehological adapration among Soviet
Jewish retugees (Vinokurov et al., 20001, Indeed, vouth otten adapt ro life in
the United States more easily than their parents do. Role reversal is common
when parents don’t speak English well (Kim, McLeod, & Shantzis, 1992).

Immigrant adolescents experience simultaneous developmental and cul-
tural transitions. They are in the process of developing their own identities and
desire to fic in but are confronted with choices of fitting into their home cul-
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rure or U.S. culture. They are also confronted with being perceived fiifferent.ly,
depending on their social context. for example, immigrant Russxgn ]ewl§h
adolescents are viewed as Russian in the Umted Stat.es bgt']ews in Russia.
These adolescents typically deal with the double 1dent1ty crisis of ad_olescence
and cultural transitions through one of four patterns: clinging to their old cul-
cural identity, attempting to eradicate it, vacillating between United States and

] Soviet identities, or integrating the two (Berger, 1997). On the other hand,
¥ Khmer refugees who came to the United States when they were very young
experienced little of the trauma and subsequent mental health sequela associ-

ated with the genocide of Pol Pot, thus experiencing mini_mal trauma—r§lated
adjustment problems (Berthold, 2000). Age at the time of trauma and immi-
gration both influence the experiences of refugees. o y ol

Adjustment stress may be particularly ()‘verwhelmmg _mr Q‘ er a ; ts
(Kropf et al., 1999). Middle age and el@erly refugees are at high risk tor p ‘yS-‘
ical and emotional problems because of the incongruence bct\yeen the roles. of
elders in their homelands and the United States and differential acculturation
among family members (Dhooper & Tran, 1.9‘98). The deve.l{)pmental ?asks of
older adults include integration or being sa;xshed wtthi the lite they have lived.
For example, older Soviet immigrants often expericnce dCSp‘fll.rV (l)vero'IOSt
opportunities and roads not taken under the.t.ormer r1g‘1d;poht1ga | reb1}r111§.
Thev mav not have had resources, opportumues, or sk1Hs't0 pursue their
goais. Often the Soviet government forced older adult§ to migrate with thelr
families. This forced choice may be resented and result in a sense of depression
and loss (Kropf et al., 1999).

History

Migration patterns vary over fime. [n the United States. p()l}u‘les govermr;g

immieration have vacillated between being liberal and restrictive. T hese poli-
> 3 N Y Xyt p

cies have had a shaping influence on the experiences of newcomers.

Pre-1965 Immigration Before 1924, the Unired States experienced high aniii
relatively unrestricted immigration. In particular. the United Stateslenu);i:al;gel
' 3 ' » Sa s v . - v
immigration from Western Europe hecause these people were considered likels
to assimilate easily (Swingle, 2000+ _—
Despite this relatively free access. there has alwavs been some anti-im
mm eally made ¢ i ars
grant sentiment. and immugrants have historicaliv made convenient scapegod
i - X B L. . . . e et . e t
for many of sociery’s ills. As these anui-immigrant sentments grevs 1501&{105115
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practices, the post=World War I economic recession. and rising bigorry led t
the restrictive Immigration Act of 1924 NMuller, 19941, Under this Act, mo
‘ i | F immigrants per vear
non-European countries were restricted to a quota of 100 tmmigrants per ye
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Many Americans—who fantasize that historically the United States wa
thnical i - recently bec subject to the
an ethnically homogenous utopia that only recently become subj o
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divisive influences of culturally difterent immigrants—manifest xenophob 1
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sentiments. Speaking ot the quota system based on national origin, one SO

earni g ' imly : otestant
worker stated. “Yearning for a fond and dimly remembered Pr )
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Anglo-Saxon, rural, un-neurotic, monolithic culture is nostalgic nonsense and
is itself a psychotic baying at the moon” (Bernard, 1959, p. 67).

Post-1965 Immigration In 1965, the immigration quota system was signif-
icantly relaxed, and many more individuals from non-European countries
were allowed entry to the United States. In 1975, because of the war in
Vietnam, Southeast Asian refugees began coming to the United States. T‘he first
wave of these refugees consisted of educated, affluent professionals. This well-
connected, elite group adjusted quickly to life in the United States. Subsequent
groups of Southeast Asian refugees have been farmers, ﬁshermen,' and lavl?or-
ers and have had significant difficulty becoming acclimated to their new lives
in the United States, despite resettlement programs (Segal, 2000).

The new wave of Vietnamese escaped from their Communist-controlled
country by boats between the late 1970s and early 1980s or spent time in
«reeducation” camps. They experienced multiple traumas, including rape,
being lost, starvation, witnessing the death of loved ones, .and. torture. These
experiences make them particularly vulnerable to pSYChlvatI‘lC disorders such as
depression and posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) (Ngo et al,, ZQOl). .

Also, in the mid-1970s, after decades of political and economic destabi-
lization, the Cambodian government began a campaign of genocide against.its
own people. In 1975, Khmer Rouge leader Pol Pot closed the country to outside
contact, sent the urban population to workcamps in the countryside, and “reed-
ucated” citizens considered dangerous or disloyal. Between 1975 and 1979, an
estimated 1.5-3 million men, women, and children, or 20-40% of the entire
Cambodian population, were killed by their own government. Survivors wit-
nessed mass executions and suffered starvation, torture, destruction of their
communities. slave labor, brainwashing, beatings, and loss of loved ones. Their
suffering often continued in refugee camps before resettlement (Berthold, 2000;
Uehara, Morelli, & Abe-Kim, 2001). Approximately 350,000 Khmer refugees
have been resettled in the United States (Berthold, 20001,

The dramartic growth of the immigrant population in the 1980s and
1990s, particularly from Asia and Latin America, fueled manv Americans’
fears of economic dependency. Roughly 675,000 legal permanent residents
enter the United States annually seeking employment or as part of the family
reunification program. Another 120,000 are admitced annually as refugees. An
estimated 275.000-300,000 immigrants enter the United States illegally each
vear, primarily from Mexico (Swingle, 20001,

Stages of Migration

Newcomers go through distinct stages during their migration. Although there
is significant variation in the content of these stages, this framework is u§etu1
for helping social workers understand the experiences of newcomer clients
(Drachman & Halberstadt, 1992).

Premigration Many factors play a role in the decision ro migrate, including
social, economic, political, and kinship issues (Kamya, 1997). Some newcom-

N
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ers decide to emigrate based on the actions of family members that emigrated
earlier. For many populations, particularly those in the Caribbean, it is com-
mon for one person to come to the United States first, then once economically
established, send money for other family members to follow. With this type of
immigration pattern, it often takes many years of planning and saving money
for family members to be reunited in their new homeland.

Economic circumstances are one of the most common reasons for people
to emigrate. For centuries, people have come to the United States searching for
a better life. The standard of living in the United States is substantially better
than in many parts of the world; thus, people find economic reasons for relo-
cation compelling.

Political situations also compel individuals to choose to come to the
United States. For those living under repressive governments with little politi-
cal freedom, life in the United States can be an appealing alternative. There
are, however, those who would prefer not to leave their homelands. They may
feel that fleeing to the United States or another safe country is their only option
because of persecution or imminent danger.

It is important for social workers to understand the social, political, and
economic factors that clients experienced before departure frrom their home-
lands. Some experienced abrupt exile or flight, whereas others mayv have
waited vears for governmental permission to leave. The primary issues that
arise during this contemplation or premigration stage include anxiery about
separation from family and friends and leaving a familiar environment.
Decisions must be made about who leaves and who is left behind. This stage
may involve life-threatening circumstances. persecution, violence, and loss of
significant others (Drachman & Halberstadr, 1992,

Transit Newcomers experience a wide variery ot transit experiences. For
some, their departure is orderly and quick. For others, the journey to a new
homeland takes years and involves stops in multiple countries. Sonietimes the
journev is dangerous and earlier trauma is compounded. Many newcomers
live in a refugee camp or detention center for either briet or long periods
before coming to the United States. Once thev achieve refugee ~tatus, they
must await a foreign country’s decision abour whether thev will e accepred
tor resettlement. For most newcomers, whether voluntary or forced migrants,
loss of signthicant others is a compelling issue (Drachman X H zlberstadt.
1992}, Some are able to weather these stressors of migrarion more ~ vecesstully
than are others because of the mreraction among an ndividuai’s mrernal
resources, available support. and external stressors Kamval [997

The experience of Khmer rerugees who escaped the genocide of Pol Por,
gives an example of the transit experiences of some refugees. Hundreds of
thousands of Khmer tled to the Thai-Cambodian border. During their escape,
they were subjected to rape. death, or injury from stepping on land mines.
After crossing the border, thev risked imprisonment and torrure in Thailand.
Once in Thai refugee camps. their saferv was still not ensured, and shelling.
grenade, and bandit attacks were common. Even after relocating ro a new
country, many continued to experience rrauma related o separation from
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family, isolation, discrimination, adjusting to a new culture, and community
violence (Berthold, 2000).

Resettlement Building a life in a new country involves many challenges.
Refugees have access to short-term services to help with their adjustment, but
both refugees and immigrants face a similar set of challenges. Some of the crit-
ical variables typically encountered during the resettlement phase are the fol-
lowing: (1) cultural issues, (2) reception from host country, (3) opportunity
structure of host country, (4) discrepancy between expectations and reality,
and (5) degree of cumulative stress throughout the migration process
(Drachman & Halberstadt, 1992). In particular, newcomers are likelv to expe-
rience transitions in family structures, economic circumstances, and cultural
dvnamics. Changes resulting from relocation have psychological, spiritual,
affective, and cognitive consequences. Newcomers often experience stress in
their new homelands, including conflicts with their new society, interpersonal
conflicts, and role conflicts (Kamya, 1997).

fmmigration is often associated with major family disruption and loss of
social supports. Immigrants may experience significant changes in traditional
family roles (Segal, 2000). For instance, the ways that men and women inter-
act in the United States may be significantly different from gender roles in
newcomers’ countries of origin. Parents and children are likely to experience
significant role changes as children tend to adapt to United States cultural
norms and learn English more quickly than their parents do.

Often newcomers attempt to replicate their traditional family structures in
the United States. This is trequently ditficule; however, when possible, the tra-
ditional family structure mayv prove to be an important support svstem. For
example, most Southeast Asian refugees live in large extended tamily house-
holds where thev are able to pool resources for better economic success
{(Potocky & McDonald, 1993).

Newcomers often experience economic stress and feelings of personal fail-
ure if thev are unemploved or underemploved. Theyv are required to spend
much of their energy on basic survival needs and therefore have little room for
other concerns like emotional support, disciplining children, and building
social skills (Kim er al., 1992). After resettlement, most refugees live in over-
crowded poverty situations. For most Southeast Asians, this means downward
mobility (Dhooper & Tran, 19981, Refugees such as the Khmer mav relocare
to communiries where they experience ongoing community violence. Exposure
to violence 1s associated with violent behavior, psyvchological problems, and
other risk behaviors in adolescenrs (Segal, 20001

Resertlement programs usually offer emplovment well below the protes-
sional status of Sovier Jewish refugees. This downward mobility often leads to
significant psvchological stress, Although findings vary, studies suggest that
only 40 to 30% of Soviet refugees are emploved in their fields of specializarion
{Vinokurov et al., 2000).

Immigration involves adjusting to a new cultural environment (Kamyva.,
19971, Ulumately, newcomers must decide to what extent they wish to adopt
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United States values and norms. These are major factors in decidingl w}_xether
to pursue U.S. citizenship. Changing citizenship often represents a significant
change in self-perception and sense of identity. For refugees, it mav mean the
death of a dream of one day being able to return to theu? homelgnd. These feel-
ings frequently inhibit refugees from seeking U.S. citizenship (Potocky &
McDonald, 1995).

Contemporary Realities

Newcomers are exposed to many stressors. Some newcomers are gble to
weather these stressors more successfully than others are. The toundapons of
resilience are likely to be a combination of internal resources and §ocxal sup-
ports. It is important for social workers to have an understanding of the
resilience and vulnerability experienced by newcomers. In particular. social
workers need to be aware of issues relating to cultural adaptations. health and
mental health, and xenophobia.

Resilience Immigrants with higher self-esteem and internal grengths ha:ze
greater coping resources and are betrer at enduring stress iKamva. .19‘9/).
Trauma can lead to a variety of psychological and behavioral problems includ-
ing depression, anxiety, and alcoholism, but not all who experxe»nc:i rrauma
suffer equally. Some are able to muster igternal S:trengths and.wcml >L1pp?rts
thart successfully ameliorate the impact of potentially devastating experences.
Some of the factors that influence newcomers’ resilience includc‘rhezr cultgral
beliefs, religious beliefs, socialization experiences. available coping strategies,
and available social and psychological support (Ngo et al., 2001 -

Work seems to be a protective factor that enhances Other areas of func-
tioning for newcomers. For example, Soviet ]evnsh‘ refugess \\'hohgﬁm
employment in their earlier occupation tepd to have‘ _hxghe}r_m;.ome. ébl er
acculturation. more comfort speaking English, more life satistaciion. an ess
alienation (Vinokurov et al., 2000). There is likely a bidirection:‘l.'r.elntorcmi
relationship between work and resiliency: work supports resilience an
resilience enhances work opporrunities.

A studv of Vietnamese refugees found those who are more Jcculm.mted
rend to have lower levels of depression. This raises the question. what motlmte's
or enables a neswcomer to acculturate or not acculturate: St?lﬂc‘ n\gw{hc‘is 1lf1\€
proposed that acculturation is a mechanism for coping with stress. ST T‘b :;1
the relationship between acculturation and mental hc;ﬂrh ba\'s 'm\-c@ And 1‘11,_ .
A balance berween cultures is probably the most helptul tor..\‘u;q‘s\‘rul. ;1d}t£5§-
ment. The impact of premigration frauma may vary dcpendmg on an mdn;-
ual's level of acculturation. A study of Viernamese Am.enc;m‘s roun‘d.s at
premigration traumatic experiences had a stronger association with depression
among those with lower acculturation (Ngo et al., _ZOO 1 ). )

Newcomers also contribute to the resilience of society. Forexam ple. new-
comer demands for new housing were a significant factor in the U.b.‘cconoifr}lc
recovery of the 1990s. Newcomers also stimulate demand for public services
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such as education (Muller, 1994). Thus, newcomers’ resilience enhances more
than their own lives. Contrary to popular stereotypes, newcomers make a sig.
nificant contribution to the well-being of U.S. society.

Vulnerability The stresses of adjusting to life in a new country may cayge
newcomers to be vulnerable to social and health problems. It may also be thae
premigration and transit experiences such as exposure to trauma renders some
newcomers, particularly refugees, vulnerable to a variety of problems,
Refugees experience a sense of loss and grief. War and violence have destroyed
old ways of life, and traditions are often devalued in their new land. The
demands to learn a new language, customs, and skills can be overwhelming
{Dhooper & Tran, 1998).

Refugees tend to be poor and live in unhealthy, unsafe environments chag-
acterized by a lack of health and mental health services. Culturally appropri-
ate, high quality, comprehensive services are rare, and refugees often lack the
resources to access and pay for services. Many do not have health insurance
and those that have Medicaid often do not use services to the extent needed
because of cultural and language barriers (Dhooper & Tran, 1998).

Most refugees have experienced extensive physical and psychological
trauma (Dhooper & Tran, 1998). Multiple traumas compound each other and
increase vulnerability.

The experience of being a refugee is cumulative. The actual or threatened experi-
ences of persecution or witnessing atrocities; separation from or loss of family
members that has not been mourned because of uncertainty about their fate and
preoccupation with survival or denial; mismatch of new alliances hastily formed
in refugee camps for companionship; and numerous incongruities berween a
refugee’s knowledge, skills, and expectations and the expectations of the new
environment in the countrv of resettlement wound a battered psvche. (Dhooper
& Tran, 1998, p. 71)

The high exposure to violence experienced by many refugees may make
them vulnerable to mental health problems. A study of 144 Khmer adolescents
found that one-third had symptoms of PTSD, and two-thirds had symproms
of clinical depression. The number of violent events thev experienced predicted
their level of PTSD, personal risk behaviors, and grade point average, burt not
their level of depression or problem behaviors at school (Berthold, 2000). Risk
factors for serious psychiatric disorders include experiencing a high degree of
family loss or separation, spending a long time in refugee camps. multiple
traumas, unemplovment, limited education, limited English proficiency, and
few emotional and material resources. Premigration stressors are strong pre-
dictors of depression and anxiety even after five vears in the United States,
although this varies depending on refugee group (Dhooper & Tran, 1998).

Cultural Adaptations Many newcomers experience conflicts berween the
expectations of their home culture and that of the United States. These include
different expectations for gender roles and child-parent relationships (Segal,

SR W e,
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2000). For example, youth in the United States may expect greater freedoms
than those traditionally found in newcomers’ cultures of origins.

For refugees from Vietnam, adjustment to life in the United Srates has
been a long and difficult process. They must come to terms with the factors
that forced them from their homes and resulted in separation from family,
friends, and support systems. They often experience stress associated with loss
and grief over loved ones, social isolation, and strained family relationships.
Changes in social status and culture shock are common. The psychological
stress experienced by refugees may reduce their capacity to adjust to a new cul-
tural environment (Segal, 2000).

A study of American-born and foreign-born Hmong young adults revealed
they interpret their cultural identities differently. For those born in the United
States, being Hmong and being American are unrelated concepts, whereas
those born in Asia see being Hmong and being American as negatively related.
In other words, those born in the United States experience culture as fluid or
orthogonal rather than as an either/or phenomenon (Tsai, 2001).

Issues of identity and sense of self emerge as newcomers go through the
challenges of adjusting to life in a new country. Elderly Russian Jewish immi-
grants often migrate seeking a better lite for their children but have paid lictle
attention to their own developmental needs. The statement of one elderly
Russian Jewish newcomer reflects a sense of being lost: “[saac stated that,
when he was finally leaving Russia by plane, he had no preference about where
the plane might land. He indicated that his focus was on leaving Russia where
his identity was bound and that he would land on foreign soil dominated by
a foreign language and no heritage of his own™ (Feinberg, 1996, p. 47).
Although he was grateful for the opportunity to come to the United States, his
“experience reflected difficulty establishing a sense of continuity of self in light
of having immigrated late in life” (Feinberg, 1996, p. 48).

Health/Mental Health Newcomers, particularly refugees, mayv experience a
number of phvsical health problems. For Southeast Asian refugees, health
problems are often relared to premigrarion facrors including physical trauma,
lack of medical care, starvation, malnutrition. diseases, and high-risk health
behaviors common in their native lands. They also experience the physical
sequelae of acculturation-related stress, diseases common in the United States,
and lack of fit berween their health needs and the health-care svstem’s services
(Dhooper & Tran, 19981, Major mental health problems of this population
inctude PTSD, depression. and anxiery,

Some newcomers express trauma svmptoms in physical wavs. This often
contlicts with Western perceptions of rrauma-related problems. For example,
survivors from the Cambodian Killing Fields see their somatic complaints as
authentic pain, but professionals tend to label it psvchopathology (Uehara
et al., 2001).

Some of the health and mental health problems of refugees have proven to
be intractable. Refugees who fled the Khmer Rouge continue to experience dis-
turbing and disabling symptoms even decades later. Clinical studies provide
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mixed evidence for effectiveness of treatment. Some have found treatment to
be effective, but others have not (Uehara et al., 2001).

There is limited information about the health and mental health of elderly
immigrants. Depression may be common because of limited resources, physi-
cal frailty, and stressful life events. Older Chinese immigrants are at higher risk
for depression than are older Whites, probably because of risk factors such as
poverty, low educational achievement, poor physical health, and high rates of
family disruption. Depressed Chinese elders are less likely to be identified by
professionals or receive services than depressed White elders (Mui, 1998).

Xenophobia The current U.S. political climate is one of fear and suspicion
of newcomers as evidenced by restrictive policy reforms (Kropf et al., 1999).
Indeed, xenophobia, or fear of foreigners, is a key factor that inhibits integra-
tion of newcomers into U.S. societv (Mayadas & Elliott, 1992). Xenophobia
has both structural and interpersonal components, and its effects are found in
social policies, institurionalized discrimination, lack of accommodation, and
interpersonal prejudice. The influx of newcomers is perceived as straining cul-
tural homogeneity and is therefore seen as threatening. This is particularly true
during economic recessions, when Americans may perceive strangers who
look, act, and speak differently as particularly threatening {Mavadas & Elliott,
1992). Anti-immigrant sentiment is currently the highest it has been since the
Great Depression and has led to major changes, such as reversing the long-
standing policy of accepting any refugee who fled Cuba. Now, those who seek
entry into the United States as refugees from Cuba are confined in Panama or
at the United States naval base in Guantdnamo Bayv while their cases are
reviewed (Muller, 1994).

Anti-immigrant feeling is a simple sentiment with complex roorts, some of them
social and racial, and some seeming more practical. Immigrants are blamed for
overcrowded schools, rising hospital deficits, and high welfare costs—indeed, for
virtually evervthing that ails American society. Nothing ails this country more
than the poverty of a large segment (one-thirdi of the black population, and the
stagnant or declining wages among Americans of all races and all but the highest
income levels, and fingers are being pointed ar the immigrants. Not too many
vears ago, the sight of a Korean shopkeeper or a Salvadoran construction sworker
would have been taken by many cirizens as reassuring evidence of the American
Dream’s lasting power. Now such recent arrivals are likely to be seen as alien
interlopers who are taking good jobs from hard-working Americans. - Muller,
1994, p. 669

Nenophobia leads to negative feelings roward a variery of foreigners. but
some are perceived in a more negative light than others are. For example. in
the United States ambivalence toward newcomers from Africa is compounded
with racism (Kamva, 19971, Previous overt hostility between the Unired States
and Soviet Union may leave residual anti-Soviet feelings against newcomers
from the former Soviet Union (Kropf et al., 1999).



