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ABSTRACT 

Refugees arriving in the United States are assisted by local refugee resettlement 

organizations, which are contracted to implement federal resettlement policy. While scholarly 

research has investigated the formation of refugee resettlement policies, analyzed select 

outcomes of these policies, and to some extent examined the role that resettlement organizations 

might play in the resettlement process, little is known about what local refugee resettlement 

agencies actually do; refugee resettlement research lacks a street-level understanding of the work 

being done at the service-delivery level. This dissertation investigates how refugee resettlement 

policy works in street-level practice. The street-level perspective offers a systematic way to 

understand what happens in refugee resettlement agencies, what they do, and how resettlement 

policy is delivered. By extending street-level theory to a new empirical case, this dissertation 

shows what shapes resettlement policy on the ground and what the consequences are for policy 

as produced. This study also looks beyond the explanations of street-level theory, and raises 

questions about what other factors might help explain the practice choices that resettlement 

caseworkers make.      

 This study weaves together three analytic threads. The first, a historiographic analysis of 

federal refugee resettlement policy, explains that debates around responsiveness versus equity, 

the appropriate scope and duration of benefits, and the extent to which work should be required 

of resettled refugees, are revisited throughout the history of US refugee policy formation. The 

Refugee Act of 1980 was intended to resolve these debates, and standardize refugee policy for all 

eligible groups. The second, an analysis of the institutional structure of resettlement, explains 

that the institutional system in which refugee resettlement policy is implemented is inherently 

unstable. There are often dramatic fluctuations in the numbers of refugees that arrive; the federal 
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and state contract structures tie funding to the number of refugee arrivals; and the financial 

instability that results most heavily impacts local implementing organizations. The third step in 

this analysis provides an explanation for how workers in two local implementing resettlement 

organizations in Chicago negotiate service delivery within this political and institutional 

structure. This organizational ethnography was conducted over an 18-month period and included 

over 600 hours of observation and interviews with 75 study participants.  

This dissertation tells a story of a refugee resettlement policy still in flux. In spite of the 

intentions of The Refugee Act to standardize, the workers in this study continued to reformulate 

policy with their everyday practice choices. This study finds that: 1) the complex refugee 

admissions, allocations, and funding structures drive inconsistency and unreliability down the 

organizational chain, so that the consequences are felt at the point of service delivery; 2) local 

resettlement organizations cope with the inconsistent and unreliable flow of clients and 

associated funds in different ways that, in turn, differentially impact the services provided to 

refugee clients; 3) refugee resettlement organizations and their caseworkers are influenced by the 

performance measures associated with their grant contracts, and 4) refugee resettlement policy 

implementation differs across agencies, depending on the levels of resources at the workers’ 

disposal, worker identity and the culture of the agencies, and the extent to which workers 

engaged in capacity building behaviors such as establishing and maintaining good relationships 

with partner organizations and companies. 
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INTRODUCTION 

“Refugees are joining the ranks of the poor people in the United States; their ally and their 
friend is the resettlement agency. Eventually everyone thrives. We do not have homeless refugees. 

It takes time, they have to be willing to work with the system and make it work for themselves.”  
 

–  RAISE Refugee Resettlement Program Director 
 

Ali waits at O’Hare’s international terminal for the flight to arrive. The plane he is 
waiting on carries a refugee family from Iraq, the Abdel-Hakims. Ali is the refugee 
resettlement caseworker who has been assigned to help the Abdel-Hakim family as 
they acclimate to their new life in Chicago. Ali speaks Arabic, and when the family 
walks out of the customs gate, he calls out to them, “Asalam wa alikum!” The 
family clusters around Ali, the father shakes the caseworker’s hand, and Ali touches 
each of the three children on their heads before bowing his own head slightly to the 
mother. They walk together to the baggage claim area, where Ali and Mr. Abdel-
Hakim speak in hushed tones while they wait for the bags to arrive. Ali pays for a 
pushcart, and loads the six suitcases, talking the entire time. Together the family 
moves through the airport and out to the agency van. 
 
The next morning Ali goes to the apartment building where the Abdel-Hakims are 
staying. Ali secured the lease for this two-bedroom unit a week earlier. He had the 
apartment furnished with new beds and slightly used furniture that had been 
donated by a local church group. On his way up the two flights to the Abdel-
Hakim’s door Ali passes several other refugee clients who he has placed in this 
building. He greets an elderly woman from Sudan, and stops to talk briefly with a 
man from Eritrea. “How did the interview go?” Ali asks the man. “I go for drug test 
next week, I think it was good,” the man answers. They speak a moment longer, and 
then Ali continues up the stairs to the Abdel-Hakim’s apartment.  
 
Ali knocks, and Mr. Abdel-Hakim opens the door. Ali goes inside, drinks some tea 
with the family, and then they all ride back to the refugee resettlement organization 
together for the Abdel-Hakim’s intake interview. This meeting takes two hours, and 
although it is conducted in Arabic, Mr. Abdel-Hakim has many questions about 
what Ali is saying. He asks Ali to explain what “welfare” means, and to assure his 
family that they will find work. He tells Ali that he was a civil engineer in Iraq and 
hopes to be recertified in the US. By the end of the meeting the family appears 
physically weary. They are taken back home on the public bus, escorted by an 
intern who does not speak Arabic. The ride is quiet. Mr. Abdel-Hakim is armed 
with a list of appointments that will keep his family busy for the next several days 
until they begin English class and their children are enrolled in the local public 
school. Life in American has begun.  

(Excerpts from field notes) 
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 Refugees arriving in the United States are assisted by local refugee resettlement 

organizations (RROs). A caseworker, or team of workers, from the RRO provides them with 

services, helps them find work, refers them to other relevant social service agencies, and helps 

them to navigate the public aid system. The way that refugee resettlement workers do their jobs 

can be impacted by many factors. First, their refugee clients each have a specific set of needs. 

They need places to live, employment, and when there are children they need to be enrolled in a 

school. Beyond these pragmatic concerns, refugee clients often express to their caseworkers their 

hopes and desires for a new life. Second, refugee resettlement caseworkers are tasked with 

fulfilling the service mandates of the RRO’s federal and state contracts, which in turn reflect the 

priorities of federal resettlement policy, and much of refugee resettlement policy is written in 

vague language. Third, resettlement workers perform their jobs within organizational settings. 

Finally, as the vignette above exemplifies, the work of refugee resettlement caseworkers often 

happens outside the view of supervisors. Therefore workers often have to make choices about 

how to do their jobs without the benefit of consultation or on-the-spot direction. For all these 

reasons, it is not always clear what resettlement services will look like.  

 Due to all these factors, caseworkers might make conflicting practice choices. For 

example, on one hand Ali was faced with Mr. Abdel-Hakim’s expressed desire to be re-certified 

as a civil engineer, a time-consuming and expensive endeavor. One the other hand, Ali must 

contend with limited resources with which to help his clients, and performance measures that 

stress rapid employment for refugees. Conflicting pressures such as these can impact the way 

that resettlement workers do their jobs.   

 Research from other domains of social policy explains how this puts implementing 
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organizations in a position to interpret, and often define, the terms of service provision. Further, 

the contracts associated with resettlement policy are embedded with a set of performance 

standards and measures. Research that looks at how contracting and performance measures 

impact social service delivery show that the very presence of such measures can impact the 

choices that workers make as they interact with their clients.  

 This dissertation hypothesizes that refugee resettlement organizations, like other human 

service organizations, each have a unique combination of resources and constraints which have 

an impact on how services are delivered. Street-level research has shown that workers respond to 

the unique set of resources, constraints, and demands under which they work by using their 

discretion to make practice choices that help them adapt and cope within the context of their 

agency. Exactly how each RRO is unique, and what impact this has on worker practice is an 

open question. 

 Research tells us relatively little about how refugee resettlement works in practice. Many 

resettlement studies look at refugee outcomes, but cannot provide much insight into how these 

outcomes occur. In short, they relegate the organizational practices that mediate between policy 

and outcomes to the proverbial “black box.” Like other kinds of policy evaluation studies, they 

assume the content of programmatic activities, although a large body of research on 

organizational and implementation processes makes clear that such assumptions are problematic.  

This dissertation investigates how refugee resettlement policy works in street-level 

practice. The street-level perspective offers a systematic way to understand what happens in 

refugee resettlement agencies, what they do, and how resettlement policy is delivered. It asks not 

just what the formal policies are and how they have evolved over time, but what contributes to 

how the policy is implemented. By extending street-level theory to a new empirical case, this 
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dissertation shows what shapes resettlement policy on the ground and what the consequences are 

for policy as produced. This study also looks beyond the explanations of street-level theory, and 

raises questions about what other factors might help explain the practice choices that 

resettlement caseworkers make.      

Together, the chapters of this dissertation draw a comprehensive picture of refugee 

resettlement policy in the United States. Chapter 1 provides a review of the literature relevant to 

this study. First, the chapter provides a snapshot of the US refugee population and benefits data 

from the last fifteen years, and an overview of what we know about refugee resettlement policy 

and implementing organizations from prior research. Second, Chapter 1 explains the conceptual 

approach this study adopts as it addresses the key questions of the study. These questions are: 1) 

what are the relevant conditions under which refugee resettlement workers use their discretion 

and what patterns of practice emerge? 2) In what ways do resettlement workers affect the terms 

under which refugees access resources and services?  

Chapter 2 explains the methodological approach of this study and describes the study 

sites in detail. This dissertation study includes a close and highly textured analysis of two non-

profit refugee resettlement organizations operating comprehensive service programs in Chicago. 

The original data collected for this study consists of over 600 hours of observation conducted 

over an eighteen-month period, in-depth interviews with more than 75 study participants 

including key informants, managers and practitioners, and extensive archival research. 

Chapters 3 and 4 describe the two pillars of refugee resettlement, the formal legislation 

and the institutional structure. Chapter 3 explains that prior to the formation of the Refugee Act 

of 1980 (the Act) there were disparate refugee programs for different refugee groups. This 

chapter traces three recurring themes of political contestation through each of these disparate 



 

 5 

programs. Specifically, this chapter finds that debates around responsiveness versus equity, the 

appropriate scope and duration of benefits, and the extent to which work should be required of 

resettled refugees are revisited throughout the history of US refugee policy formation. Further, 

this chapter suggests that although the establishment of the Act resolves some of these debates 

for the time being, it also leaves much room for local organizations to use their discretion in the 

policy implementation process. Finally, Chapter 3 charts the establishment and formalization of 

the institutional relationship between the federal, state and local governments, and RROs.  

Chapter 4 explains how the US resettlement system works on an institutional level, and 

describes the allocation process, by which resettled refugees are distributed to the network of 

over 350 local resettlement organizations across the United States. This chapter suggests that the 

unstable and unreliable structure of the allocations process has important implications for the 

ways in which local RROs do their work. With little control over refugee allocations, RROs must 

adapt to surges and droughts in the numbers of clients and associated service funds they receive.  

Chapters 5 and 6 present findings from an organizational ethnography of two local 

resettlement organizations, with a specific focus on the processes of housing refugees and 

finding them employment. Chapter 7 explains the political and sociological implications that 

result from the policy implementation process, and frames analyses of data collected for this 

study but not used in this dissertation.  

This dissertation has four key findings. First, the complex refugee admissions, 

allocations, and funding structures drive inconsistency and unreliability down the organizational 

chain, so that the consequences are felt at the point of service delivery. Second, local RROs cope 

with the inconsistent and unreliable flow of clients and associated funds in different ways that, in 

turn, differentially impact the services provided to refugee clients. Third, RROs and their 
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caseworkers are influenced by the performance measures associated with their grant contracts. 

Specifically, employment caseworkers’ drive to “meet the numbers” often impacted the way they 

performed their employment related tasks. Fourth, this study finds that refugee resettlement 

policy implementation differs across agencies, depending on 1) the levels of resources at the 

workers’ disposal, 2) worker identity and the culture of the agency within which they work, and 

3) the extent to which workers engaged in capacity building behaviors such as establishing and 

maintaining good relationships with partner organizations and companies. These findings 

suggest that resettled refugees are being placed into an unstable system, and that refugees are 

subject to varying quality of services depending on which agency they are resettled by. In other 

words, the standardization of policy intended by the Refugee Act is undermined by the 

differential ways refugee resettlement workers respond to their organizational contexts. My 

findings also call into question whether the outcomes of refugee resettlement policy can be 

assessed without understanding the quality of the services provided by RROs – an assumption 

implicit in much of the research on refugee resettlement.  

By exploring the case of refugee resettlement, this dissertation contributes to the 

theoretical literature on street-level organizations generally, and to the empirical literature on 

social policy and refugee policy, specifically. By demonstrating where street-level organizations 

theory falls short in explaining the data collected for this study, this dissertation offers the 

potential for further analysis that employs alternative theoretical perspectives.  
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CHAPTER ONE: LITERATURE REVIEW AND CONCEPTUAL APPROACH 

Who Are the Refugees and How Are They Faring in the United States? 

Refugees come to the United States in pursuit of safety, peace, and a new beginning. 

Forced to leave their homes during wartime or other violent conflicts, many of the displaced 

survive traumatic experiences en route to temporary refugee camps outside their home country. 

The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) protects refugees in these 

camps while negotiating a permanent residential solution, such as repatriation to the home-

country, settlement in the host country, or resettlement to a third country (UNHCR, 2011a). In 

2012 there were over 45.2 million people forcibly displaced from their homes around the world, 

the highest number since 1994. Over 15 million registered refugees were among those displaced, 

and of these just 89,000 were admitted to third countries for permanent resettlement. UNHCR 

makes an annual recommendation to the world’s resettlement countries about how many and 

which refugees should be resettled.  

The US is by far the largest resettlement country (UNHCR, 2011b). (Table 1 shows the 

number of refugees and legal permanent residents admitted to the US between 1998 and 2013.) 
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Table 1: Annual Refugee and Legal Permanent Resident Arrivals (1998 - 2013) 
Fiscal Year Refugees Legal Permanent Residents 

1998 77,340 653,206 
1999 86,284 644,787 
2000 74,091 841,002 
2001 69,813 1,058,902 
2002 27,789 1,059,356 
2003 29,345 703,542 
2004 53,197 957,883 
2005 53,957 1,122,257 
2006 41,334 1,266,129 
2007 48,281 1,052,415 
2008 60,192 1,107,126 
2009 74,654 1,130,818 
2010 73,311 1,042,625 
2011 56,424 1,062,040 
2012 58,238 1,031,631 
2013 69,926 -- 

(FY 2012 Refugee Admissions Report, 2012; Nwosu, Batalova, & Auclair, 2014) 

This table shows that refugee admissions vary greatly year to year;1 some explanations for this 

instability and the process for refugee admissions are provided in detail in Chapter 4.  

The United States makes a legal distinction between refugees, people seeking asylum, 

and other immigrants. The United States defines a refugee as:  

Any person who is outside any country of such person's nationality or, in the case 
of a person having no nationality, is outside any country in which such person last 
habitually resided, and who is unable or unwilling to return to, and is unable or 
unwilling to avail himself or herself of the protection of, that country because of 
persecution or a well-founded fear of persecution on account of race, religion, 
nationality, membership in a particular social group, or political opinion (Annual 
Report to Congress, 2010).  

 
US law distinguishes between refugees and asylees based on where each category of migrant 

requests protection (Charlton, Farley, & Kaye, 1988). A refugee leaves their country of 

nationality and seeks protection in a transit country, the refugee’s arrival to the United States 

occurs after their request for protection has been granted. An asylee requests protection after they 

have arrived in the United States. Both refugees and asylees are eligible for an array of federal 

                                                
1 Note that the number of legal permanent residents is only shown to provide perspective on the size of the refugee 
program.  
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benefits that other immigrants cannot access. In this way, refugees and asylees can be seen as a 

special category of immigrant. For the purpose of this dissertation, refugees and asylees are 

considered one group, and are referred to as refugees.  

US refugee resettlement policy applies to people from a “bewildering variety of origins” 

with varying levels of human capital2 (Portes & Rumbaut, 2006, p. 13) and it is this diverse and 

ever-changing client population that refugee resettlement organizations serve. The majority of 

refugees who entered the US over the past ten years originate from eleven different countries, 

with varying amounts of English language skill (Annual Report to Congress, 2012). Refugees in 

the US show a wide distribution in levels of education (ORR, 2010; Portes & Rumbaut, 2006), 

have an increased risk for physical health challenges (Khaw, Burkholder, Salama, & Dondero, 

2000; Weinstein, Sarnoff, Gladstone, & Lipson, 2000), and for a host of short- and long-run 

mental health problems (deJong, Scholte, Koeter, & Hart, 2000; Jablensky, Marsella, Ekblad, 

Levi, & Jansson, 1992; Kroll et al., 1989; Stevan M. Weine et al., 1995)3. 

The data collected and reported by the Department of Health and Human Services Office 

of Refugee Resettlement (ORR) are incomplete but suggest variation in the economic status of 

resettled refugees.4 Descriptive data show that this population is, on average, poor enough to 

need assistance (Annual Report to Congress, 2006; Portes & Rumbaut, 2006). The ORR 2011 

                                                
2 Human capital refers to the skills and capabilities that immigrants and refugees bring with them (J. S. Coleman, 
1988). 
3 Although the cultural relevance of Western-style diagnoses such as PTSD has been debated among refugee 
researchers (Bracken, 1997), evidence suggests an association between refugee status and depressive disorders, 
suicidal ideation, aggression and violent behavior, drug and alcohol abuse, paranoia, and hysteria (Jablensky et al., 
1992). 
4  In order to clarify actual income levels for refugees it would be helpful to have data on individual and household 
annual income. Interestingly, neither the DHHS nor the Census Bureau reports data on refugee poverty rates or 
annual income levels. It would also be helpful to see data on the types of jobs refugees hold (e.g.: regular or 
“flexible” schedule). 
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Annual Report to Congress5 (Annual Report to Congress, 2011) indicates that refugees were 

making, on average, $9.43 per hour and working 40 weeks per year. When compared to the $609 

median weekly earnings rate of full time foreign-born workers, it appears that refugees are not 

doing as well as their non-refugee immigrant peers ("Labor Force Characteristics of Foreign-

born Workers News Release," 2012). The ORR Annual Report also indicates that not all refugees 

were working the same number of weeks per year: the longer a refugee lives in the United States, 

the more hours they work. For example, refugees who arrived in 2006-07 were working an 

average of 46 weeks per year by 2011, whereas refugees who arrived in 2011 worked an average 

of 16 weeks per year. Additionally, of the refugees who were working at the time of the survey 

(that is 41 percent of the sample population), 6 percent found employment within one month of 

arrival, 24 percent within ninety days of arrival, 26 percent within six months of arrival, and 22 

percent after a year in the country. The unemployment rate for refugees was 18 percent in 2011, 

whereas the general population unemployment rate hovered at 8 percent in that same year, and 

the rate for all foreign born was 9.1 percent (Annual Report to Congress, 2011; "Labor Force 

Characteristics of Foreign-born Workers News Release," 2012).  

Refugee Resettlement Policy: What We Know 

Formal refugee policy was solidified in 1980 with The Refugee Act, which established 

legislative guidelines for refugee policy.6 The main focus of the Act is rapid employment for 

refugees. To support the achievement of this goal, the Act provides for refugees to receive many 

services including employment assistance, case management, and classes in English as a Second 

Language ("The Refugee Act," 1980) and makes the various US public assistance programs 

                                                
5 A survey of 1,534 refugee households provided data about employment rates, average hourly wage rates, average 
number of hours worked, and public assistance utilization rates. 
6 The policy substance and political context of the Refugee Act of 1980 are discussed in detail in Chapter 3. 
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available to refugees with the same means-tested eligibility as the general public. In addition, 

resettlement policy provides for several targeted assistance programs for refugees not eligible for 

the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) or Medicaid programs. With the potential 

for public aid uptake, the presence of a refugee community in any given state can have an impact 

on state budgets.  

Policy Formation and Ongoing Political Challenges 

After The Refugee Act was passed, the field of refugee research has focused on the 

formation of the policy;7 on evaluation of the policy insofar as it relates to select outcomes such 

as welfare utilization, employment, and integration; and to some extent, on the role of 

resettlement organizations in the resettlement process.  

A number of rich historical works examine the strategic political use of resettlement 

policies, and the relationship between resettlement, domestic issues, and US foreign policy 

(Anker & Posner, 1981; Bon Tempo, 2008; Holman, 1996; N. L. Zucker, 1983; N. L. Zucker & 

Zucker, 1991). That research highlights the fragility of the US refugee resettlement system. Due 

to the intensely fraught political context in which some politicians pushed to expand resettlement 

for foreign policy and humanitarian reasons, while others sought to restrict it due to concerns 

about federal overspending and the potential erosion of purely “American” values, the fact and 

extent of refugee resettlement has always been uncertain.  

Several resettlement policy studies have identified ongoing political challenges for 

proponents of refugee resettlement and practical challenges posed by the legislation itself for 

implementing RROs. With a cautionary tone, Arnold Leibowitz (1983) warns that the way the 

                                                
7 This dissertation examines post-entry resettlement policy exclusively and does not provide a review of literature 
that examines policies relating to the selection, screening, and entry of refugees into the United States. For select 
work regarding US refugee admissions policy see (Barnett, 2006; Berman, 2012; Charlton et al., 1988; Gibney, 
Dalton, & Vockell, 1992; Kerwin, 2012; N. F. Zucker & Zucker, 1994). 
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Act is written requires supporters of refugee resettlement policy to continually advocate for 

yearly admissions because refugee entry will always be a political debate. Leibowitz notes that 

the Act’s granting to the President determination of annual admissions ceilings based on the 

advisement of Congress (this issue is explored more fully in Chapter 3) makes it inherently a 

political process. Leibowitz also identifies the unstable relationship between the federal and local 

governments and the implementing RROs as an ongoing issue.  

Similarly, in his review of US resettlement policy and the difficulties that result from the 

policy’s dependence on non-profit organizations, Norman Zucker (1983) finds that implementing 

RROs are challenged by the fact that legislation was written in vague language, and by the 

constant shifting of federal regulations. Specifically, Zucker refers to the unresolved debates 

about the content and duration of benefits embedded in the language of the Act. Elsewhere, 

Zucker (N. L. Zucker & Zucker, 1987) has identified unreliable federal funding associated with 

resettlement policy as an obstacle for implementing RROs.  

These articles present refugee resettlement legislation as contested, unstable, and 

unreliable. Indeed, as with other social policies, refugee resettlement policy is written in 

language that is vague and which delegates interpretation to the implementing organizations. The 

administrative and managerial organizational challenges highlighted by these scholars are further 

complicated by the structure of refugee resettlement implementation, involving federal, state, and 

local actors.  

Policy Evaluation: Select Employment Outcomes 

Because, again, the main priority of the Refugee Act is providing for the refugees’ 

effective transition from “dependence” to economic self-sufficiency, ORR collects data 

including rates of welfare use and labor market participation in an effort to measure the 
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economic success of refugees. There is a body of evaluation research examining each of these 

outcomes 

Welfare Utilization 

Congress has repeatedly expressed concern over the escalating costs of refugee welfare use 

("Possible Shifting of Refugee Resettlement to Private Organizations," 1996). There is some 

research, however, that indicates that federal welfare expenditures can have a positive effect on 

the long-term employment outcomes of refugees (Bach, 1988) and on a refugee community’s 

ability to form community organizations (Hein, 1997). One study, looking specifically at 

Southeast Asian refugees’ use of welfare, found that access to welfare among refugee families 

with at least one wage earner helped to mediate problems with the labor market, such as 

underemployment, and resulted in a total family income just over the poverty line (Bach, 1988). 

Although such findings suggest there may be associated benefits to the refugee population 

resulting from welfare utilization, ORR’s Annual Reports indicate that each year there are 

significant numbers of refugees who do not take advantage of their public aid options. (Table 2 

shows the variation in refugees’ public assistance use across programs between 2000 and 2011.)  
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Table 2: 
Utilization Rates of Federal Assistance Programs by Refugee Households (2000 – 2011) 

Year All Cash Assistance (TANF, RCA, SSI, GA) Food Stamps/ SNAP Housing Medicaid / RMA* 
2011 37.8 (17.8 / 12 / 14.8 / 1.3) 61 24.2 48.4 
2010 26.4 (7.1 / 8.5 / 11.6 / 2.4) 62.6 12 48.6 
2009 38.3 (8.4 / 13.5 / 12.7 / 7.4) 70.2 31.6 57.7 
2008 28.8 (7.5 / 8.7 / 13.7 / 2.2) 50.4 24.4 44.2 
2007 31.9 (4.8 / 13.7 / 15.3 / 2) 49.3 25 51.5 
2006 33.7  (5 / 13.3 / 14.8 / 4.6) 54.9 20.5 44 
2005 26.8  (4.6 / 6.9 / 14.1 / 3.5) 52.7 11.4 39.3 
2004 25.6  (9.5 / 3.4 / 13.5 / 2.3) 40.6 12.3 31.3 
2003 28.9  (6.6 / 6.2 / 14.3 / 7.8) 46.4 14.9 36.3 
2002 27.4  (5 / 2.4 / 15.7 / 7.2) 33.5 11.7 34.6 
2001 35.9  (11.5 / 3.1 / 17.9 / 8.6) 35.8 10.2 33 
2000 32.7  (7.3 / 4.3 / 18.2 / 7.1) 28.5 12.1 25.5 

(Annual Report to Congress 2002, 2005, 2006, 2007, 2008, 2009, 2010, 2011)  
  

* Health benefit utilization rates refer to adult individuals 16 and above, all other utilization rates refer to refugee 
households. Households may use more than one type of assistance. 

 
These data show that the use of cash assistance programs such as TANF fluctuated by as 

much as 13 percent in these years. There was a steady upward trend among refugees in the use of 

Food Stamps and other forms of public assistance between 2000 and 2009. Food Stamp 

utilization rose by 42 percent and public health benefit utilization rose by over 32 percent during 

this time.  

This trend in refugee benefit utilization mirrors the trend among the general public for 

whom participation in the Food Stamp / Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program rose from 

16.8 million in 2000 to 38.9 million in 2009 (2009 SNAP Data, 2009). Enrollment data for adults 

in the Medicaid program shows growth from 10.6 in 2000 to 17.6 million in 2010 (2013 CMS 

Statistics, 2013). 

While all refugees are categorically eligible to receive Food Stamps (SSA, 2008), studies 

have shown that “many noncitizens are not seeking assistance for which they remain eligible” 

(Zimmerman & Tumlin, 1999, p. 14). Table 2 shows that 50 percent of the refugees who 

qualified for Food Stamps in 2008 did not use them.  
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Studies of Food Stamp use in the general population have identified several factors that 

may affect take-up rates, including diversion tactics of welfare workers (Currie, Grogger, 

Burtless, & Schoeni, 2001). Other research attributes underutilization to factors including 

administrative exclusion, stigma, and lack of information (Brodkin & Majmundar, 2010; 

Hasenfeld, Rafferty, & Zald, 1987; Lens, 2005; Prottas, 1981; Wyers, 1976). For newly arriving 

refugees, welfare uptake should not be assumed. A 1982 National Opinion Research Center 

study (North, Lewin, & Wagner, 1982) suggested that the local resettlement agency played a role 

in coordinating benefit receipt for their refugee clients. In order to understand more about 

welfare utilization among the refugee population the refugee resettlement policy research 

literature needs to include an examination of the processes by which resettlement workers play 

the role of resource brokers for their refugee clients.  

Labor Market Participation 

A review of studies on the effects of resettlement policy as it relates to moving refugees 

into the labor market – a key outcome given the policy foci of “economic self-sufficiency” and 

getting refugees to work – reveals mixed findings. Some studies have found that factors external 

to the refugee are essential for finding employment (Haines, 1996; Lamba, 2003; Portes & 

Stepick, August, 1985; Stein, 1979) and earning higher wages (Allen, 2009; Mamgain & Collins, 

2003). These factors include the presence of a mismatch between cultures in the community of 

origin and in the host community, the role of a pre-existing ethnic community for incoming 

refugees, and the overall state of the US economy at the time of settlement. Other studies have 

found, however, that levels of human capital are of critical importance for employment and 

higher earnings levels (Connor, 2010; Potocky-Tripodi, 2003, 2004; Vinokurov, Birman & 

Trickett, 2000). The individual-level variables found to be most closely associated with higher 
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levels of income for refugees are gender (being male was associated with higher earnings), 

English language acquisition, and high levels of education.  

The evaluation literature that takes into consideration the role of resettlement agencies in 

the employment process does not provide a consistent story about these agencies. Some 

resettlement evaluation studies have looked at the role of resettlement agencies in the 

employment process, but found that it is unclear whether this assistance makes any difference 

(Caplan, Whitmore, & Choy, 1989; Gold, 1992; North et al., 1982), or is in the best interest of 

the refugee (Stein, 1979). For instance, a study (Stein, 1979) of Vietnamese refugees who arrived 

in the mid-70s, found that this cohort had poor workforce participation rates, and that 

resettlement workers pushed their Vietnamese clients to take any job, regardless of pay or skills 

required. Due to the difficulty in switching careers or upgrading jobs, those who did find work 

experienced sustained downward job mobility even after three years in the labor market.  

In another relevant study, Mamgain and Collins (2003), looked at the employment 

experiences of refugees from various nations who settled in a small community in Maine, and 

found that the resettlement programs did not address some major obstacles to finding 

employment. For example, refugees who were successful in gaining job interviews were 

nonetheless often flummoxed by the questions they were asked in these interviews. Typical job 

interview questions such as, “how would you describe yourself?” solicited the common but 

unhelpful response, “I am a good son” (2003, p.131). Those successful in finding work struggled 

with timeliness and an inhospitable environment for the Islamic call to prayer during the 

workday. Those refugees who were employed often reported that they found their job not 

through employment programs but by activating their social contacts within their ethnic enclave. 
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There is some research that indicates that some resettlement agencies do play a positive 

role in the employment outcomes of resettled refugees, indicating that refugee resettlement 

agencies often hire former refugee clients, thereby providing stable, relatively good quality jobs 

for a segment of the population (Gold, 1992; Hein, 1988). In a comparison of employment 

outcomes for refugees “sponsored” by resettlement agencies versus those sponsored by their own 

family members, Tran (1991) found that the Indochinese refugees sampled for his study were 

more likely to be employed if a resettlement agency agrees to support the refugee when they first 

arrive (i.e., sponsor the refugee). The findings of Tran’s study are based on the assumption that 

“resettlement services” are a dichotomous variable: either a refugee has access to these services 

or they do not. The present study calls this assumption into question. The model on which Tran 

bases this assumption does not take into account that the substance and quality of resettlement 

services might vary depending on which resettlement agency the refugee is associated with.  

In his discussion, Tran notes that his study does not explain why sponsorship by a 

resettlement agency is associated with a greater likelihood of employment, but he speculates that 

this could be due to the agency’s “goal to terminate its assistance to a refugee as soon as 

possible.” In other words, Tran suggests that the agencies are motivated to find work for the 

client quickly, while sponsoring family members had no such pressure. Tran does not speculate 

about why family members would be inclined to delay in helping their refugee family to find 

work. In order to unpack the reason for the causal relationship in Tran’s study, research that 

investigates the actual process of employment assistance within the resettlement agency is 

necessary. 

These evaluation studies are suggestive of factors that may be associated with 

employment status and income levels for refugees. But studies focused on individual-level 
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variables miss the impact that organizations can have on creating or blocking workforce 

opportunities for refugees, and none of these studies shed much light on what workers actually 

do in the name of refugee resettlement policy within the implementing agency. This dissertation 

aims, in part, to address the gap left by the employment outcomes evaluation literature by 

leaving open the question of how resettlement caseworkers implement employment policy for 

their refugee clients and why they implement these policies the way they do. 

Policy Evaluation: Refugee Integration 

The basic premise underlying the US resettlement program is that refugees can benefit 

from institutional support as they begin to integrate into their new country, an integration which 

is meant to include economic self-sufficiency (Bruno, 2011; Newland, 1995; Schwartz, 2010). 

Integration does not have a fixed definition in the literature and there has been much debate 

about what successful integration means, how it is achieved, and how local institutions can 

support it. Moreover, it is a term that has been conceptualized in different ways to describe both 

a process for the newly arrived, and a policy goal (Dwyer, 2010). The ambiguity around 

integration has implications for the work of local refugee resettlement organizations, because, as 

the theoretical perspective of street-level organizations outlined later in this chapter suggests, 

goal ambiguity can impact the way in which such organizations implement policy.  

In their effort to develop a conceptual approach for understanding integration, Ager and 

Strang (2008) suggest that integration equates to access to economic achievement, education, 

housing, and health. Although the authors note that their work is conceptual in nature, they do 

offer a warning from their fieldwork with refugees. They write: “Community stability is 

potentially an important facilitator in integration. This has wide implications for refugee 

integration policy, not least in the area of housing, where short-term accommodation, insecure 
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tenancies, and certain forms of dispersal strategy all serve to promote instability in refugee 

resettlement” (Ager and Strang 2008, p. 184). Ager and Strang seem to be suggesting that the 

common housing practices they observed resettlement agencies using are at crossed purposes 

with the goal of achieving community stability, which the authors link to successful integration 

for refugee clients.  

The literature on the relationship between place and integration has a long history, a 

review of which is beyond the scope of this chapter. What follows then is an overview of some 

of the important findings related to the housing patterns of newly arrived ethnic groups. Some of 

these studies have shown that when newly arrived ethnic minorities live in residential 

concentration with one another, there can be positive impact on the experience of the newly 

resettled (Bolt, Özüekren, & Phillips, 2009; Sherrell, 2007; Spicer, 2008), such as assistance with 

the cultural transition to the new country (Ives, 2007; Miyares, 2010) and with economic 

opportunities (Haines, 1996; Kibria, 1994; Mamgain & Collins, 2003; Murdie & Ghosh, 2009; 

Portes & Rumbaut, 2006; Portes & Stepick, August, 1985). However, other research has shown 

that the spatial concentration of newly arrived refugees can have a stressful impact on the 

community and potentially overwhelm local resources, ultimately resulting in alienation of the 

new minority groups by the dominant majority (GAO, 2012; Leibowitz, 1983; Massey, Durand, 

& Malone, 2002). The evidence of tensions around spatially concentrated refugee resettlement 

has been used to support policies of spatial dispersion (Brick et al., 2010; GAO, 2012). In other 

words, the research on the spatial proximity of newly arrived ethnic groups can be interpreted to 

justify opposing policy proposals. 

 As for how refugees are being supported when they are resettled into a community, 

studies that examined the refugee perspective of initial housing and resettlement have for the 
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most part been critical of the outcomes achieved by local resettlement agencies (Choi, Davis, 

Cummings, Van Regenmorter, & Barnett, 2013; Kenny & Lockwood-Kenny, 2011; Ong, 2003). 

However, without the perspective of the resettlement organizations, these studies leave 

unanswered questions about what services are provided and why they take shape as they do. 

There are just a few studies that take the resettlement organization as the unit of analysis, and 

these begin to address such questions. For example, Nawyn’s (2006) study provides a broad look 

at resettlement organizations and asks how different agency types differ in the way they perform 

their resettlement tasks. By taking a broad view, Nawyn is able to identify important 

distinguishing features of resettlement agencies across types, such as secular and faith-based 

resettlement agencies, mutual assistance associations, and other refugee serving social service 

agencies. However, there are always trade-offs in research, and the price of her breadth is that 

Nawyn’s study is not able to capture an in-depth analysis of service practices over time.  

The Process of Resettlement and the Role of Resettlement Organizations 

Within the refugee resettlement research there are a few studies that offer some insights 

into the process of resettlement without focusing on specific outcomes. Some of these studies 

raise broad questions about the resettlement experience writ-large (Haines, 1996; Lanphier, 

1983; Wright, 1981), while others look at the resettlement experience for specific groups of 

refugees (Ong, 2003; Vongkhamphra, Davis, & Adem, 2010). Together, these studies are 

suggestive of the ways in which the resettlement process and the work of resettlement agencies 

take shape.   

Studies that have looked at the resettlement process in the United States for different 

refugee groups and across time found that this process has varied dramatically depending on 

characteristics of the arriving group. For example, David Haines (1996) plainly states, “The 
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greater the cultural differences between the United States and a refugee’s country of origin, the 

more difficult the adjustment” (p.38). In his more complex analysis, Wright (1981) notes that the 

background of refugees entering the United States has changed over the years, and with this 

change has been a parallel shift in the supports refugees need in order to achieve “self-

sufficiency” in America. From the 1930s through the 1960s refugees came primarily from 

developed nations, and the majority of them possessed some education and skills. On the whole 

such refugees were able to assimilate and enter the workforce once they received training in 

ESL, access to health care, and some initial social and instrumental support. But, Wright notes, 

since the mid-1970s the refugees arriving in the United States increasingly originate from 

developing nations, and they arrive without marketable skills or cultural competence for their 

new home. In such cases, resettlement workers must introduce refugees to the norms of local 

communities and assist with adjusting to new home economics such as how to cook on gas 

stoves and feed a family using Food Stamps. Refugees who lack employment skills must be 

taught to navigate the unwieldy bureaucracy of the American welfare system. Wright’s study 

highlights the ways in which the day-to-day work of refugee resettlement organizations might 

shift in response to the needs of their refugee client base, needs shaped by the demographic 

makeup of incoming refugee groups.  

Taking a different analytic approach, Michael Lanphier’s comparative study (1983) 

found that US agencies are focused specifically on the rapid economic adaptation of the newly 

arrived refugee. Lanphier asserts that rapid adaptation has consequences for both the refugee and 

the agency. For the refugee, the US model assumes that the sooner they are working the quicker 

they will adapt to the local community, because exposure to co-workers will secure this 

adjustment. For the agency, an expedited transition from “dependent” refugee to working refugee 
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allows room in the program for more incoming refugees. This flow-through is essential for 

organizational survival in a country with such high rates of resettlement and in which 

government grants are awarded for initial short-run resettlement services but not for long-run 

support services. Lanphier (1983) notes that this focus on expedient job placement results in 

refugees being urged to take low-skilled or manual-labor employment. Not only does this require 

less human capital investment on the part of the agency, but there is an incentive to encourage 

welfare use as a way to limit the refugees’ long-term reliance on agency resources.  

Notably absent from these discussions is an analysis of how the race of incoming refugee 

groups might impact their resettlement experience (Brewer, 2010). Just a few studies have taken 

up this challenge, although many of them conflate race and ethnicity (Brewer, 2010; Hein, 2005; 

Kraly & VanValkenburg, 2010). For example, Brewer (2010) brings together Critical Race 

Theory and Refugee Studies to analyze Cuban refugee resettlement over time, and finds that 

although the US government’s marketing campaign used to promote the arrival of Cuban 

refugees portrayed these refugees as predominantly white, the reception of white and black 

Americans was antagonistic, and racially charged. In this case, Brewer finds that resettlement 

organizations were unsuccessful in mitigating the anti-ethnic sentiment of the local communities.  

In his participant observation study of resettlement workers in San Francisco and New 

York, Hein (2005) examines the intersection of ethnic boundaries and the role of resettlement 

agencies in navigating these boundaries for their refugee clients. Hein finds that resettlement 

workers recruited from within racial minority refugee groups are themselves marginalized, and 

that the extent of this marginalization is impacted by the racially charged context in which they 

work. Together, these studies suggest that the race and ethnicity of the incoming refugee group 

plays a part in how the group experiences resettlement, and that the resettlement organization has 
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a role in this process. Although this dissertation analysis does not specifically focus on the role 

of race in the implementation of service delivery, Chapter 7 describes how the data collected for 

this study might be engaged to address this issue.  

Several studies that focus narrowly on the resettlement process for specific refugee 

groups have delved more deeply into the lived experience of resettlement. For example, Aihwa 

Ong’s (2003) ethnography of Cambodian refugees found that, whatever their qualifications, 

newly arrived refugees were trained to “take low-level jobs as janitors, hotel maids and domestic 

workers,” and were instructed “in the value of ‘job mobility’ to help them adapt to the cycles of 

employment and unemployment” (p.83). Ong describes the daily encounters with street-level 

workers in which social workers engaged in the practice of discriminating between the 

“responsible” and the “irresponsible” refugees. Many of the social workers Ong interviewed 

revealed the derogatory assumptions they had of their Cambodian clients and the refugees 

themselves spoke openly of the shame this made them feel. Ong’s study suggests that in these 

cases resettlement workers did little more than socialize incoming refugees to their place 

amongst the working poor of America. While Ong’s study may be seen as necessarily 

constrained by its focus on one specific refugee group, it also demonstrates that ethnographic 

research provides a depth of insight about processes that other methods do not. 

These studies raise important questions about how the resettlement process works in 

practice, questions that require a systematic examination of the street-level organizations that 

effectively create policy through their informal practices.  

A New Direction in Refugee Resettlement Research 

The street-level organizations literature provides a framework for analyzing what refugee 

resettlement policy is and how it works in practice. This framework draws attention to both the 
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formal dimension of social policy, which provides the parameters for street-level work, and the 

informal dimension, in which street-level workers give meaning to the formal policy through 

their everyday patterns of practice. Informal policy is (re)created at the street-level when workers 

use discretion in both authorized and unauthorized ways. As the theoretical perspectives that 

provide a framework for this inquiry suggest, street-level organizations (SLOs) mediate policy, 

in part, by effecting the terms of resource provision, by creating opportunity for clients to 

express voice and make claims, and by effectively shaping the policy experience.  

This analytic framework builds on two key perspectives: Lipsky’s (1980) street-level 

bureaucracy model and Brodkin’s (2010) “politics of practice” model, and its analysis is 

informed by theoretical literature on non-profit organizations (NPO), in this case treating 

nonprofits as special cases of SLOs. What follows is a review of the relevant aspects of these 

theories and a brief discussion of some of the dimensions of organizational life that they leave 

unexplored. This study seeks to both extend the street-level perspective to a new empirical case, 

and to push beyond street-level theory in order to consider other potential explanations for the 

phenomena observed in this research. 

Street-Level Organizations 

Lipsky (1980) argues that legislative policy cannot be understood apart from its 

implementation since street-level agencies and their workers mediate the relationship between 

individuals and the state. By studying public agencies tasked with delivering state benefits, 

Lipsky found that policies were shaped, in part, by the discretionary practices of street-level 

workers. From this he theorized that workers form patterns of practice as adaptive responses to 

the conditions of work characteristic of public bureaucracies. Specifically, Lipsky identified that 

1) agency resources tend to be “chronically inadequate relative to the tasks workers are asked to 
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perform,” 2) the level of demand for service “tends to increase to meet supply,” 3) goal 

expectations within the agency “tend to be ambiguous, vague, or conflicting,” 4) worker 

performance tends to orient towards goal achievement and is “difficult if not impossible to 

measure,” and 5) “clients are typically non-voluntary” and therefore “do not serve as the primary 

bureaucratic reference groups” (1980, p.27-28).  

The Use of Discretion in Street-Level Organizations 

To mitigate the challenges presented by these conditions, Lipsky explains that workers 

develop coping mechanisms: they use their discretion in systematic ways to ration services, to 

control clients and reduce the consequences of uncertainty, to protect worker resources, and to 

manage the consequences of routine practice (p.86). Lipsky (1980) finds that the effect of street-

level workers’ coping mechanisms is to grant or block client access to resources and to control 

both clients and the work situation. It is the patterned nature of these coping behaviors that turns 

the use of worker discretion into systematic patterns of practice (Lipsky, 1980; McCleary, 1978).  

Street-level studies provide many examples of workers’ discretionary behaviors. 

Rationing is a common practice found among workers at the front lines of service delivery who 

must balance client demand with limited resources (Brodkin, 1997; Lin, 2000; Lipsky, 1980; 

Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2003). Under these circumstances workers will routinely expend 

limited resources on select clients, while withholding them from others. The street-level 

perspective directs attention to the conscious or unconscious systematic decisions workers make 

about which clients will get access to the resources and which will not. Street-level studies have 

also found that workers routinely target resources at the clients who are most likely to succeed at 

the desired outcomes of the intervention, a practice called creaming (Lipsky, 1980; Maynard-

Moody & Musheno, 2003; S. R. Smith & Lipsky, 1993). Creaming is found to be an adaptive 
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strategy that workers use when they are being measured on the number of successes among their 

clients, rather than on the risks workers take to help their clients succeed. The act of creaming 

has the added benefits of making the workers’ jobs easier and of allocating limited resources. 

Another way that workers have been found to deal with the challenge presented by high or 

unpredictable levels of client demand and limited resources is to maintain some level of 

resources in reserve (Lipsky, 1980; Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2003). This practice of 

“husbanding resources” may occur when performance measures track and enumerate outcomes 

as opposed to service quality. Workers have been found to engage in several practices that 

succeed in differentiating between clients in ways not defined by policy, and allocating resources 

according to these differentiations. One example is when workers use their bias to select certain 

clients for services and exclude others. This bias can take many forms. For example, worker 

biases have been found to originate from workers’ assessments of the worthiness of the client 

(Lipsky, 1980). Other studies have found that the race of the client plays a role in how worker 

bias impacts service delivery (Keiser, Mueser, & Choi, 2004; Watkins-Hayes, 2013). 

Workers use their discretion both when there are formal rules and strict guidelines and 

when workers are formally granted the freedom to make independent practice decisions. In the 

first case, rules and regulations suggest standardization across programs, but cannot restrict the 

ways in which workers make everyday practice decisions. Moreover, rules and regulations, 

especially when prolific, cannot ensure how they will be applied or interpreted. The use of 

worker discretion in the case of strict guidelines for practice can have various effects. Sosin 

(2010) explains that discretion can either succeed in promoting unequal treatment in a context of 

policy that seeks to standardize service delivery, or in countering overly strict or seemingly 

unfair mandates. For example, in their study of how performance management within a Florida 
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welfare transition program impacted workers decisions to sanction their clients, Soss, Fording, 

and Schram (2011b) find that workers were severely limited in their ability to make choices 

about how to help their clients. Some workers went to extra effort to communicate with their 

clients, to protect them from what the workers’ felt were overly harsh sanctions.  

In the second case, Lipsky (1980) explains that society seeks “compassion for special 

circumstances and flexibility in dealing with them” (p.15) and that such sanctioned discretion 

allows workers to respond to particular client group needs rather than applying a uniform policy 

to all clients (Brodkin, 2010; Lipsky, 1980).  One example of this kind of discretion is found in 

Maynard-Moody and Musheno’s (2003) study of a vocational rehabilitation counselor who 

works with a client with disabilities, secures computer training for her, and helps her to find a 

part time job as a bookkeeper. In an interview, the counselor explains that while she could have 

closed the case at this point she decided to extend her relationship with this client securing 

government funds to pay for a follow up psychological evaluation and winning the client control 

over a small inheritance. Due to the amount of sanctioned discretion in her work, the counselor 

was able to extend more of her time and government resources to this client. Maynard-Moody 

and Musheno find that this sanctioned discretion allowed the worker to respond to her client’s 

individual needs, and that the worker derived job satisfaction from her ability to determine how, 

and how much, to help her client. 

The Political Impact of Discretionary Practice Choices 

While Lipsky helps explain the sources and uses of discretion in street-level 

bureaucracies, Brodkin (2010) takes into account the political context in which street-level 

organizations operate. In this way, she helps explain how the ambiguity of formal social policy 

effectively delegates implementation choices to SLOs. In the United States, legislative politics 
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often produces laws that do not fully resolve policy conflicts and result in ambiguous, or even 

conflicting, language (Douglas-Arnold, 1990; Kingdon, 2003; Stone, 1989). Brodkin (2010) 

explains that the SLO effectively turns indeterminate policy into concrete courses of action: A 

process that plays out, in part, through the discretionary practices of street-level workers which 

ultimately determine who gets what and how.  

Although street-level workers may not be always mindful of making political policy 

choices, the effect of their systematic use of discretion in everyday patterns of practice is 

political because it shapes the policy experience for their clients, a process Brodkin (2010) calls 

the “politics of practice.” The practices of street-level workers have political consequences. 

These consequences emerge when they shape social service provision, structure opportunities for 

the voicing and assertion of rights, and “manage the consequences of conflicts inherent in their 

practices” (Brodkin, 2010, p.62). 

The practices of SLOs may be understood to have political consequences when they 

allocate resources and structure the terms of resource provision (Brodkin, 2007, 2010; Lens, 

2005; Lipsky, 1980; Simon, 1985; Soss, 1999; Stone, 1984). Although formal policy describes 

the legal terms of resource provision such as eligibility criteria, workers may “skew access and 

distribution in systematic ways that are inconsistent with formal law” when they use discretion 

while acting as resource brokers on behalf of the state or while allocating resources to clients 

(Brodkin, 2010, p.66). Discretionary patterns of practice can informally, but effectively, reshape 

the distribution and content of the policy on the ground, ultimately determining which clients get 

what. As an example, Maynard-Moody and Musheno (2003) interviewed a teacher who reported 

that she intervened on behalf of a student who had been rejected for ongoing social work services 

by the state, a response that was not at all typical for a worker in this circumstance. By 
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repeatedly filing incomplete paperwork on behalf of the student, the teacher ensured that the 

state continued services (2003, p.110-11). In this example, the teacher used her discretion to 

intervene in such a way that effectively provided her client with access to benefits he would not 

otherwise have had. 

Structuring Opportunities for Voice Within SLOs 

Street-level work also has political implications when the effect is to manage the 

consequences of organizational practice (Brodkin, 2010), such as offering complaint (or “fair-

hearing”) procedures that deflect mobilization against the SLO, limiting client interactions that 

could similarly lead to organized dissent, and delegitimizing client grievances. As an example, 

although federal policy mandates that welfare agencies offer “fair-hearings” for welfare 

applicants to appeal sanctions, in her study of the rates of appeals and outcomes in three states, 

Lens (2005) found that very few clients actually filed fair hearing appeals, and even fewer 

showed up to the hearings once they were scheduled. Lens concludes, “bureaucracies are not set 

up to encourage complaints, but rather to deflect or obscure them through a complex maze of 

rules and regulations that make mistakes difficult to discern” (2005, p.51). In another example, 

Maynard-Moody and Musheno (2003) found that street-level workers delegitimized the 

complaints of clients by categorizing these same clients as troublesome, in some cases tagging 

these clients with having a psychological disorder (p.89). In each of these examples the 

mismatch between client interest and organizational practice was effectively managed through 

the avoidance and deflection of client challenges. 

The practices of SLOs can affect the capacity of individuals to make claims and express 

interests (Brodkin, 2010). “Voice” is used here to mean the client’s ability to express her 

interests within a street-level organization, rather than the ability to engage in overt political 
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activism. Within this organization-related concept, there are many iterations voice can take. As 

one example, individuals might make claims about disputes through an organization’s formal 

complaint procedure (Lens, 2005; Lens & Vorsanger, 2005). But before such a formal complaint 

can be made, research on disputes has shown that a transformation process occurs whereby a 

client first comes to understand that they have suffered an injustice, and then comes to blame the 

injustice on a particular party (Brodkin, 1992; Felstiner, Abel, & Sarat, 1980). Once the claimant 

has identified the party (or entity) responsible for the injustice, a final transformation takes place 

in which the individual voices their grievance and requests a remedy (Felstiner et al., 1980). The 

transformation process can be cut short at any stage.  

Expressions of voice as a means for making demands or declaring one’s interests might 

be complicated in the case of refugees. Here, Hirschman’s (1970) work on voice and exit is 

useful. Simply stated, Hirschman conceives of voice as the political action of expression used 

with the intention of making a change to circumstances. On the other hand, Hirschman draws on 

the economics concept of exit, in which consumers respond to a drop in quality by taking their 

business to an alternative company. Beginning with the simple dichotomous model of voice or 

exit, Hirschman takes up more complex models, in which voice and exit are complicated by 

context. One example he gives is of an immigrant in America who cannot psychologically 

conceive of his new country as flawed, and who therefore cannot imagine making an exit.  

The context for expressions of voice or action through exit is complicated in the case of 

refugees in refugee resettlement organizations. The refugee is not a consumer of services, as 

Chapter 4 will explain, refugees cannot take their “business” to an alternative RRO. Further, it is 

conceivable that the cultural norms in the home country of the refugee are associated with more 

compliant behavior in which voice is not expressed. It is also possible that experiences of 



 

 31 

political persecution might cause some refugees to remain quiet even when opportunities for 

expression of voice are present. In this case both exit and voice are potentially problematic. The 

role of the RRO in creating opportunities for client expression seem to be all that much more 

crucial in light of this discussion.   

The street-level perspective described here draws attention to the ways organizations and 

workers affect this claims-making process. Organizational theory, and specifically theories 

relevant to human service organizations, can go further by explaining why such behaviors might 

occur. Examples include: the potential insights to be gleaned from institutional theory (Garrow & 

Hasenfeld, 2010), such as the role of myth and ceremony (Meyer & Rowan, 1977) in shaping 

worker behavior within human service organizations; the role of organizational culture, in other 

words the shared norms, values, and assumptions among workers, in influencing the tone, 

content and objectives of interactions between workers and clients (Hemmelgarn, Glisson, & 

James, 2010; Schein, 1996); and the way that workers’ professional identities shape how they 

interact with their clients (Watkins-Hayes, 2009). While these perspectives are used within this 

dissertation in order to push beyond the limits of street-level theory, Chapter 7 offers suggestions 

about further insights that might be gleaned from applying these theories in an analysis of the 

data collected but not utilized in this dissertation.  

The “politics of practice” model draws attention to 1) the structure of street-level 

agencies, and 2) clients’ interactions with workers, which can either encourage or hinder the 

transformation process, and can influence whether individuals express voice (Brodkin, 1992, 

2010; Felstiner et al., 1980; Simon, 1985). In the first case, research on “administrative 

exclusion” has shown that organizational structures, such as formal procedures, can effectively 

block clients’ opportunities to voice claims by making the procedures so unwieldy as to deter 
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clients (Brodkin & Majmundar, 2010; Lens, 2005). And in the second case, studies have shown 

that within the organizational structure workers’ discretionary practices can further shape 

opportunities for client voice. This happens when workers structure interactions, signal the status 

of their clients, arrange office encounters to be more or less hospitable, and penalize clients for 

overstepping informal bureaucratic boundaries (Brodkin, 2010; Brodkin & Majmundar, 2010; 

Lens, 2008). 

One result of the ways in which organizations and workers structure clients’ opportunities 

for voice may be that clients keep quiet, and are “trained” how to act in order to move through 

the social service system (Brodkin, 1997; Felstiner et al., 1980; Lipsky, 1980; Soss, 1999). For 

example, Soss (1999) found that clients applying to claim AFDC benefits felt “‘herded’ as they 

waited for long periods in rooms that they sometimes compared to a prison setting” (p.84) and 

that these same clients felt that they needed to keep quiet about their complaints, to “be 

deferential to workers,” so as not to risk losing their benefits. Brodkin (2010) also suggests, 

however, that certain types of organizations may provide alternative opportunities for voice: for 

example, through the encouragement of extra-organizational connections. She highlights this as 

an area for future research to probe. Empirical work has also shown that organizations can 

provide an informal space for clients to connect, potentially providing each other with 

information about shared rights, benefits, and resources (McRoberts, 2003; Small, 2006; 

Spitzmueller, 2014).  

The data collected for this dissertation includes observations and interviews that relate to 

the structuring and obstruction of opportunities for refugee voice by resettlement workers. 

However, the analysis in this dissertation only briefly touches on these processes. Future work 

will address this issue and is outlined in Chapter 7. 
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Non-Profit Organizations, Contracting, and New Public Management 

In the 1980’s at a time of public distrust of government generally (Moynihan, 2008) – 

and concern over inefficiencies in large government-run bureaucracies more specifically –

implementation of social services was increasingly shifted from the kinds of public bureaucracies 

Lipsky wrote about in 1980 to contracted non-profit organizations (S. R. Smith & Lipsky, 1993). 

The non-profit organizations literature is of particular importance to this study of refugee 

resettlement policy and its implementation. First of all, of central concern to this dissertation is 

the ways in which the contractual relationship between the federal government and the non-profit 

resettlement organizations plays out in the delivery of refugee resettlement policy. Secondly, 

unlike other areas of social policy which have seen a progressive shift from implementation 

through public bureaucracies to privatized or semi-privatized spheres of service delivery 

(Alexander, 2000), the administration of resettlement policy has always depended, at least in 

part, on NPOs for service delivery (Holman, 1996). 

Human service non-profit organizations (HSOs) may be regarded analytically as a special 

case of street-level organization. These agencies are similar to the street-level bureaucracies 

central to Lipsky’s model in that they play a role in the delivery of policy as effective 

intermediaries between individuals and the state, they often have ambiguous and conflicting 

goals, operate with scarce resources, and the product of their work is often difficult to measure 

(Alexander, 2000; S. R. Smith, 2010; S. R. Smith & Lipsky, 1993). In other respects, they are not 

quite the same as the public agencies Lipsky wrote about in 1980. HSOs are often founded as a 

response to a recognized social need, they often have a target population, and they are thought to 

have the ability to be flexible and innovative in response to changing community needs 

(Alexander, 2000; Alexander, Nank, & Stivers, 1999; Lipsky & Smith, 1989). More generally, 
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most HSOs assume a role in providing public services and accepting contracts from federal and 

state governments to deliver services and benefits (Brodkin, 2010; Janice J. Dias & Maynard-

Moody, 2007; M. Katz, 1996; Morgen, 2001; Salamon, 1995; S. R. Smith & Lipsky, 1993; Starr, 

1988). 

The human service organizations literature in part asserts that nonprofits are better suited 

than public agencies to deliver services (Kramer, 2003). One assumption behind this perspective 

is that HSOs are positioned to understand local needs and culture, and because of that they are 

able to innovate with new programs given particular local conditions. Another assumption that 

underlies this perspective is that the shift from public to privatized service delivery is associated 

with increased competition among providers (S. R. Smith & Lipsky, 1993). The theory asserts 

that as providers compete for limited government contracts, this competition will lead to 

increased service effectiveness, to cost efficiency, to service innovations as providers attempt to 

distinguish themselves, and ultimately to greater choice for “consumers” of services. This 

perspective asserts that the government-nonprofit relationship operates like a partnership, and the 

contractual relationship does not threaten the independence or mission of the nonprofit 

(Salamon, 1995).  

Others argue, however, that the strength of nonprofits as locally based barometers of and 

solutions to client need is compromised by their contractual relationships with the state. This 

perspective assumes that the financial and contractual relationship between nonprofits and the 

government may undermine the independence, flexibility, and responsiveness of the nonprofit. 

Critics point to performance-based contracts that do not reward program innovation (Soss, 

Fording, & Schram, 2009), goal divergence between the agency and the performance measure 

requirements (Janice J. Dias & Maynard-Moody, 2007; Salamon, 1995; S. R. Smith, 2010), and 
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measurement devices that may have a “flattening” effect on the quality of service provided by 

the nonprofit, causing specialization of service to suffer (Alexander et al., 1999; Salamon, 1995; 

S. R. Smith & Lipsky, 1993). Performance-based contracts may even decrease agency incentive 

to seek out client opinion or feedback, thereby decreasing the opportunity for clients to voice 

their interests or concerns (Lawton, McKevitt, & Millar, 2000). 

This review is not alone in identifying that the literature on nonprofits is broad and often 

offers conflicting perspectives. A meta-analysis of the literature leaves questions about what is 

definitively unique or important about these types of organizations unanswered (DiMaggio & 

Anheier, 1990).   

Since the 1980s the government-nonprofit contractual relationship has increasingly 

included dependence on New Public Management (NPM) technologies that purport to promote 

competition between providers, and specify particular outcomes of service (Sosin, 2010). 

Specifically, the term New Public Management refers to a host of management technologies that 

have been used in the shift away from public administration and towards public management of 

privatized services (Gruening, 2001; Hood, 1991; Pfiffner, 2004). These technologies include the 

use of performance measures intended to hold service organizations accountable for outputs. 

This represents a shift from a management style focused on inputs, and is connected to the idea 

that decentralized service organizations are better suited than large centralized bureaucracies to 

understand what inputs are the most effective and efficient. Proponents of NPM claim that these 

measures hold SLOs accountable for outcomes and promote efficiency (Brodkin, 2011; 

Gronbjerg, 2010).  

Studies that look at the ways in which contracts, governance structures, and managerial 

reforms have influenced the work of street-level agents (Brodkin, 2011, 2013b; Janice Johnson 
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Dias & Elesh, 2012; Larsen, 2013; Soss et al., 2011b; Soss, Fording, & Schram, 2013; van 

Berkel, 2013) find that performance measures change the incentive and demand structure under 

which workers make discretionary choices, and in so doing they “alter the production of policy” 

(Brodkin, 2013, p.26).  

SLOs and the Implementation of Workfare Policy  

Within the street-level perspective and governance literatures there is a growing body of 

research showing that the SLOs tasked with implementing “work first” policies are essential to 

the process by which these policies are translated and transformed at the point of service delivery 

(Brodkin, 2013b; Soss et al., 2013; van Berkel, 2013; Watkins-Hayes, 2013). Workfare policies 

can be many things, but generally they either provide for work supports, or make income 

benefits conditional upon some sort of work activity, or both. Although some states 

experimented with work first policies prior to 1996, with welfare reform came a federal mandate 

that required all welfare agencies to hold public aid recipients accountable for various work 

activities in exchange for benefit eligibility (Brodkin, 2011). More narrowly, the workfare 

literature explains that, with the expansion of privatization and contracting, SLOs are in a 

position to determine what workfare policy looks like on the ground (Brodkin & Larsen, 2013; 

Soss et al., 2011b, 2013; van Berkel, 2013). In the refugee resettlement policy realm, RROs are 

tasked with implementing workfare policies. Like other workfare organizations, RROs are 

increasingly held accountable to state and federal contracting institutions by means of 

performance measures and standards. This literature suggests that to understand the role of 

resettlement agencies in implementing policies for refugees, research must include an analysis of 

how contracts and performance measures impact the way in which resettlement workers make 
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practice choices. This dissertation therefore includes a systematic review of the relevant 

contracts and associated performance measures.        

Researching the Politics and Implementation of Refugee Resettlement 

This literature review has clarified that refugees arrive in the United States with varying 

levels of social, cultural, and economic skills and capabilities, that there are varying levels of 

match and mismatch between the social capital refugees bring and what is valued in the host 

community, and that this population is, on average, poor enough to need federal support. 

Refugee resettlement policy is the primary federal policy instrument used to promote the 

wellbeing of these new arrivals. This dissertation examines resettlement policy, adopting a 

perspective that places at the forefront of analysis the street-level organizations that “make” 

policy on the ground. While similar implementation questions have been asked in other studies 

of street-level workers serving marginalized groups in the US, refugee resettlement organizations 

have so far been left out of this research area. This problem could be especially important for 

refugee clients, who are not citizens of the state and therefore have a constrained set of rights and 

limited forms of redress when the rights they do have to benefits and services are not met or are 

violated.  

This study offers the opportunity to explore policy in practice at the street-level by asking 

the following questions: 

1. What are the relevant conditions of work under which refugee resettlement 
workers use their discretion and what patterns of practice emerge?  

 
2. In what ways do resettlement workers affect the terms under which refugees 

access resources and services?  
 
3. How are opportunities for voice created or constrained by formal and informal 

organizational structure and practices?  
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4. How do resettlement workers manage the consequences of organizational 
practice?  

 
This study takes up the special case of nonprofit organizations as the primary location for 

implementation of resettlement policy. It also investigates the contract relationship between the 

refugee resettlement organization and the federal government, and asks how these contracts 

shape policy delivery at the street-level. 
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CHAPTER TWO: RESEARCH METHODS AND DATA 

 The impetus for this dissertation began during my time working in camps for Congolees 

refugees in Rwanda in 2006. While in the camps, I worked closely on a project with groups of 

refugee youth and women. Many of the people I met told me that they dreamed of moving to 

America, and I was concerned that this might not be such an ideal solution to their displacement. 

I wondered what opportunities existed for refugees when they first arrived. I feared that their 

experiences, often traumatic, of flight and loss might negatively impact their processes of 

resettlement. Most of all, I worried that their visions of and hopes for life in America might not 

align with the reality of moving here and having to find work.  

When I returned from Rwanda, I began to frame questions about what refugee 

resettlement in the United States was like. As one with experiences with the refugees in Rwanda, 

and having done research on the ethical and practical dilemmas of studying marginalized 

populations, I was less interested in focusing my analysis on refugees themselves. My concern 

was that newly arrived refugees might be so overwhelmed by the myriad of new responsibilities 

and obligations associated with the resettlement experience that it would be nearly impossible to 

gain their informed consent in a way that guaranteed them that participation was in fact fully 

voluntary, rather than some sort of quid pro quo. Further, I was aware of my own bias that told 

me that refugees themselves were a group of people who were motivated to succeed. I found that 

at this point I was less curious about how refugees contributed to the success of their own 

resettlement, and more curious about what opportunities they had for success. Therefore, I 

designed a study that would help explain the process of refugee resettlement by examining and 
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analyzing the work of the organizations tasked with helping this population access the 

opportunities available to them.  

 The assumption I had about the resourceful and motivated character of the refugees was 

not the only bias I brought to my research. I was also biased towards the workers who became 

the participants in my study; I assumed these workers had a motivation to help and to work hard 

for their refugee clients. Throughout my data collection and analysis I have been mindful of this 

bias, and careful to attend to evidence that belied this assumption. 

 As an interpretive scholar, I draw on both the models of social constructivism and 

positivism. In other words, I value my own subjectivity (Auerbach & Silverstein, 2003) as one of 

many sources of data, assume that the phenomena I am interested in are contextual, and that the 

reality of what I am trying to understand is defined by context; therefore, my study uses 

qualitative methods to gain multiple data sources that can be overlapped and probed for a more 

fully textured description and analysis of the phenomena (Fine, Morrill, & Surianarain, 2008; 

Glesne & Peshkin, 1992). At the same time, my study is also at times positivist (Alford, 1998; 

Rubin & Babbie, 2005) since I understand subjectivity to be a fraught and problematic source of 

knowledge which can be mitigated through triangulation. Further, I believe that there are themes 

that can be found in my data that allow me to group elements of the phenomena together, and 

that the patterned behaviors I have observed are replicable given similar conditions.      

The research component of this dissertation has two parts: (1) Chapters 3 and 4 provide a 

history of refugee resettlement policy and an explanation of the institutional structure of refugee 

resettlement in the United States, and (2) the empirical findings in Chapters 5 and 6 are based on 

a street-level analysis of two refugee resettlement organizations in Chicago. This chapter outlines 

the research methods used in each of these parts.  



 

 41 

Study Design 

(1) Policy History and Institutional Structure 

In order to provide context for this dissertation’s street-level research, I investigated the 

political history of resettlement policy and examined the lines of political contestation around the 

level, scope, and content of resettlement support. I examined the refugee resettlement policy 

history through a process of semi-structured interviews and archival research. Key informants for 

this policy history were drawn from the population of federal policy makers and national-level 

organizational staff who shape or influence refugee policy. Interviews were conducted with key 

informants from UNHCR, at the Department of State’s Bureau of Population, Refugees and 

Migration, at the Department of Health and Human Services’ Office of Refugee Resettlement, 

with Congressional staff who participate in the refugee policy development process, and with 

staff members at four of the nine National Resettlement Agencies (for interview guides see 

Appendices A-D). Table 3 lists the interviews conducted for this history.  

I did not interview every refugee policy professional at the federal and national level. For 

example, although there are nine National Resettlement Agencies (NRAs), I did not think I 

needed to interview a representative from each agency in order to gain the background 

information these interviews were designed to provide. The NRA representatives I did interview 

were drawn from a snowball sample that began with one study participant who identified 

multiple others who might be willing to talk to me. At the point that the data from my key 

informant interviews began to duplicate, I moved on to the next phase of my data collection.  
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Table 3: 
Interviews Conducted to Inform the History of Refugee Resettlement 

Institution Source  Number of 
Interviews 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees Senior Policy Official  2 
 

Department of State, Bureau of Population, Refugees, 
and Migration 

Senior Policy Official 1  2 
Senior Policy Official 2  3 
Policy Staff   1 

 
Department of Health and Human Services, 
Administration for Children and Families, Office of 
Refugee Resettlement 

Senior Program Staff  1 
Senior Policy Staff  1 

    
Senator Leahy’s Senate Office Congressional Staff  1 
    
National Resettlement Agency (US Conference for 
Catholic Bishops) 

Senior Program Staff  1 
Senior Administrative Staff  1 

    
National Resettlement Agency (Church World Service) Senior Policy Staff  2 
    
National Resettlement Agency (US Committee for 
Refugees and Immigrants) 

Senior Program Staff  1 
Senior Policy Staff  1 

    
National Resettlement Agency (Episcopal Migration 
Ministries) 

Senior Administrative Staff  1 
Senior Program Staff  2 

 
I conducted historiographic archival research in order to contribute to my history of 

refugee policy (Ventresca & Mohr, 2002, p. 807). This research included a systematic review of 

relevant Congressional records and committee hearings. Extensive primary source document 

research relating to the development of the Cuban Refugee Program was conducted at the John 

F. Kennedy Presidential Library.  

The institutional structure for refugee resettlement is complex, involving multiple actors 

at different levels of government and non-profit organization. Although the refugee resettlement 

literature includes many descriptions of different portions of this structure, to date there has not 

been a systematic examination of this structure that includes all of its parts. Many participants in 

this study requested just such a description, and Chapter 4 represents an answer to this request, 
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both in an effort to contribute to the refugee resettlement community, and as a way of providing 

context for the analysis of policy implementation that follows in Chapters 5 and 6.  

I researched the institutional structure of refugee resettlement through an iterative process 

involving multiple interviews, archival review, and observation. The interviews that informed the 

policy history also provided data for the explanation of institutional structure. However, in order 

to examine the full complexity of the resettlement system, I also needed to collect data about the 

state-level institutional actors. The two key institutions at this level in Illinois are the State 

Refugee Coordinator (SRC) and the Jewish Federation of Illinois. I conducted a series of four 

hour-long unstructured interviews with the Illinois SRC, and two hour-long unstructured 

interviews with the Director of refugee policy at the Jewish Federation of Illinois. Archival 

review included content analysis of relevant federal and state contracts and Memorandums of 

Understanding between the local agencies and the various higher-level institutional agencies. 

Observation included attendance at a closed-door Department of State refugee allocations 

meeting in Washington, D.C. and at monthly meetings with key policy and implementation 

personnel in Illinois. 

(2) Organizational Ethnography  

This dissertation’s main research component is an organizational ethnography in which I 

compare two resettlement agencies in Chicago in order to examine how refugee resettlement 

policy works in street-level practice. Organizational ethnography allows research to penetrate the 

depths of organizational behavior, to gather multiple perspectives, to learn about organizational 

process over time, and to observe these processes as they unfold (Fine et al., 2008). Although 

organizational ethnographies can take a variety of forms, they generally involve some 

combination of methods including observation, interviews, and archival research. Through an 
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iterative process, these combined methods can result in a “thick description” 1  of the 

organizations under study. Organizational ethnography was a useful approach for studying 

processes of policy delivery, as opposed to organizational outcomes or other potentially 

quantifiable phenomena. While this approach has been utilized in a variety of social policy areas, 

to date there do not appear to be any organizational ethnographies of refugee resettlement policy 

in the United States.  

Research Methods 

Site Selection 

The data for this study was collected in Chicago, a city that has been a traditional 

gateway for immigrants of all types. Chicago was selected partly for convenience, and partly 

because it represents a typical urban placement for resettled refugees (Singer & Wilson, 2006). 

With a long history of refugee resettlement, Chicago has an established support structure for the 

newly resettled and unlike some other heavily resettled cities (GAO, 2012), has not experienced 

any concentrated or formal public resistance to resettlement, which might have negatively 

impacted the context in which resettlement agencies negotiated their contract obligations and 

mandates.  

Within Chicago’s urban center there are five local refugee resettlement agencies. They 

are referred to using pseudonyms here and Table 4 shows the criteria used for inclusion in the 

study.  

 
  

                                                
1 The term “thick description” is borrowed from Clifford Geertz who used it to describe how ethnographic research 
combines description and interpretation in order to achieve a rich and nuanced understanding of culture (Geertz, 
1973). 
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Table 4: 

Select Organizational Characteristics for Sample Selection 

 Midwestern 
Resettlement 

Agency 
(MRA) 

Refugee 
Agency for 
Integration, 

Self-
sufficiency, 

and Equality 
(RAISE) 

International 
Ministries – 

Refugee 
Resettlement 
Services (IM) 

Islamic 
Refugee and 

Immigrant 
Services 

(IRIS) 

Refugee 
Assistance 

Center 
(RAC) 

Location “Revere” “Revere” “Revere” “Revere” “Downtown” 
R&P Contract Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Early 
Employment 
contract 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Size of R&P 
staff 

3 3 3 1 3 

Size of 
Employment 
staff 

3 5 2 1 2 

Affiliation with 
Faith 
Community 

No Yes Yes Yes No 

Match Grant 
contract 

Yes No No Yes No 

Size of client 
base (2011) 

102 264 185 62 145 

 
Of the five agencies, only four are in the same neighborhood (MRA, RAISE, IM, and IRIS). It 

was important to select two sites in one neighborhood so that differences in local housing 

markets did not impact the findings. All four of the agencies in the “Revere”2 neighborhood hold 

a Reception and Placement (R&P) contract with the Department of State and an Early 

Employment Services contract with the Jewish Federation, therefore any of these agencies could 

have been selected for comparison of the implementation of these programs. However, of these 

four agencies, one has a sole staff member delivering R&P services and another sole staff person 

delivering employment services. This agency (IRIS) was not included in the study because there 

would have been no way to ensure the confidentiality of these staff members within the study, or 

                                                
2 The neighborhood in which these organizations are based has been given the pseudonym Revere.	  	  
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to account for individual idiosyncrasies. Of the three remaining sites, two have faith-based 

affiliations and one is secular. The secular agency (MRA) was chosen for contrast, and of the 

two faith-based agencies the one with the largest case size (RAISE) was chosen in order to 

magnify the differences between the case sizes of the two final agencies. The more I learned 

about the various employment programs while conducting the policy history, the more I 

hypothesized that the presence of the Matching Grant program might make a difference to the 

way employment services were delivered. Therefore it was relevant that MRA implements the 

Matching Grant program and RAISE does not, this difference allowed me to make comparisons 

in the way the two agencies operated their employment programs. 

Prior to starting my research I met with management at each site and discussed the 

project, my research methods, and the role I would play within the agency. I then posted fliers 

announcing my study at each site. At MRA I was invited by management to introduce myself at 

a staff meeting, where I took ten minutes to explain my study and to answer initial questions. I 

also explained the process by which I would consent study participants and protect the 

confidentiality of those who chose to be involved in my study. Over several weeks I met with 

each member of the management, staff, and intern teams. These meetings were held in private 

spaces and in them I explained my study in detail and verbally consented each study participant. 

Management at RAISE preferred to present my study to the staff at a meeting, and then to have 

me say just a few words by way of introduction. I then consented each study participant 

individually and privately. Methods scholars attentive to the potential imbalance of power 

between researcher and participant have written about the need to make informed consent an 

ongoing process (Miller & Bell, 2002). I was concerned that due to the fact that management had 

taken such a strong role in the introduction of my study, workers at RAISE might feel pressured 
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to participate. Therefore, I was intentional about stressing that participation in the study was 

voluntary, and reiterating this point throughout my tenure at the agency. The identity of each 

participant has been protected by the exclusion of any identifying information, and by the use of 

pseudonyms for the agencies.  

Refugees were not included as subjects in the study because they are not a primary 

reference group for questions about organizational process and policy implementation. However, 

because much of my observations involved interactions between staff and their refugee clients, I 

asked each worker to explain my study to their clients, and to ask for their permission to have me 

observe their interactions. This was often done through an interpreter, or in a language shared by 

the worker and the client. I asked the workers to stress that the clients were not themselves a part 

of my study, but that they had the right to refuse my presence or to ask me to leave at any time. 

One just one occasion a refugee client expressed the desire not to have me observe a meeting 

they were having with their caseworker. On this occasion I moved to a different location of the 

study site and continued my observations with other participants.   

Description of Agencies 

RAISE and MRA are both located in the Revere neighborhood which is filled with 

immigrant-owned businesses, restaurants, and grocery stores (Seligman, 2005). Both agencies 

had traditionally settled clients in the neighborhood, on the premise that this gave clients easy 

access to the immigrant community, to agency services, and to other social services clustered in 

the area. However, the local housing stock is increasingly unaffordable for an individual making 

minimum wage or for a family surviving on TANF payments. Between 1990 and 2000 the 

median rent asked by landlords in the Revere neighborhood rose by seven percent, from $526 to 

$564 (U.S. Bureau of the Census 2000), while the stock of vacant (and available) rental units 
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dropped from over 12 percent to just under five percent (The Chicago Fact Book Consortium 

1990).3 At the same time, a survey of Illinois TANF cases conducted in 2001-02 revealed that 

the median TANF benefit paid out in 2001 was $278 (Kirby, Fraker, Pavetti, & Kovac, 2003). 

This imbalance of rental costs and public aid income raises questions about how refugees fared 

in this particular urban context, and about what resources caseworkers brought to bear as they 

assisted their clients with resettlement.    

The Refugee Agency for Integration, Self-Sufficiency, and Equality (RAISE) 

RAISE is a non-profit refugee resettlement organization, which has been operating in the 

Revere neighborhood since 1980. RAISE focuses its services on refugee and immigrant 

populations, with the majority of its staff and budget devoted to refugee services. With an annual 

budget of just under three million dollars, the agency is the largest of its kind in Chicago, and 

with institutional affiliations in the local faith community, RAISE is able to count on a reliable 

source of volunteer hours and in-kind donations such as gently used furniture and warm winter 

coats to be distributed to refugee clients. One fifth of RAISE’s annual revenue comes from the 

faith community as well.  

RAISE offers its clients the full spectrum of resettlement support services in-house, 

including initial reception and housing, employment counseling and job placement, English as a 

Second Language classes for four levels of learners, special programs for women, youth, and 

seniors, and a behavioral health program. RAISE staff also refer clients to a close network of 

service organizations such as the Illinois Department of Human Services (IDHS) for public aid 

                                                
3 Although the staff at RAISE and MRA consistently referred to this challenging housing context, finding data that 
demonstrates the challenge was difficult. The 2000 and 1990 Census provide the most reliable data to support this 
claim; the 2010 Census figures do not include comparable data, and the American Community Survey for the 2007-
2011 period does not include measures at the census tract level for this statistic. Therefore, I have chosen to use data 
from the 1990/2000 period as it is the most applicable. Accordingly, I offer statistics from the same time period for 
TANF benefits. 
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benefits and local medical clinics for initial health screening, follow up appointments, and any 

special needs. 

RAISE is housed in a mid-rise multi-use building on a busy intersection, within a block 

of major bus and train routes. RAISE itself takes up one whole floor of the building, with access 

from a bank of elevators or a flight of stairs. New refugee clients, refugees waiting for 

appointments, and visitors enter the agency through a reception office, and are stopped at the 

front desk and asked for identity upon entry. Clients and guests wait in this carpeted entry area 

until their scheduled appointment time, at which point their caseworker comes to the reception 

area to escort them to the offices. The waiting area has several plastic chairs lining the walls and 

a small bookcase which houses assorted children’s toys and books. The room is not particularly 

comfortable, but neither is it an awkward place to wait. The feeling I got while waiting here was 

that this is a professional space, and the people here seem to be following a protocol. The 

receptionist was typically friendly and chatty, and called many of the clients by name.  

Refugee clients who arrive for classes enter their classrooms directly off the main 

hallway outside the bank of elevators. Prior to class times the hallway is buzzing with life, 

people talk amongst themselves, and there are typically five or six languages spoken at once. 

There is usually some laughter, and there are often people sitting on the carpeted floors of the 

hallway in a casual way. Once classes begin the doors to the hallway close, and there is virtually 

no sound to be heard from outside the classrooms.  

RAISE staff offices are accessed through a closed door behind the reception desk, or by a 

locked door off the elevator hallway. Only staff enter through the locked hallway door. During 

the research period there was an incident in which an angry refugee client barged into the office 

area, ran to his caseworker’s office, and threw a plastic chair at his caseworker. After the 
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incident a security measure was added for entry to the office area. The door from the reception 

area to the staff offices was locked with a code-protected system that only staff could access.   

The RAISE staff had a lunchroom accessed through the reception area, and with a no-

food-in-the-offices policy, many staff brought lunch and convened here around noon. There was 

a management policy of not talking about clients in the public spaces of the agency, or in the 

lunchroom, and yet the lunchroom was a place where staff talked about clients informally and 

exchanged stories. In addition to this staff-only space, the behavioral health program secured 

funding to create a staff respite area in one of the unused offices. The walls of this room were 

painted soft colors, gentle lighting was installed, and comfortable upholstered couches and chairs 

were brought in. I often met with staff in this space, and it felt quite removed from the sense of 

urgency felt in the outer offices.  

RAISE has a vertical management structure, with an active Board of Directors, an 

Executive Director (ED), and a Program Director. The Board is responsible for fundraising and 

for maintaining the strategic vision of the organization. The ED is responsible for fundraising 

and for advocacy around refugee policy issues. The Program Director oversees the daily 

operations of the organization and reports directly to the ED. Figure 1 shows RAISE’s 

organizational chart.  
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Figure 1: 
RAISE Organizational Chart 

 
  
RAISE has six department areas with six mid-level managers who report to the Program 

Director. Each department manager is responsible for the supervision of his or her own staff, and 

for delivering reports on staff to the Program Director. The management team at RAISE turns 

over infrequently. On a recent visit to the agency in 2014 I found only one new manager, the rest 

had been with the agency for four years or more, and one for almost fifteen years. Similarly, the 

staff at RAISE turn over far less frequently than of MRA. As of 2014 the housing staff had 

remained unchanged for almost six years, and the case management team had one new 

employee, one intern promoted to staff, and two case managers who had been with the agency 

for six years or more.  

RAISE is in a rather unique situation in that it is affiliated with three National Refugee 

Agencies. The process for refugee client allocations through these NRAs is explained in detail in 

Chapter 4. In short, affiliations with NRAs are the main source of refugee clients for local 

resettlement agencies. With three such affiliations, RAISE received more refugee clients than 

any other local resettlement organization in Chicago. However, the RAISE caseloads fluctuate 
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dramatically over time. As Table 5 indicates, there were months during which RAISE handled up 

to 35 arriving cases, and months when the agency had as few as one case to prepare for. The 

analysis in this dissertation pays close attention to the challenge presented by this inconsistent 

and unreliable influx of clients.  

Table 5: 
RAISE Refugee Arrival Caseload, by Month and Year 

 Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec 

2009 7 1 18 7 21 23 24 21 25 7 12 35 

2010 8 6 13 10 14 15 20 23 14 13 19 18 

2011 19 14 2 6 6 6 6 11 21 6 4 1 

2012 20 36 11 28 29 48 39 31 34 36 44 44 

 
The Midwest Refugee Agency (MRA) 

 MRA is one of many agencies housed under one umbrella non-profit organization, the 

Chicago Coalition for Social Justice (CCSJ). CCSJ operates a wide variety of social service 

agencies, each of which address the problem of social injustice from a different angle. CCSJ 

programs include housing, physical and mental health services, employment supports, advocacy, 

and legal services. CCSJ has been in operation in Chicago since before the turn of the century, 

and has been serving immigrants since its inception. When formal refugee resettlement policy 

was instated in the late 1970s, MRA was one of the first local refugee resettlement organizations 

in the country to secure a federal resettlement contract. A full explanation of these policies and 

contracts is provided in Chapter 3. 

 Like RAISE, MRA offers a comprehensive array of refugee support programs in-house, as 

well as referrals as mandated or needed to appropriate partner organizations. MRA conducts 

initial welcome and housing placement for its refugee clients, offers three levels of employment 
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based ESL classes, conducts employment support and job placement services, and provides 

specialized services for youth, seniors, and extreme medical cases. When I began my research I 

hypothesized that access to the CCSJ umbrella would also provide MRA with resources such as 

supplemental services for refugee clients and additional funding as needed. The analysis in 

Chapters 5 and 6 indicate that this was not the case.  

 MRA is housed in a two story brick building on a side street of a predominantly residential 

part of the Revere neighborhood, within two blocks of a train stop, and one block from a bus 

stop. The MRA offices were moved during this research period, from the second floor to the 

first. When the agency was on the second floor all guests to MRA had to request entry to the 

building by using a video entry system. Once inside, visitors took an elevator to the second floor 

and were stopped at a reception desk. The elevator was lined with paper announcements, 

including a poster for bed-bug prevention and copy of the Universal Declaration for Human 

Rights. The receptionist at MRA was often surly and brief in his interactions. He required all 

visitors to sign in, whether students arriving for a first meeting with staff, or refugees entering for 

the hundredth time for English class. After signing in, refugee clients walked past a bank of 

cubicle offices housing another of the CCSJ agencies. The feeling I got when entering the MRA 

space was of a far more informal space than RAISE’s, and one in which there was a lot 

happening at once.    

 MRA itself was housed in the rear portion of the second floor. The hallway leading to the 

agency cubicles and offices were lined with upholstered chairs and decorated with pictures of 

refugees and various cultural artifacts from different clients’ countries of origin. It was a dark but 

warm and comfortable space, and often it was crowded with refugee clients talking or just 

sitting. The ESL classrooms opened off MRA’s main hallway, and the doors to these rooms were 
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always open, visitors to MRA could hear the fits and spurts of attempts at pronunciation, and the 

sound of the ESL teachers interacting with their students.  

 The MRA offices were housed in cubicles just past the ESL rooms. The cubicles 

represented program clusters. For example, the employment staff all sat in two cubicle areas next 

to each other, the youth and family staff in another. The two case managers in charge of initial 

reception and placement had an actual office with a door that they shared, and the manager of the 

Reception and Placement program also had an office with a closed door. But for the most part, 

when clients met with caseworkers, they sat in a chair pulled up to a cubicle with no expectation 

or illusion of privacy whatsoever.  

 When MRA moved to the first floor of the building the physical agency changed 

dramatically. Visitors entered off the street directly into the MRA space, with no buzzer. There 

was a reception desk just inside the entry door, and the MRA staff took turns ‘manning’ the 

position as receptionist. The office area itself was an open-form L shape with long desks spaced 

out on either side of the L. With no doors or cubicle partitions, workers sat directly next to their 

peers at these desks. There was a persistent buzz in the space, from people talking on phones and 

having conversations. In the corner of the L was a small seating area with colorful rugs and 

plastic chairs, the upholstered ones had been replaced due to bedbugs. But refugee clients tended 

not to cluster here. Instead they gathered in another seating area outside the ESL classrooms and 

meeting rooms, housed on the flip side of the L.  

 MRA had a more horizontal management structure than RAISE. The Executive Director of 

CCSJ has offices at another of the umbrella organization’s locations, and he maintained a 

particularly hands-off approach to MRA. Although the ED was engaged in some federal level 

advocacy around refugee issues, and did some work to secure a high-profile program grant, he 
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did not consistently focus on fund raising for MRA. The ED delegated program management of 

MRA to a junior member of his management team, but for the majority of 2011 the position was 

either unfilled or filled by someone off-site who also managed six other agencies within CCSJ.  

 Three mid-level managers were responsible for both implementation and oversight of the 

MRA programs. These managers met regularly to discuss agency-wide issues, forming a de-facto 

management trinity. But for guidance about the day-to-day management issues, they had 

considerable autonomy and freedom from oversight. The street-level perspective suggests 

questions about how this unstable supervisory structure might impact service delivery for MRA’s 

refugee clients. Figure 2 shows MRA’s organizational chart.  

Figure 2: 
MRA Organizational Chart 
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With only one National Refugee Agency affiliation, the resettlement program at MRA 

was smaller than the program at RAISE. Table 5 indicates that the MRA arrival patterns 

fluctuated just as much as the RAISE arrivals did, but the MRA numbers were consistently 

lower. 

Table 6: 
MRA Refugee Arrival Caseload, by Month and Year 

 
 
  

Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec 

2009 6 1 7 5 10 12 10 15 21 5 7 12 

2010 5 4 3 4 4 7 8 8 6 10 7 6 

2011 7 5 1 3 2 4 3 5 13 1 1 1 

2012 21 3 13 10 17 32 31 34 35 25 26 26 

 
Of particular note are the three months at the end of 2011 when there was only one refugee 

arrival in each month. There was a question among MRA staff at the end of 2011 as to whether 

or not the R&P program could continue. But in early 2012 refugee allocations to MRA 

increased, and by the end of the year MRA received more clients than in the prior three years.  

 A comparison of key organizational characteristics is provided in Table 7. 

Table 7: Comparison of Key Organizational Characteristics, RAISE and MRA 
 

    RAISE MRA 
Location Revere Revere 
2011 Expenses $2,655,354 $564,776 
2011 Revenues $2,668,727 $511,259 
Affiliation with Faith 
Community Yes No 

Organizational structure Self-contained NGO Part of umbrella organization, CCSJ 
Start Date 1980 1888 
Programs  EES, R&P, Case management, 

Youth, Early Childhood Education, 
ESL, 

Behavioral Health 

EES, MG, R&P, Case management, 
Youth and Family, Elderly, ESL, 

Early Childhood Education 

Staff size (2011) 35 27 
Size of client base (2011) 264 102 
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Data Collection 

I conducted field research for this study for eighteen months between 2010-2012, after 

first receiving approval from the Institutional Review Board. Data collection included over 600 

hours of observation, 150 interviews with 75 participants, and a review of relevant documents 

and contracts at both MRA and RAISE. I planned a data collection schedule with three phases. 

First, I planned to focus all of my time and attention on collecting data at MRA. I hoped that this 

strategy would allow me to saturate myself in agency life without distractions, freeing me to 

make observations and ask questions based simply on the patterns I identified within a particular 

setting.  

Once I had identified patterns that seemed characteristic of MRA, I planned to begin data 

collection at RAISE so that I might make initial comparisons in situ. I then planned to devote 

time exclusively to data collection at RAISE so that again I could focus my time and attention on 

this site without the distractions of comparison. For ten months I was at MRA, spending four 

days per week engaged in observation and semi- and un-structured interviews with management, 

staff, and interns. I then spent four months dividing my time across the two study sites, and I 

finished my research with four months focused mainly at RAISE. Including two sites in this 

study allowed for a depth of understanding about each organization, while allowing the 

opportunity to identify idiosyncratic organizational characteristics of either site. 

Observations 

Observations for this study were gathered within the agencies during routine day-to-day 

activities such as staff meetings and trainings, client and management meetings, and during visits 

with federal and state monitors. Initially I worked with agency staff to identify days of the week 
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and times of day for observation. As trust developed, management at each agency let me plan my 

own observation schedule. I became intentional about engaging in observation at varying times 

of day and on varying days of the week so that I could be sure to include the breadth of 

organizational activities and worker tasks in my data collection. Observation also took place at 

off-site locations including the local IDHS office, at the airport, in refugee apartments, and on 

job interviews.  

Interviews 

I conducted multiple semi-structured interviews with key policy personal, as has been 

explained elsewhere in this chapter. Many interview participants agreed to have these interviews 

audio recorded. Audio recordings were transcribed by a work-study student, and the transcription 

files were retained under IRB protocol.  

At MRA and RAISE I conducted initial semi-structured interviews with each staff person 

in order to ask background and relationship building questions such as how they came to the 

work and what they found the most challenging in their daily work (see Appendix E). Multiple 

unstructured interviews with caseworkers, management, and key administrative personnel were 

used to address questions I had based on my observations in the field, and to further understand 

the practices of the street-level workers I observed. These interviews were not audio recorded, 

but I did take notes and captured specific quotes that addressed my questions. These interviews 

generated data that seemed to capture workers’ perspectives, concerns, and reflections. Often 

there were moments in which the data generated in the interview seemed at odds with my 

observations from the field. When this happened I was intentional about asking the participant to 

help me understand this discrepancy, and in this way I was able to gain important insights from 

the interview.     
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Document and Agency Policy Review 

Content analysis (Marshall & Rossman, 1995) was conducted with agency documents in 

order to further explain the conditions of work for the workers and to triangulate the information 

gathered by observation and interview (Fine et al., 2008; Stake, 2006). Agency documents 

included internal reports, meeting records, quarterly and annual state and federal reports, state 

and federal contracts, and monitoring reports. This analysis illuminated much about the internal 

decision making processes, pressures, and priorities of each agency. 

Field Notes and Audio Recordings 

I took copious field notes and audio recorded select meetings and interviews with the 

approval of all participants. These written and audio files were transcribed to computer files and 

were maintained under IRB approved conditions. I wrote memos to reflect on questions I had 

from the field and on themes that began to emerge in my initial analysis.  

Analysis 

My data analysis was a multi-phased process. First, I built a codebook using theoretically 

derived codes and then added to the book after open-coding my data and looking for repeating 

ideas (Auerbach & Silverstein, 2003) (see Appendix F). I built a data matrix (Marshall & 

Rossman, 1995; Patton, 1990) based on entries for my codes, data sources, a brief description of 

context, and a central quote or observation from my data. Second, I read through my data 

multiple times, adding excerpts to my matrix as I read. I also combed the data for anomalies, 

disconfirming evidence, alternative explanations, and other surprising phenomena (Marshall & 

Rossman, 1995), and I have included examples of these in the empirical chapters. Third, I 

analyzed the data in my coded matrix by searching for themes across the cells of the matrix and 

then using my theoretical framework to explain the themes. Finally, I pushed beyond my 
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theoretical framework to identify other literatures that might help to explain the themes found in 

my data.  

Establishing Rigor 

I took serveral steps throughout the data collection, analysis, and writing process to 

ensure the rigor of my study. First, during data collection I was intentional about spending 

enough time in the field so that study participants became comfortable with my presence. This 

practice is recommended by qualitative methods scholars as a way of getting closer to how 

partcicants typically behave, and as one way of establishing a close enough relationship with 

particpants that they might speak honestly in interviews (Glesne & Peshkin, 1992). I triangulated 

my data sources (Fine et al., 2008), so that I had multiple perspectives of the same phenomena. I 

also had lengthy bi-monthly meetings with my dissertation chair to discuss my fieldwork, and 

later to challenge my analyses. Second, I presented my work on a regular basis to a qualitative 

research seminar and recived feedback and critique which I incorporated into my work. Third, I 

met with small group of fellow doctoral students who read my work, challenged me to rethink 

my emerging analysis, and discussed at great length my conclusions and implicit assumptions. 

Fourth, as I began to write my empirical chapters I took the opportunity to conduct some 

member checking with staff from the two resettlement agencies included in the study. I presented 

some preliminary findings at a local conference on refugee resettlement attended by staff from 

both agencies, and I had private meetings with these particpants after my presentation in order to 

garner feedback. I also conducted an on-site formal presentation of my findings at the invitation 

of one of the two agencies. In all cases, particpants conveyed that they felt this work captured 

both the complexity and the spirit of their work, and that I had an accurate picture of the 

challenges they are faced with, and the various ways they have adapted to these challenges.  
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Limitations  

Two common challenges of ethnographic case study research relate to issues of reliability 

and validity (Auerbach & Silverstein, 2003; Brodkin, 2003; Rubin & Babbie, 2005). How can 

findings that incorporate the subjectivity and interpretation of the researcher be replicable, how 

can we guarantee that the researcher saw what she thinks she saw or heard what she think she 

heard? To some extent these issues are mitigated by selecting not one, but two study sites. A 

comparative research perspective helps to distinguish idiosyncratic from more common aspects 

of organizational practice (Brodkin, 2003; Fine et al., 2008; Snow, Morrill, & Anderson, 2003). I 

have also gone to lengths to describe the complexity and the context of my findings. These 

measures are recommended to help establish the credibility of qualitative research (Marshall & 

Rossman, 1995). Further, I have been mindful of, and transparent about, how I collected my 

data, how my biases might have impacted this process, how and when I engaged my subjectivity 

in the analysis process (Auerbach & Silverstein, 2003).   

Another common concern with qualitative research is its generalizability (Rubin & 

Babbie, 2005; Small, 2009a). This study seeks to engage in theoretical generalizability by 

extending theory (Small, 2009a; Yin, 2009). By explaining how the street-level perspective 

applies to the case of refugee resettlement organizations, this study extends the theory to a new 

empirical case. However, this dissertation moves beyond the street-level perspective by showing 

its limits in explaining the behaviors of the workers in this study. To the extent that I have 

established new or alternative constructs and explanations for the behaviors I identified, the 

theoretical implications of this study are transferable (Auerbach & Silverstein, 2003) to other 

types of street-level organizations.  
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CHAPTER THREE: THE POLICY AND POLITICS OF REFUGEE RESETTLEMENT 

Recurring Themes of Political Contestation in Refugee Legislation and The Evolving 

Relationship Between Government and RROs  

What follows is an overview of federal refugee resettlement policy and its evolution. This 

chapter makes two arguments. First, the evolution of refugee resettlement policy shows three key 

areas that have been particularly subject to change over time, suggesting the following lines of 

political contestation: the appropriate response to politically deserving populations 

(responsiveness versus equity), the appropriate scope and duration of benefits, and inclusion 

through work. Second, the trajectory of refugee policy implementation has been to develop and 

solidify a relationship between the federal government, state governments, and local non-profit 

organizations.  

1948 – 1960: Expanding the Scope of Services and a Fledgling Federal-RRO Relationship 

The Displaced Person’s Act 

Prior to World War II there was no formal federal US refugee policy. America was a 

country made up of immigrants from other nations, and there was a long and contentious history 

of integration and rejection of incoming groups by established groups (N. L. Zucker & Zucker, 

1987). In the aftermath of the war, debates in Congress focused on what was an appropriate 

response to the mass of displaced people in Europe. There was serious concern that these 

refugees would have “deleterious effects on America,” and potentially pose a security threat (N. 

L. Zucker & Zucker, 1987, p. p.27). However, the argument for a humanitarian response won 

out, and in 1948 the government formalized the first federal refugee legislation, the Displaced 

Person’s Act. The Displaced Person’s Act was focused exclusively on admissions criteria, and 
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was quite limited in that it allowed a narrow category of refugees to enter the United States 

according to a quota system from each European region.  

The Refugee Relief Act 

Much like the Displaced Person’s Act, the Refugee Relief Act of 1953 focused on 

admissions criteria and regulations with little consideration for refugee adjustment or integration 

into communities (Anker & Posner, 1981; Haines, 1996). The Refugee Relief Act reflected 

Congress’s growing concern about the Cold War – it removed specific quotas for refugee 

admissions in favor of a set number of visas for people escaping from countries behind the Iron 

Curtain (N. L. Zucker & Zucker, 1987) and left resettlement assistance up to individual sponsors 

and charitable organizations. In 1954 the government began to pay RROs for the cost of 

transporting each refugee to their final destination (Haines, 1996; N. L. Zucker, 1983). Although 

this relationship was minimal and purely financial, it foreshadows the more elaborate 

relationship that was to develop between the government and RROs.  

Towards the end of the 1950s refugee advocates became more successful in arguing that 

a more generous refugee admission and resettlement program would represent a humanitarian 

approach to the refugee problem, sound foreign policy, and strong domestic policy (Atwater, 

1959; J. F. Kennedy, 1959; McCollum, 1959). In 1959 Congressman Francis Walter, Chairman 

of the House Immigration Subcommittee, introduced a joint resolution which called for the 

authority of the Attorney General to admit refugees to the United States without any cap on the 

number, and to grant these refugees the right to transfer their status to Permanent Legal Resident 

and eventually to naturalize their citizenship (Kelley, 1959; Walter, 1959). Then-Senator John F. 

Kennedy was a leader in the effort to expand the US refugee program, and as president he 

succeeded in formally enacting the joint resolution into law as the Migration and Refugee 
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Assistance Act of 1962. This shift in policy represents a change in the political dialogue about 

who was deserving of aid from the United States, and about the appropriate scope of the US 

response to refugee crises.   

1960 – 1980: Solidifying an Institutional Relationship and Disparate Responses to Select Groups  

The Cuban Refugee Program 

In 1961 President Kennedy called for emergency federal resettlement assistance in 

reaction to the migration of Cuban refugees fleeing their country.1 The passage of the Migration 

and Refugee Assistance Act in 1962 formally established the Cuban Refugee Program (CRP). 

The relationship between the federal government and local RROs was solidified with the CRP, 

and more complex relationships were established between the federal, state (Florida), and local 

(Miami) governments: implementation of CRP was delegated to states and RROs; federal funds 

were appropriated by the Department of Heath, Education, and Welfare (HEW) to repay states 

and local municipalities for one hundred percent of the costs of refugee cash assistance, child 

welfare, medical assistance, food stamps, and for increases in local public school expenditures 

due to the influx of refugee students; and finally, HEW granted funds to local RROs to pay for 

resettlement services with a primary focus on supporting employment readiness (J. Coleman, 

1996; N. L. Zucker, 1983). The White House justified these expenditures on the grounds that 

“refugees from political oppression should not be considered as welfare and charitable burdens. 

They constitute a resource and an opportunity” (Dungan, 1962, p. p. 6). The language of this 

argument suggests that the Cuban refugees’ deservingness outweighed the federal costs of 

support. With the CRP, the federal government expanded its role in refugee policy, from one 

                                                
1 This analysis takes up the content of the US Cuban refugee policy and does not attempt to explain the foreign or 
domestic policy concerns that led to the policy itself. For this discussion see Bon Tempo, 2008 and Zucker and 
Zucker, 1987. 
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exclusively focused on admissions, to one that included an investment in the resettlement process 

itself (Bon Tempo, 2008; J. Coleman, 1996).  

Internal White House memos document rising concern about the continued financial 

burden placed on local service agencies and public systems in Miami in spite of the federal 

support they were receiving (Chase, 1963; HEW, 1963; SSA, 1962). They show that local public 

schools were unable to manage the large influx of students, landlords in central Miami were 

complaining to their local officials about overcrowding, and there was a concern that while the 

majority of Cuban refugee heads of household had found work, they had done so at the expense 

of other local residents. In short, tensions in Florida were running high, and the White House was 

aware of the problem.  

The Kennedy administration responded with a three-pronged solution. First, it increased 

the allocation of funds from President Kennedy’s own Contingency Fund to private and 

governmental agencies in the Miami area (Mitchell, 1962). With these funds the president 

renewed his support of a refugee population (seen as “deserving”), and of a structure for refugee 

policy implementation that involved both government agencies and specialized, local NGOs. 

Second, the CRP incorporated a relocation program – implemented by RROs – to shift Cuban 

refugees from Miami to other communities throughout the United States. (This program had 

limited success as in the end only a quarter of Miami’s refugee population were relocated.) 

Third, the White House hired a public relations firm and launched a massive pro-refugee 

campaign in an effort to assure the American public that “only legitimate refugees are allowed in 

and only the needy receive aid” (Juanita Green as quoted in Bon Tempo, 2008, p. p.123). The 

message of the campaign was that Cubans were heroes of the fight against Communism, were 

hard working people, and had no interest in taking advantage of government largesse (HEW, 
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1962). This public relations message reflected the primary concerns about refugees over time, 

that they should be deserving of our assistance, that they work in exchange for our support, and 

that our support of them will not prove to be too expensive.        

The CRP did prove to be quite expensive. A report commissioned by the Social Security 

Administration in 1979 found that the CRP had cost “an estimated $1.4 billion dollars, or about 

$1,861 per capita” (Taft, North, & Ford, 1979, p. p.79). The political pressure to continue federal 

support to the local Miami community was substantial, and although the federal government 

made efforts to phase out the CRP, there was always backlash from the constituency in Florida. 

As a result, the 1979 report suggested, “It might be necessary, in order to better control costs of 

future refugee programs, to put a limit on the number of years an individual refugee may receive 

services rather than to try to phase out the program, per se, as has been the case with the Cuban 

program” (Taft et al., 1979, p. p.90). In spite of this recommendation, the report also noted that 

CRP investments had been successful in promoting self-sufficiency for Cuban refugees. The 

question that these conclusions raise is: how can the federal government strike a balance between 

the scope of support it is willing to offer refugees and how long should that support last? 

Between 1975 and 1979 the federal government continued to develop and fund refugee 

resettlement programs ad hoc in reaction to current world crises (Desbarats, 1985; Haines, 1996; 

N. L. Zucker, 1983). Disparate programs were created for Indochinese (the Indochinese Refugee 

Assistance Program (IRAP)) and Soviet refugees (the Soviet and Other Refugees Matching 

Grant Program). Each of these targeted resettlement programs offered a unique package of 

benefits and services, reflecting the current political interests and debates about who deserved 

what and for how long (N. L. Zucker, 1983).  
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The Indochinese Refugee Assistance Program 

The IRAP mirrored the CRP in a few key respects. First, the debates in Congress in 1975 

around the passage of IRAP’s corresponding law had the same tone as the debates of the 1960s. 

Advocates took the position that the United States had a humanitarian responsibility to these 

refugees due to the United States’ role in the Vietnam War, that “efforts to grant assistance to 

these people should not be considered a burden but a redeeming obligation” (Levinson, 2006, p. 

p.3).2 The Indochinese, in other words, were said to be a group deserving of federal assistance. 

Second, the federal government offered states full reimbursement for the provision of benefits 

and services to Indochinese refugees in order to ensure that the refugees did not create a financial 

burden on local governments (Taft et al., 1979; N. L. Zucker & Zucker, 1987).  

In other respects, IRAP was distinct from the CRP. First, having learned from the 

backlash in Miami that spatial concentration of refugees could have negative consequences on 

local politics, the federal government was careful to disperse the Indochinese refugees widely 

across the country (Desbarats, 1985). Specifically, the Department of Labor supplied national 

resettlement agencies with lists of communities in which resettlement was recommended, and 

those in which resettlement should be avoided based on unemployment rates (Taft et al., 1979).3 

Second, having taken the suggestion of the 1979 Taft, North and Ford report, the federal 

government capped the length of time that Indochinese refugees would be eligible for services, 

federal reimbursements to states for IRAP services and benefits were to stop after two years. 

Finally, the Department of State (DOS) initiated a contractual resettlement relationship with each 

                                                
2 For a thorough analysis of the causes that led the United States to admit so many refugees from Vietnam and its 
surrounding countries, see Bon Tempo, 2008. 
3	  An	  explanation	  of	  the	  process	  by	  which	  refugees	  are	  placed	  in	  communities	  in	  the	  United	  States	  is	  provided	  
in	  Chapter	  4.	  
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National Resettlement Agency. For their part, DOS paid between $300 and $500 per capita to the 

NRAs. DOS worked with each NRA to negotiate the terms of their contract, and required that in 

exchange the NRAs “ensure that refugees did not go on welfare” (Taft et al., 1979, p. p.119).4 

However, in their 1979 report, Taft, North and Ford found that “Many of the local affiliates of 

the voluntary resettlement agencies are indeed understaffed and overworked, and this situation 

does adversely affect the quality of resettlement” (p.120). The problem of how to support the 

NRAs and their affiliated RROs in providing services to refugees was left unanswered in the 

1979 report. The remainder of this chapter demonstrates how the continuing evolution of US 

refugee policy appears to address this very challenge. The appearance is sustained by the belief 

that policies and contract mandates directly impact and shape the eventual service delivery.  

The Soviet and Other Refugee Program 

By the late 1970s the emigration of Soviet Jews from the U.S.S.R. had become a major 

focus of a Jewish American constituency. In response to pressure from this powerful political 

group, politicians reached a quick consensus around a federal program to support the Soviet 

refugees once they arrived in the United States (Bon Tempo, 2008). Under the Soviet and Other 

Refugee Program DOS offered a per capita grant of $250 to the NRAs to support initial 

resettlement services. In addition to this support, HEW initiated a new program for this 

population that was intended to encourage more local support for the refugees and the RROs 

implementing services.  

The HEW Matching Grant (MG) program offered participating RROs a one-to-one match 

for up to $1,000 per capita to support resettlement services. The grant was intended to pay for 

ESL classes, cash assistance, vocational training and employment counseling (N. L. Zucker & 
                                                
4 A thorough explanation of the institutional structure of refugee resettlement and the roles of each type of agency is 
provided in Chapter 4.	  
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Zucker, 1987). One condition of MG-program participation was that refugees could not be 

enrolled in the Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) program. To this end, the 1979 

Taft, North and Ford report declared the program a success:  

On a much narrower scale, cost-effectiveness in terms of US dollars, the results of 
the program compare favorably with those of other on-going Federally-funded 
refugee resettlement programs, in that the Federal investment is not large, and the 
incidence of public assistance cases appears to be comparable to a recently-
arrived group of Indochinese refugees (Taft et al., 1979, p. 101).   

 
As Congress debated the formation of a comprehensive refugee resettlement program (discussed 

in the following sections), and staffers sought models from past program experiences, these 

words of the 1979 report seem to have resonated. Of all the refugee programs operating prior to 

1980, only the Match Grant program still operates today, largely unchanged but for its scope.  

This overview of federal refugee policy over time shows how specific program content 

varied across refugee groups, yet the structure of the effective policy that developed solidified a 

complex set of relationships between the federal, state, and local governments, and the local 

RROs. In each case, implementation of refugee programs was delegated to states and local 

agencies, and increasingly, federal funds were appropriated to repay states and municipalities for 

the costs of refugee assistance. Federal funds were also given directly to local RROs to cover a 

portion of the costs for resettlement services (Desbarats, 1985; N. L. Zucker, 1983). However, in 

spite of the growing systematization of the resettlement process, any refugees entering the United 

States who did not qualify for one of these target-group programs found themselves dependent 

on the goodwill of local non-profits and philanthropic groups, with no federal funding or support 

for resettlement (Bon Tempo, 2008). 
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1980 – Equitably Promoting Self-Sufficiency Among a Deserving Population  

In the late 1970s, debates in Congress focused on the inefficiencies caused by multiple 

refugee programs and on the inequities experienced by different refugee groups (Anker & 

Posner, 1981; Bon Tempo, 2008). At that time, the Southeast Asian refugee crisis was at its 

height and increasing numbers of refugees were being admitted to the United States.5 In this 

context, restrictionists argued that any new policy might open the floodgates for untold numbers 

of refugees to enter the country, while expansionists, arguing that a humanitarian response to the 

growing global refugee crisis was necessary, could use data to show that the refugees who had 

come under IRAP had, for the most part, excelled in the labor market and had repaid the costs of 

their resettlement in the form of federal income taxes (E. M. Kennedy, 1981; "Refugee 

Resettlement," 1981).  

Within these resettlement policy debates the areas of political agreement are striking. 

After almost thirty years with a formal federal refugee policy, and twenty years since 

implementation of the CRP began, the concept that all refugee populations are distinct from 

other immigrant groups and are therefore categorically “deserving” of federal assistance had 

become normalized ("Refugee Resettlement," 1981). Senator Edward Kennedy summarized this 

perspective in his description of the political debates leading up to the passing of the Act as a 

subsection of the Immigration and Nationality Act: “Because the admission of refugees is a 

federal decision and lies outside normal immigration procedures, the federal government has a 

clear responsibility to assist communities in resettling refugees and helping them to become self-

supporting” (E. M. Kennedy, 1981, p. p.151). The need to justify support programs for specific 

refugee groups was over, the debate about whether the US government should be in the business 
                                                
5 In the late 1970s the tremendous flow of Cambodian and Laotian refugees into Thailand, and of the Hoa “boat 
people” out of Vietnam, left refugee camps overwhelmed and resulted in a massive humanitarian crisis.  
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of supporting this population was resolved, and the language around this resolution contains the 

roots of the consensus, federal refugee assistance was to be directed towards encouraging 

economic self-sufficiency. The disagreement now was about how best to support refugees while 

also achieving the goal of independence.  

In its final form, the Act prioritized equity of services across refugee groups by 

establishing a standard procedure for refugee admissions, and authorized as standard practice the 

use of federal funds to support the resettlement of all refugees equally, regardless of origin, via 

grants to states and local voluntary organizations (Leibowitz, 1983; N. L. Zucker, 1983). Further, 

the Act solidified the role of the Department of State in the admissions and in the initial 

resettlement of refugees, and established the Office of Refugee Resettlement within the 

Department of Health and Human Services, Administration for Children and Families (Annual 

Report to Congress, 2005) to administer all other refugee resettlement programs. The stated 

mission of ORR is to “provide for the effective resettlement of refugees and to assist them to 

achieve economic self-sufficiency as quickly as possible” (Annual Report to Congress, 2005). 

The principles of the Act included freedom from “long-term dependence on public 

welfare,” mandating that the Director of ORR should “make available sufficient resources for 

employment training and placement in order to achieve economic self-sufficiency among 

refugees as quickly as possible” and “insure that cash assistance is made available to refugees in 

such a manner as not to discourage their economic self-sufficiency” ("The Refugee Act," 1980). 

Although the Act does not make specific mandates about how these goals should be achieved, it 

does provide measures for local implementing RROs to use should the refugees they serve prove 

resistant to the goals of the law. To this end, the Act states, “Cash assistance provided under this 
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subsection to an employable refugee is conditioned, except for good cause shown… on the 

refugee’s acceptance of appropriate offers of employment,” and further, that:  

In the case of a refugee who refuses an offer of employment which has been 
deemed to be appropriate by either the agency responsible for initial resettlement 
of the refugee…or refuses to go to a job interview which has been arranged 
through such agency or service…cash assistance to the refugee shall be 
terminated (after opportunity for an administrative fair hearing) for a period of 
three months (for the first such refusal) or for a period of six months (for any 
subsequent refusal). ("The Refugee Act," 1980) 

 
With these qualifications, the Act could represent the interests of fiscally conservative legislators 

who were concerned that the Act might encourage welfare dependence or discourage refugees 

from seeking access to the labor market, while at the same time providing support for 

implementing organizations which ultimately would be held accountable for getting their refugee 

clients to work. 

In the months leading up to the passage of the Act, bills were passed back and forth 

between Congress and the Senate, each with a different limitation on the duration of federal 

support (E. M. Kennedy, 1981; Leibowitz, 1983; Vialet, 1999; N. L. Zucker, 1983). The end 

compromise made refugees eligible for the majority of benefits – including Refugee Cash 

Assistance (RCA) and Refugee Medical Assistance (RMA) – for the first three years of their 

residency with social services provided as needed on an ongoing basis ("The Refugee Act," 

1980; "Refugee Education Assistance Act," 1980; N. L. Zucker, 1983). After three years, 

refugees were categorically qualified for public benefit programs including Medicaid and 

AFDC,6 assuming they met the program’s income and asset requirements (Halpern, 2008). 

Amendments to the Act since 1980 reflect the ongoing political debates about the 

                                                
6 In each state the program benefits vary as they are pegged to the benefits given by Medicaid and AFDC benefits 
(after welfare reform in 1996 RCA was pegged on a state by state basis to TANF program) (Halpern, 2008; 
UNHCR, 2010).  
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appropriate scope and duration of benefits and the appropriate expectation for work with newly 

arrived refugees. Between 1980 and 1990 the duration of benefits was adjusted and categorical 

eligibility for public aid ended (N. L. Zucker, 1983). In 1991, the RCA and RMA eligibility 

time-frames were reduced to just eight months after arrival – where they remain (Halpern, 2008; 

Vialet, 1999) – and social services eligibility was reduced to a five-year maximum. An 

amendment in 1982 removed a 60-day work registration exemption in favor of a policy that gave 

refugees work permits upon arrival (GAO, 1983).   

The Refugee Act of 1980 is, therefore, the culmination of decades of debate about what 

responsibility the United States has to the world’s refugees. This debate has focused on the 

extent to which refugee groups deserve federal support, what the appropriate content and 

duration of that support should be, and to what extent refugees should be required to work in 

exchange for that support. The Act itself reflects these debates, but does not resolve these issues 

per se. Rather, as the street-level perspective described in the previous chapter explains, it 

provides a structure from which local implementing RROs effectively resolve these debates in 

real time as they deliver services to their refugee clients. Local RROs operating today have 

access to an array of federal programs, which were codified with the Act. The core programs 

operated by the MRA and RAISE organizations in Chicago are described below. 

Current Refugee Resettlement Policies and Programs:  

Delegating Discretion to the Street-Level  

Under current federal law refugees hold their assigned status for twelve months after 

arrival in the United States, at which time they are required to apply for a status adjustment to 

“Permanent Legal Resident.” After five years in the country they are permitted to apply for US 

citizenship (INA: ACT 209(b)).   
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 Once admitted, refugees are eligible for federally funded programs and benefits. The 

Department of State maintains a short-term role in supporting the resettlement process, and the 

majority of federal programming is operated under the purview of the ORR. 

Department of State Reception and Placement Program 

The Department of State Reception and Placement program supports refugees and local 

implementing RROs for the first 90 days after arrival. The goals of the R&P program, as stated 

in a 2012 Cooperative Agreement between DOS and a local implementing RRO include 

“providing refugees with basic necessities and core services during their initial period of 

resettlement,” and “assisting refugees in achieving economic self-sufficiency through 

employment as soon as possible after their arrival in the United States in coordination with 

publicly supported refugee service and assistance programs.” Although there was question about 

how appropriate it is to have the DOS engaged in domestic policy, a senior policy official at the 

Bureau for Population, Refugees, and Migration (BPRM) interviewed for this study explained 

his rationale for the Department’s ongoing involvement with refugees after arrival: “Once you 

decide you are going to pick someone up in a godforsaken place and bring them to your country, 

that brings with it some obligation.” This rationale mirrors the language of obligation and 

deservingness that has been used to justify the refugee resettlement program throughout its 

history.  

In pursuit of the goal of economic self-sufficiency, the R&P contract mandates that local 

RROs provide a detailed list of goods and services to refugees. A selection of these required 

services are listed in Table 8, and a more detailed discussion of the housing requirements and 

associated performance standards are included in Chapter 5.  
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Table 8:  
Select R&P Program Mandated Services 

Service Duration Description 
Basic Needs Support Not less than 

30 days after 
arrival 

Housing, furniture, food or food allowance, appropriate 
seasonal clothing, pocket money, assistance with applying for 
cash and medical services, referrals as needed, transportation 
to job interviews and job training, at least two home visits 

Core Services 90 days Arrange placement of refugee, case file preparation and 
maintenance, reception services at airport, community 
orientation, creation of a resettlement plan 

Coordination and 
Consultation with 
Public Agencies 

90 days Consult with state and local governments and other relevant 
public agencies 

Performance 
Standards 

90 days Participate in monitoring of R&P program by BPRM 

 
While the R&P program requirements are very specific about the list of goods and 

services to be provided to newly arrived refugees, the program also allows local RROs a 

significant amount of leeway in implementing the program. A senior policy official at BPRM 

explained her perspective on this balance between strict rules and sanctioned discretion, 

reflecting the rationale behind the support for New Public Management technologies in the 

public administration of privatized services: “People have to read the regulations for a particular 

grant, read what is allowable, talk to the State Coordinator about how to do what we need them 

to do, but we are serious about fostering creativity by providing room for discretion, and 

providing regulations for service standards.”  

Interviews with staff at MRA and RAISE, and observations of their work, greatly 

complicate the seeming simplicity of the regulation-creativity principle evoked at the DOS level. 

For instance, I once observed an MRA caseworker set up a two-bedroom apartment for a 

Burmese family of five – one of the rooms held three single beds, tightly squeezed into the small 

space. When I asked, “Are there guidelines around how many beds can be placed in each room?” 

the caseworker answered:  
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There are, of course there are. We can put the kids in here together because they 
are all young. The girls can share a room with the boys. I know it’s a tight fit, but 
they will take the box springs out anyway and put the mattresses on the floor.  
 

“Why do you buy the box springs then, aren’t they expensive” I asked. The caseworker 

answered: 

We have to have the box springs. The contract says we have to have box springs. 
And we have to put it in the case notes, “box springs,” check. If they do file 
review and see that we didn’t supply them we would get dinged for that. But if 
they come and see the mattresses on the floor and the box springs in the closet 
they will know we did our part.  
 

Another interview took place in the Dollar Store while a RAISE housing department staff 

member shopped for an arriving refugee, working to buy every item on the DOS List of Goods, 

(each item to be document in the case file). The staff member picked up two sets of Tupperware, 

checked a box for “small and large tupperware” on his list, and said, “they won’t even use these, 

it is such a waste. I don’t know why the State Department says we must buy these things.” It was 

a very common opinion of study participants that many of the DOS pre-arrival regulations were 

unnecessary because they did not suit the needs of their clients. These examples also represent 

the common practice observed for this study, of caseworkers complying with the regulations of 

the DOS contract even when the workers expressed the opinion that the regulations were 

nonsensical.  

DOS Per Capita Funding for Reception and Placement 

DOS supports local RROs in implementing the R&P program with a one-time per capita 

grant. The DOS per capita grant of $900 remained consistent from 1980 until 2010, although the 

value of this grant dropped dramatically due to inflation. In 2009 DOS appointed a new Assistant 

Secretary of BPRM, who made site visits to several key resettlement cities immediately after 
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taking office. In a letter to the President of the US Committee for Refugees and Immigrants, 

Assistant Secretary Schwartz wrote: 

Early in my tenure, I visited Chicago, Fort Wayne, IN and Minneapolis/St. Paul, 
to learn more about our efforts to meet the needs of newly arriving refugees – 
Bhutanese, Burmese, Burundians, Hmong, Iraqis and so many others. What I saw 
was both heartening and dismaying. It was so gratifying to witness the deep and 
abiding commitment to refugees among overworked and underpaid agency 
personnel in the field, the determination of new arrivals, and the welcoming spirit 
of local school, healthcare and government officials. On the other hand, it was 
very sad to meet with refugees who had severe problems that go well beyond the 
challenges that any new refugee might expect to confront. I heard from refugees 
threatened with eviction after only months in the United States. I learned that 
refugees often had to choose between buying food or diapers for their children. 
And I spoke with agency field staff overburdened by the number of refugee 
families they serve and the complexity of the resettlement service needs of recent 
arrivals.  

The Reception and Placement Program administered by the Department of State 
includes a one-time per capita grant for the initial weeks after arrival, but the 
grant has declined in real terms by more than 50% since its inception some 
decades ago. This is a primary reason for the problems that I witnessed which 
have been documented and publicized in a variety of assessments over the past 
year or so. In short, the combined level of public and charitable resources 
available to the program is simply insufficient to do a quality job of initial 
resettlement. And in my own review of this issue, I heard repeatedly from all 
stakeholders -- agencies, congressional staff, and PRM Admissions office 
officials -- that our level of this short term support must increase substantially.  

(Schwartz, 2010) 

The Assistant Secretary went on to say that he was initiating an immediate change in the per 

capita grant, doubling the amount from $900 to $1,800 per refugee. The bulk of the grant, $900, 

was designated for expenditures on goods and services for the refugee with whom the per capita 

payment was associated. $700 of the grant was to be spent on the administration of the RRO, and 

the final $200 was reserved for a discretionary fund to be spent on the most vulnerable refugees 

who were still within their 90-day R&P service period.   
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The rise in the R&P per capita grant was cited as one of the three most important recent 

policy changes by every subject interviewed on this topic for this dissertation. Policy officials at 

BPRM expressed the opinion that this was the most serious investment their office had made in 

resettlement since 1980. Staff at the NRAs cited the per capita adjustment as the sole factor in 

keeping some of their affiliates afloat during periods of slow refugee arrivals. And local RRO 

management spoke of how crucial the influx of funds was to the quality of their programming, 

and of how important the change was as show of faith from BPRM to their staff.    

 However, even the doubling of the R&P grant was not sufficient to remove the resource 

constraints which plagued implementing organizations. Due to the mandates within the program, 

and the context of the city within which MRA and RAISE operated, rental costs and client-

related expenses such as furniture outstripped the funds supplied by DOS. When asked at the 

2011 MRA annual retreat how the R&P program compared to the Employment, ESL, and Youth 

programs, the finance director of CCJC replied:  

How blunt do you want me to be? From a business point of view you should have 
been shut down years ago. But you are a core program, you have been around since 
[before the turn of the century.] The federal government just doesn’t provide 
enough money, that’s just what it comes down to. 

 
If the finances were the only factor under consideration, the R&P program at MRA might not 

have survived. But, as the finance director explained, the reception of refugees was part of the 

legacy and identity of this local organization. Beyond this important fact, the other programs 

operated by MRA were able to supplement the RRO’s administrative costs.  

ORR’s Cash and Medical Assistance 

DOS ends its involvement with resettled refugees after the R&P program 90-day cutoff, 

yet these new arrivals are still eligible for various federally funded programs and services for up 
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to five years. The majority of these services are funded and administered by the Office of 

Refugee Resettlement within DHHS.  

ORR distributes funds to NRAs and local RROs via a complex mix of formula and 

discretionary grants (Annual Report to Congress, 2012). The largest of the ORR formula grants 

pays for the State Administered refugee resettlement program through which ORR repays states 

for one-hundred-percent of the costs of offering newly arrived refugees Refugee Cash Assistance 

(RCA), Refugee Medical Assistance (RMA), and social services. The formula for annual grants 

to states for the State Administered program is calculated using a retroactive look at the prior 

three-years of refugee arrivals to that state. Chapter 4 describes in detail the arrival of refugees 

into the country and the process by which these refugees are allocated to states. In brief, DOS 

manages the admissions process, and the allocations process is directed by DOS and the NRAs 

with some input from states. In other words, states do not control the final number of refugees 

they receive in any year. One year could bring a surge of refugees to Illinois, while the following 

year could bring a sharp downturn in arrivals. The connection of prior year arrivals to future 

funding raises questions about how this unreliable structure impacts service delivery at the local 

level.  

Although states manage the administration of the RCA program through their local 

Department of Human Services offices, they contract local agencies to implement the RMA 

(medical clinics) and social service (refugee service agencies) benefits. The institutional structure 

of this system is explained in Chapter 4. Under current ORR policy, local RROs are to assist 

their clients in applying for public cash assistance through their local Department of Human 

Services office. Refugees who are found to be ineligible for TANF benefits and Medicaid are 

categorically eligible for RCA and RMA for up to eight months from the date of arrival in the 
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United States. As this chapter has demonstrated, Congress has long debated the appropriate size 

of cash assistance grants to refugees. RCA payments are currently pegged to TANF payments 

and therefore vary state by state.  

The fact that refugees are eligible for TANF does not mean with certainty that they can 

count on accessing the program. MRA and RAISE caseworkers acted as mediators for their 

refugee clients with the local IDHS office. In one case, a single mother from Sudan was enrolled 

in TANF and received benefits for her first six months in the country, at which point the benefits 

were cut off without explanation and she went to MRA and asked her caseworker for help. He 

advised her to collect her paystubs so that he could fax them to the IDHS office and demonstrate 

that she was still eligible for benefits. The caseworker explained that clients have to recertify 

their eligibility for TANF every six months, and that the two local IDHS caseworkers often took 

up to a month to resolve such cases by reinstating benefits. “After all,” the MRA caseworker 

commented with a roll of his eyes, “you know people are always trying to game the system. I 

have to make the case, [Grace] is not one of those. She works hard, she has kids to feed, and she 

has her paperwork.” In this quote the MRA caseworker did not fault the IDHS caseworker for 

cutting off Grace’s benefits, he simply identified his own role as Grace’s advocate in getting the 

payments reinstated.  

In another case, a RAISE caseworker brought his client to the IDHS office to inquire 

about the size of her monthly cash benefits. The IDHS agent explained that the client’s I-947 

form stated she was 40 years old, and that her benefits were calculated based on her entry date 

and her age. “But the form was filled out incorrectly,” the caseworker explained. She is 65. She 

can’t get a copy of her birth certificate because she is a refugee, there is a war going on in her 

                                                
7 I-94 forms are required for all non-citizens who enter the United States in order to document the date of entry. 
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country. We can’t get records!” “There is nothing I can do, we go by the I-94. And I have to 

keep my job. It is really frustrating, I feel really bad for her,” the agent explained. As in the 

previous example, this RRO caseworker had to act as the mediator for his client. After filing for 

several appeals and having a dentist examine the clients teeth in order to certify her approximate 

age, the caseworker was able to get a new I-94 issued and public assistance cash payments 

reinstated for the correct amount.   

These examples highlight one of the strengths of the street-level perspective. Rather than 

assuming that eligibility criteria for benefits equate to an understanding of who gets what and 

how, this perspective requires analysis of the roles that street-level workers play in making 

discretionary decisions about how benefits are allocated. In each of these examples there is more 

than one street-level worker involved in the process, and the RRO worker makes the crucial 

difference to the experience their refugee clients have. 

Refugee Social Services Program 

 A portion of the State Administered refugee resettlement program grant supports the 

Refugee Social Services (RSS) program. In Illinois this program is implemented by local RROs, 

with funds distributed by IDHS and administered by the Jewish Federation. Chapters 4 and 6 

include detailed explanations of this institutional relationship. Refugees in the United States are 

eligible to receive RSS services for up to five years. However, most states do not fund 

implementing organizations for this long. Chapter 6 provides an empirical analysis of how MRA 

and RAISE managed the implementation of one of their RSS programs in a fiscal context of 

grants limited to eighteen months. 

ORR Formula Funding for Refugee Social Services 

 ORR uses a formula to calculate the size of each state’s RSS grant, and provides an 
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approved package of services to be included in the RSS program, each of which is intended to 

improve the refugees’ chances at gaining employment and achieving “economic self-sufficiency 

and social integration as quickly as possible” (ORR 2012, p.11). A senior policy professional at 

the Jewish Federation explains,  

There are formula-driven social services. It’s based on per capita. It’s based on a 
three-year look back. So however many arrivals you’ve had in the last three years 
is how much they set a formula for it and that’s how much the state has to then 
provide social services. Within those social services there are allowable ones. 
They need to be employment focused. Employment is essential, so employment 
focus.  

 
Such is the extent to which states are subject to the unreliable and inconsistent refugee flows. 

When there are several years of low refugee arrival numbers, followed by a surge of arrivals, the 

ORR fund to support RSS will not follow until the following year. Several participants in this 

study reflected on the challenge that this formula funding structure created for implementing 

RROs. One RRO program manager explained: 

This is where the right hand does not know what the left hand is doing. [BPRM] 
is ramping up arrivals, and we are laying off staff. As you know ORR’s formula 
money to the states is based on arrivals of two years ago…So, based on this 
antiquated formula, not only we lost money this year, but we will probably lose 
even more next year, because the last two years the numbers of arrivals were 
really low. So, as I said [BPRM] is ramping up and we are laying off, while we 
sat fully staffed for the last year looking at each other and hoping for arrivals. 
 

The implications of this funding structure are discussed further in Chapter 4.   

ORR approved programming under the RSS grant includes ESL classes, day care, 

document assistance, translation and interpretation assistance, and early employment assistance. 

The program manager at MRA explains that essentially his caseworkers are funded through the 

Jewish Federation to support whatever needs their clients have: “Some of our clients have PTSD, 

some have specific stories of persecution and need different things. But we are not clinicians, we 
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are caseworkers. We are ad hoc clinicians.” Unfortunately, ORR did not fund MRA to supply 

mental health services, and the local mental health clinics were often overbooked and 

understaffed.  

The main focus of the RSS grant is the Early Employment Services (EES) program, 

which is discussed in detail in Chapter 6. This broad category of support includes an array of 

employment readiness work including resume and interview assistance, skills certification, 

vocational training, and on-the-job training. The MRA program manager explains that EES is a  

“crash course that coaches our participants how to answer specific types of questions. Its quick 

and dirty resume building, its socializing them to what employers want.”  

Voluntary Agency Matching Grant Program 

 In contrast to the crash course in employment readiness, ORR also operates the Matching 

Grant program that was originally initiated to support the Soviet refugees in 1979. MG operates 

as an alternative to the basic Early Employment Services program funded under ORR’s Refugee 

Social Services grant. The ORR matching grant is discretionary, and local agencies compete with 

each other for access to the program. Participating local agencies then use their discretion to 

select certain refugees to enter the MG program based on a subjective “employability” 

assessment.  

The MG program places emphasis on rapid employment. The manifest objective of the 

program is to help select refugees achieve “economic self-sufficiency” in the first four- to six-

months after arrival while remaining independent of public cash assistance ("Code of Federal 

Regulations: Refugee Resettlement Program. Title 45, Chapter IV, Part 400, Subpart b.," 2005; 

Halpern, 2008). In pursuit of this goal, the MG program offers enhanced supports and services, 
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for a shorter period of time. The MRA R&P manager describes MG as the “bells and whistles 

employment program.”  

Matching Grant caseworkers use their discretion to select refugees for the MG program, 

and these clients are then removed from the R&P and EES programs. The support needs of those 

enrolled are provided by their MG caseworker. Compared to the basic R&P and EES programs, 

refugees in the MG program are to have access to the same level of medical services, more 

intensive social and employment services, and more individual case management, all for 180 

days after arrival (Halpern, 2008). Implementing agencies are also required to give MG 

participants more generous cash and housing assistance albeit for a shorter period of only 120 

days after arrival (Halpern, 2008). On the other hand, these same refugees are not eligible for 

RCA or any other form of public cash assistance until one month after their enrollment in the 

MG program ends.  

MRA holds a MG contract with its NRA, and served between 45 – 60 clients between 

2010 and 2012. RAISE does not hold a MG contract, although the agency did operate the 

program for one year in 2003. The ED explained why he dropped the program after such a short 

time: 

There were a few reasons the program was a flop. We had low arrival numbers 
that year, so when we enrolled clients into Match, they poached the numbers from 
JFed, we had nothing to report for our basic employment program. And we 
couldn’t risk losing that basic support. Also, [RAISE] does not have great 
coordination between finance and programming. And the reporting to ORR was 
onerous. But you know, really the question is why are there two classes of refugee 
citizenship in this country? Why if MG is so successful isn’t it available to 
everyone? We opted out. If all our clients can’t have it, we don’t want it. 
 

With each employment program contract requiring local implementing organizations to provide 

outcome statistics for unduplicated services, RAISE was unable to meet the numbers for both 
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contracts and erred on the side of the contract under which they could serve even their least 

employable clients. Further, this quote highlights the RAISE perspective on policy equity. This is 

an important point to which I will return in Chapter 6 and 7. Questions raised for this dissertation 

by the structure of the MG program include how MRA caseworkers make decisions about which 

refugees to select for enrollment, and how the presence of the MG program at MRA impacts 

service delivery when compared to RAISE where there is no MG program.  

  Unlike DOS, ORR has not made significant changes to these programs in recent years. 

As was explained earlier, the funding structure for the majority of these programs is formula-

based and pegged to retroactive arrival numbers. The shifts in annual appropriations reflect the 

fluctuations in refugee arrivals that will be discussed in the following chapter. Table 8 shows 

annual ORR appropriations between 2007 and 2012, and total grant awards for the Refugee Cash 

and Medial Assistance programs, Match Grant, and Refugee Social Services program.  

Table 9:  
ORR Annual Appropriations, Grant Awards by Type (2007 – 2012) 

  
Fiscal Year Total ORR 

Appropriations 
Cash & Medical 

Assistance Matching Grant Social Services 

2007 492,500,000 151,700,000 60,000,000 87,800,000 
2008 655,600,000 187,700,000 60,000,000 85,000,000 
2009 715,400,000 194,500,000 59,900,000 85,000,000 
2010 730,800,000 214,300,000 65,300,000 84,800,000 
2011 707,100,000 234,600,000 78,000,000 84,700,000 
2012 768,300,000 238,300,000 65,300,000 84,400,000 

      (ORR 2007, 2008, 2009, 2010, 2011, 2012) 
 
Table 9 shows the ORR grants to the state of Illinois for the Refugee Cash and Medical 

Assistance and Social Services programs. ORR does not report grant figures for Matching Grant 

by state, as these awards are made to NRAs, and while the NRAs do report total MG awards, 

they do not provide state level data. 
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Table 10: 
ORR Grants to Illinois for RCA/RMA and Social Services (2007 – 2012) 

Fiscal 
Year Cash & Medical Assistance Social Services Refugee Arrivals 

2007 4,026,000 1,469,000 85 
2008 5,626,128 1,559,824 950 
2009 5,456,734 1,853,410 1,272 
2010 9,019,000 2,203,000 1,136 
2011 7,300,000 2,152,182 651 
2012 5,765,000 2,169,796 762 

   (ORR 2007, 2008, 2009, 2010, 2011, 2012) 
 

These complicated provisions effectively delegate considerable discretion to the refugee 

resettlement organizations that translate the policy into action. This policy structure raises 

questions for this dissertation about the informal organizational practices through which refugees 

are categorized, obtain access to different types of benefits, or are channeled into work-based 

programs. A major concern of this inquiry is how the discretionary practices of resettlement 

workers effectively resolve political conflicts embedded in formal resettlement policy, thereby 

shaping informal resettlement policy at the street-level. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: THE STRUCTURE OF RESETTLEMENT 

Refugees enter the United States through a complicated admissions process, called the 

United States Refugee Admissions Program, and are then entitled to an array of supportive social 

policies, which are implemented by local resettlement organizations. The US policies of refugee 

selection for entry and admission have been studied elsewhere in great detail (Bon Tempo, 2008; 

Charlton et al., 1988; Gibney et al., 1992; McBride, 1999; Vialet, 1999; N. L. Zucker & Zucker, 

1987). This chapter describes the mechanics of refugee resettlement at both the national and 

local levels, delineating the pertinent actors and exploring the stakes these actors have in the 

resettlement process. This chapter suggests that the higher an organization is in the institutional 

hierarchy, the more protected they are from financial consequences related to fluctuations of the 

numbers of refugees entering the country. Said another way, the highest level of risk lies with the 

local refugee resettlement organizations. Therefore, the institutional structure of refugee 

resettlement has implications for the ways in which local organizations are able to do their work, 

and an empirical analysis of this process follows in Chapters 5 and 6.   

International Refugee Resettlement Institutions  

UNHCR: Finding Homes for the World’s Refugees 

 Over eighty percent of the refugees resettled in the United States are first granted refugee 

status by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). This designation is 

dependent on, among other things, a “well-founded fear of persecution” in the refugee’s country 

of origin. After granting this status, UNHCR has a mandate to protect refugees until they have 

found a “durable solution that will allow them to rebuild their lives in dignity and in peace” 

(UNHCR, 2011a).  

There are three durable solutions that UNHCR works to achieve for the world’s refugees. 
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The first, UNHCR’s preferable solution, is that the home country becomes safe enough so that 

the refugee can return home, a solution called voluntary repatriation. The second option is that 

the refugee is integrated into the country of first asylum. If neither of these options is possible, 

resettlement into a third country is the final durable solution. It is worth noting that when none of 

these options come about, many refugees stay in camps intended for temporary living, in some 

cases “warehoused” for generations (M. Smith, 2004).  

In 2011, UNHCR estimated that there were 10.5 million refugees worldwide. Of these 

172,196 were designated for third country resettlement (UNHCR, 2011a), for which there were 

only approximately 80,000 open resettlement spots around the world. In other words, countries 

engaged in resettlement were only prepared to accept 46% of the refugees waiting, a durable 

solution of last resort, and those 80,000 resettlement spots represented solutions for less than 1% 

of all the world’s refugees. Of the countries with which UNHCR negotiates for resettlement, the 

United States offers the largest number of slots. By the end of 2011 there were 72,914 refugees 

resettled into a total of 28 resettlement countries, and 54,077 of them went to the United States.  

The fact that the United States operates the world’s largest resettlement program presents 

a conflict for UNHCR. A senior policy official explained that in his opinion, the Department of 

State “process is designed on quantity, not quality.” When asked how he knew that the quality of 

the DOS resettlement program suffered, the official responded,  

I don’t know. That’s the problem precisely. They do not measure quality. To be 
fair, they may not want to have a more thorough monitoring of integration 
outcomes because that might reveal poor services that they do not want to have 
come out. There could be a backlash of public support for the program if they 
came out with such data.  

 
The challenge facing UNHCR is that it depends on the United States to provide a durable 

solution for as many refugees as possible, and advocating for the measurement of outcomes that 
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could cause a political backlash that might diminish the size of the US program would be 

problematic.  

BPRM and USCIS: The Gatekeepers to the United States 

 Once a refugee indicates to UNHCR agents that she is interested in applying for 

resettlement to the United States, UNHCR refers this applicant to one of the US overseas 

Refugee Processing Centers. Refugee Processing Centers are operated by international NGOs 

under contract with BPRM. At the Refugee Processing Center the applicant submits to a 

preliminary screening process to determine if she is found to fit one of the US priority groups for 

resettlement. There are three priority groups for the United States Refugee Admissions Program. 

Priority One (P1) cases are individuals referred by UNHCR, an NGO, or an Embassy. All 

nationalities are eligible for the P1 category. The Priority Two (P2) category is reserved for 

specific groups within certain nationalities. These groups are designated by the State 

Department. Examples of P2 groups designated for 2011 are Iraqis associated with the US 

government and the Bhutanese people from Nepal. The Priority Three (P3) category is for family 

reunification cases for designated nationalities. If the refugee fits into one of these groups, she 

continues in the application process with a thorough security screening and background check by 

the United States Citizenship and Immigration Service (USCIS). Once the refugee has passed 

these security measures she and her immediate family are referred to a Cultural Orientation class 

at the Refugee Processing Center.     

 2011 proved to bring an exceptionally low number of resettlement cases into the United 

States. Barbara Strack, Chief of the Refugee Affairs Division of USCIS within the US 

Department of Homeland Security, explains that in November 2010, an additional security check 

was added to the screening process for refugees destined to the United States. This check is 
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timed shortly before departure and was initially used in the processing of refugee applicants out 

of Iraq. USCIS reports that this screening supposedly found “bad actors” trying to get in to the 

country through the refugee system. Ms. Strack explains that one unfortunate and unintended 

consequence of the additional security step is the “extreme disruption of departures,” due in part 

to a screening backlog. “Anytime you disrupt a pipeline it is very difficult to get back on track” 

(Strack, 2011). As a result of the backlog created by security screening measures, the original 

projected pipeline capacity of 90,000 for 2011 was reduced to less than 60,000. USCIS is able to 

control the flow of refugees into the country, and one question this dissertation asks is what 

happens at the service delivery level when the flow of refugees is diminished to far below the 

anticipated level.  

The United States Refugee Admissions Program 

The number of refugees to enter the United States is not solely determined by USCIS. 

Each year, the president, with the consultation of Congress, sets a ceiling on the number of 

possible refugee admissions to the United States. The final number of refugees that actually 

arrive in any given year is determined in part by the presence of refugee producing conflicts, by 

travel delays due to safety concerns or other processing issues on the part of the government 

institutions involved in admissions procedures, by foreign policy and the strategic use of 

resettlement, and by domestic politics which is impacted by tensions between restrictionists, who 

want to curtail refugee admissions, and advocates who support a robust admissions program 

(Barnett, 2006; Berman, 2012; Bruno, 2013; Kerwin, 2012; Lugar, 2010; Martin, 2005; 

Newland, 1995; USRAP, 2012). In the few years leading up to September 11, 2001 refugee 

admissions hovered around 70,000 or 80,000 depending on the annual cap. Following the 

attacks, USCIS briefly halted all refugee screening and travel to the United States, and only 
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slowly opened the bureaucratic processes up again. As a result refugee admission numbers 

dropped dramatically. Although admissions since then have followed an overall trajectory of 

upward growth, Figure 3 shows how drastic the year-to-year fluctuations have been.  

Figure 3:  
Refugee Arrivals to the United States (1998 – 2013) 

 

 
(ORR 2002, 2006, 2012; Refugee Processing Center 2012) 

 
Refugee Allocations for Resettlement in the United States 

Getting refugees to their final resettlement destination in the United States involves many 

institutional actors, and many steps. Figure 4 provides a depiction of the flow of refugees 

through the pipeline of this institutional system. 
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Figure 4: The Institutional Flow of Refugee Clients 
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The United States resettlement process is administered by nine National 

Resettlement Agencies based in New York and the D.C. area. These NRAs are contracted with 

BPRM to oversee the entry and transportation of refugees and deliver services to them for 90 

days under the Reception and Placement Program. The NRAs each have a network of local 

refugee resettlement organizations scattered throughout the country with which they subcontract 

for implementation of the R&P program. A list of NRAs operating in 2010-2012 is found in 

Table 10 along with the total number of RROs each NRA has affiliations with. 

Table 11: 
National Refugee Agencies and Affiliated RROs (2010–2012) 

 
U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops 100+ 
Episcopal Migration Ministries 30 
U.S. Committee for Refugees and Immigrants  30 
Lutheran Immigration and Refugee Services  25 
Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society  24 
World Relief 23 
International Rescue Committee  22 
Church World Service  21 
Ethiopian Community Development Council  11 

 
The allocation of refugees through this pipeline follows an intricate and multi-level 

process. Understanding the way this process works is crucial in developing an understanding of 

State 
Department 
BPRM 

NRA -1 

NRA - 2 

MRA  
Chicago, IL 

RRO   
Akron, OH 

RAISE  
Chicago, IL 

UNHCR Refugee 
Processing 
Center 

USCIS 
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the potential impact on local resettlement organizations, yet very few of the management 

personnel at the local RROs interviewed for this study had a clear view of refugee allocations. 

The following explanation will provide essential background for the empirical analysis in 

Chapters 5 and 6, while also offering those local RROs an explanation of the system that so 

impacts their work.  

Annually, DOS assigns each NRA a target percentage of all refugee arrivals for that 

agency to resettle. For example, Church World Service might be given a target of 12 percent of 

all arriving refugees for the year, while the US Conference of Catholic Bishops might be 

assigned 20 percent, and so on, until all incoming refugees are accounted for by the target 

percentages of the nine NRAs. According to the NRA and BPRM staff interviewed for this 

study, these annual NRA target percentages are the result of a tightly protected calculus that 

includes the NRA’s self-identified projected capacity, called the Consolidated Placement Plan,1 

the NRA’s most recent annual resettlement numbers (which annually can fall above or below 

projected capacity), as well as some measure of service quality.  

Each week DOS hosts an allocations meeting. The meeting itself is described in the 

following section. Prior to the meeting DOS assesses how close each NRA is to its target 

percentage of refugees, and the agency that is farthest behind is given priority in that week’s 

meeting. Priority is recognized by the order in which the NRAs will take turns selecting from the 

list of approved refugees. As an example, an NRA which is designated to receive 12 percent of 

the total amount of refugees for 2011 will have its weekly allocation numbers slightly altered by 

                                                
1 The NRAs Consolidated Placement Plan (CPP) consists of all the individual capacity statements from each of the 
NRA local affiliates, an abstract describing the strengths of the entire affiliate network, and a chart displaying which 
regions of origin the NRA can serve refugees from. This CPP is negotiated with BPRM until a final capacity for the 
NRA network is agreed upon. In its assessment of the CPP, BPRM holds a panel review to consider past placement 
performance of the NRA and strengths and weaknesses of the CPP.  
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DOS to account for any surplus of refugees that NRA resettled the prior week, or to compensate 

the NRA if they received less than 12 percent of the prior week’s refugees. In this way, the 

national NRAs are constantly monitored by DOS, and are kept in balance on a weekly basis. 

Regardless of how drastically refugee admissions vary from week to week, the NRAs can rely on 

this system to distribute a predictable percentage of refugee clients.     

According to agency records, the NRAs are almost completely funded by government 

contracts (CWS, 2011; IRC, 2011; LIRS, 2011; USCCB, 2011; USCRI, 2011; WRC, 2011). 

NRA staff explain that the size of the contract reflects, but is not wholly determined by, the 

percentage share of the total allocation pool held by each NRA. In short, NRAs earn more money 

if they resettle more refugees, yet some portion of their contract with BPRM is guaranteed 

regardless of the quantity of refugees they resettle. As a result, the NRAs are somewhat buffered 

from financial impact in the case of a slowdown in refugee arrivals. Nevertheless, one BPRM 

key informant interviewed for this study expressed the opinion that NRAs prioritize the 

percentage of allocations they receive, “with a focus on funding and competition to get bigger, 

rather than on the quality of services they provide.” 

The Pipeline Part I: The Allocations Meeting 

Each week DOS issues to the nine national NRAs a list of all the refugees approved for 

resettlement from around the world. The list includes basic information such as the number of 

individuals in each case, their age and gender, the country of origin, and the country of asylum 

from which the refugee is traveling. Any extreme medical needs are also listed. In an interview 

conducted as background for this study, a top-level refugee policy professional at UNHCR 

explained that BPRM limits the amount of information it provides to the NRAs about the 

arriving refugees because “PRM does not want cherry picking on the part of the agencies.” 
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However, cherry picking is an appropriate term to categorize the behavior observed at the 

allocations meeting and described below.  

The day after the refugee list is disseminated, representatives from each NRA gather at 

the closed-door allocations meeting, in which the roster of refugees is divvied up. The DOS 

allocation meeting was observed as a part of the data collection for this study, and participants in 

the meetings provided interviews that clarified questions that arose in the field.  

Refugee allocation is not at all a random process; there are five organized and discrete 

steps, each of which depends on two basic refugee categories. Refugees are divided into groups 

that reflect those with “US ties,” and those without. A US tie is someone with whom the refugee 

has a prior affiliation or relationship. Refugees who, identified a US tie in their initial application 

for resettlement are pre-assigned by DOS for resettlement to the same community as their tie. A 

BPRM policy staff person interviewed for this study explains that this policy of US tie placement 

priority is meant to address the problem of early “secondary migration.” Secondary migration is 

when a refugee moves away from the community in which they are resettled. Refugees have 

reported various reasons for secondary migration, including wanting to move to the city where 

they have US ties (Stevan Merrill Weine et al., 2011). In an interview conducted for this study, a 

top level policy informant at ORR explained that there are various policy problems created by 

secondary migration, including that it becomes more challenging for ORR to target resources to 

resettling communities when the refugees move from one community to another. Interviews with 

allocations representatives from the NRAs revealed other issues that arrive due to secondary 

migration, including that the phenomenon demonstrates that refugees are not being served 

sufficiently in their original resettling community, that refugees are “voting with their feet by 

migrating away from one site and to another.” 



 

 96 

The policy of placement priority for refugees with US ties also has implications for the 

allocations system. Only an NRA with an affiliated RRO in community X can be involved in the 

selection process for refugees with US ties in community X. Where there are multiple RROs 

operating in one community, and multiple refugees destined for that community based on their 

US ties, the respective NRA’s take turns selecting from this pool of refugees.   

Step One: Stand-Alone and Dual Sites 

The first step in the allocations process takes up refugee cases that, due to their US ties, 

are designated for “stand-alone” and “dual” sites. Stand-alone sites are those communities in 

which only one NRA has one local RRO implementing resettlement services, and dual sites are 

those communities in which only two NRAs have a local implementing RRO. For example, in 

Manchester, VT there is only one RRO run by one of the national NRAs. Since this is the only 

NRA represented in Manchester, if there is a refugee with a US tie in Manchester, that refugee 

must be allocated to the NRA with the affiliated RRO in Manchester.  

At this phase of allocations the NRAs with a smaller overall percentage of allocations 

allotted to them are greatly affected. For every refugee they are allocated for their stand-alone 

sites, they will have fewer refugees they can take from the later rounds of the allocations. In the 

case of one of the national NRAs which has the majority of its affiliated RROs in stand-alone 

and dual site communities, and only 12 percent of the overall share of weekly refugees allotted to 

them, it is quite possible that they fill their weekly quota of total refugees before they are able to 

resettle refugees for their affiliated RROs in larger resettling communities. Said another way, 

RROs affiliated with this particular NRA, but located in cities with multiple other RROs, are at a 

real disadvantage when it comes to refugee allocations.  

  



 

 97 

 

Step Two: Almost-Impacted Sites 

The next step in the allocations meeting involves those refugees with US ties in cities that 

BPRM has deemed –based on the existing refugee population—as less-then-ideal for further 

resettlement. These cities are called “almost-impacted” sites. For example, in 2009 it was 

decided that San Diego had received so many refugees that local affiliated RROs were 

challenged to find resources for new groups. As a result, BPRM aimed to limit refugee 

allocations to San Diego. However, due to the priority placement policy, if an arriving refugee 

had a US tie in San Diego, that refugee was given a placement priority by BPRM to resettle 

there.  

Refugees designated for almost-impacted sites are treated as special cases in allocations 

since such careful consideration must be given to the balance of resources and demand in these 

communities. When I asked NRA staff how they resolve the problem of allocations to almost 

impacted sites, one informant explained that if one of the NRAs with an affiliated RRO in San 

Diego expresses in the meeting that their local RRO does not have the resources to resettle 

clients that week, then an internal honor system between the nine national NRAs creates some 

pressure for another NRA with an affiliate in San Diego to take the case off their hands. The 

informant explains, “This part of the meeting can be quite tense, but there is also playing nice 

with each other.” 

The system for considering stand-alone, dual, and almost-impacted resettlement sites 

warrants consideration for several reasons. First, these considerations are necessary because the 

system is based on situated local organizations. Place does matter in refugee allocations, but not 

strictly in the ways the literature on place and social service provision has theorized its 
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significance (Allard, 2009). In this case, place matters insofar as RROs are differently affected 

by refugee allocations depending on how many other RROs operate in the same community, and 

because RROs depend on their local community partners for input in the resettlement process. 

As other research has shown, if the local community is stressed by refugee resettlement, then 

local partners are less likely to willingly provide resettlement support (GAO, 2012). Second, the 

policy of placement priority for refugees with US ties demonstrates the level of institutional 

commitment to solving the problem of incorrectly anticipating refugee resettlement patterns. 

There are other possible ways to structure funding refugee resettlement services that would not 

prioritize refugees staying in one place. For example, refugees could be given purchasing power 

and local resettlement agencies could be structured on a fee-for-service model, in which refugees 

paid for the services they wanted. The model that currently exists does not give refugees this 

power however. Rather, the system is structured so that the resettlement institutions are funded to 

provide services, refugees are placed in proximity to these agencies, and if the refugee moves 

away she essentially loses her eligibility for RRO support. Thus the placement priority policy 

serves, in part, to ensure that refugees are less likely to migrate away from their resettlement 

organization.  

Steps Three Through Five: The Allocation Rounds – A Draft for Refugees 

Once the special location considerations are out of the way, the “rounds” system begins. 

In the rounds the weekly refugee list is divided into three allocation sub-groups: the first “pool” 

of allocations is reserved for medical cases with special resettlement needs for refugees who 

have no US ties. In this pool each refugee represents a single round of what I call the refugee 

draft. The NRA with the lowest percentage of arrivals left over from the previous week makes 

the first selection in the draft, the allocations representative runs down the list of refugees and 
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selects a single refugee they want to resettle. In the allocations meeting observed for this study 

the claiming of a refugee in this pool consisted of the allocations representative calling out, “I’ll 

take 3,” referring to the DOS-assigned case number of the refugee on the list. There was no 

discussion of the actual refugee, what their medical condition required in terms of care, or any 

other explanation of the selection. Next, the NRA with the second lowest percentage of resettled 

cases selects one refugee case they are willing to resettle. The round continues until each NRA 

has made one selection. The draft continues with each NRA claiming one refugee at a time until 

all the refugees in the no-US ties medical pool have been selected for resettlement.  

The second pool of refugees to be allocated contains refugees with US ties in 

communities not already considered in steps one and two. In the week I observed the allocations 

meeting, this particular pool had 17 individual refugees in each round. What this means is that 

the first round of this pool is only over when each NRA2 has selected 17 refugees, or as close to 

17 refugees as they can get given the total number of refugees they have been allotted for the 

week. At this point the pool would go back around the allocations table in a second round until 

all the US ties cases have been distributed. These refugees are already destined for specific US 

cities, so the NRAs are somewhat constrained in that they can only take refugees for the cities 

where they have affiliate offices. 

The final allocation pool contains the refugees with no US-ties. This pool follows the 

same system as the US-ties pool, although the round size is typically smaller and there are far 

fewer refugees in this pool than in the US-ties pool. An NRA representative explained that the 

no-US-ties is the most coveted group because these refugees can be sent anywhere in the 

                                                
2 For this and the final pool the NRAs go around the table in alphabetical order, insuring that there is no systematic 
skewing of selection advantage between NRAs. The pool begins each week with a new NRA, running through the 
alphabetical order.  
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country. This means that the NRA can control where these refugees go.  

So I have to actually examine and analyze and say, “Oh! Our North Carolina 
office is really, really good. Let’s take some of the no-US-tie cases and give them 
to Chicago, because they’re trailing behind in their numbers.” So I try. We have 
to maneuver, we have to juggle, you know, these numbers and these arrivals 
almost on a daily basis in the last quarter to make actually, to try to make this 
pipeline as even as possible. Because we would not like to see an affiliate that is 
receiving, let’s say – they projected 370 people and we see they have about 325, 
and we have another affiliate that projected 110 and they’re only at 25 and it’s 
August! My god! They have a lot of catch up to do!  
 

This key informant explains that she bases her decision about placing no-US-tie cases on the 

needs and capacities of her local affiliated RROs, and that this process is used to try and “even” 

out the pipeline. Because refugees with no US-ties can be sent anywhere in the country, these 

particular refugees represent the potential for the NRA to help manage the flow of resources to 

their local, affiliated RROs. If a particular RRO resettles so many refugees in one month and is 

then in danger of reaching their service capacity, the NRA might choose to stem the flow of 

clients to that RRO. On the other hand, if an RRO has gone through a period with fewer refugees 

to serve, the NRA might choose to allocate a greater number of no-US-ties clients to that site to 

bolster the RRO’s client load. In either case, whether and how many clients the RRO receives is 

controlled by the NRA, and not by the RRO itself.  

 Another NRA representative explained how he thinks about the allocation of the coveted 

no-US-ties cases:  

My job is to make sure we have equal numbers across the network. It keeps me up 
at night. But I also have to respond to what is happening in the field. I mean, are 
they doing a good job? I’ll send ‘em what I have. Are they struggling? I might 
send the free ones somewhere else that week. 

 
This representative also seems to profoundly understand the stakes the RROs have in this draft 

process, but evening out the pipeline is not the only consideration he has, he also refers to 
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rewarding affiliates who have done “good work,” in some cases holding back refugee arrivals for 

agencies that have been overwhelmed.  

Due to the structure of the allocations system, it is not until the no-US-ties cases are 

considered that the NRA can control the distribution of refugees in their network. In a given 

week some NRAs might not participate in the no-US-tie pool because their allotted numbers 

were already filled. Ultimately this means that although the impact of the pipeline on the arrival 

patterns for local affiliates might be quite dramatic, the NRAs are only somewhat capable of 

protecting or advocating for their local affiliates. One of the NRA allocations representatives 

interviewed for this study explained her frustration with her limited ability to look out for her 

network of RROs: 

 
2010 was my favorite year ever. I wasn’t playing this horrible game of “Let me 
take this person. You take that one.” There was a larger number of free cases so I 
could really think about my agencies and say, like “Here is what you get because 
that is what you asked for.” Now I feel like it’s everything I can do to get my 
affiliates to 70 percent of projected capacity. 
 

The following chapter offers an empirical analysis of how MRA and RAISE adapted to a context 

in which refugee allocations dropped dramatically, and asks how the provision of R&P services 

were impacted by this factor, among others. 

The Pipeline Part II: Uncertainty at the Street-Level 

The local RRO plays a part in the allocations process by determining its own internal 

capacity to serve refugee clients, although this determination did not prove to resolve the 

practical dilemmas that fluctuations in refugee arrivals caused during this study. Each year the 

local, affiliated RROs send their NRA a projected number of refugees they plan to serve for the 

upcoming fiscal year. The R&P manager at MRA explains that the agency bases this capacity 
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statement on the number of refugees served in the prior year, balanced with the other service 

grants the agency holds and its internally assessed capacity to serve refugees after the R&P grant 

funds from BPRM are exhausted. MRA sends its capacity statement to the NRA for review. The 

R&P manager explains that the NRA often requires MRA to raise its capacity numbers, and has 

“not once requested that the capacity statement be lowered, not once.”  

The problem with basing agency budgets on the capacity numbers is that these numbers 

are neither a guarantee of refugee clients, nor of the timing when clients will arrive. One local 

RRO director interviewed for this study explains that the office keeps “three sets of budgets,” 

one for BPRM with the projected arrivals represented, one for the Board of Directors that shows 

a more “realistic” arrival figure with the corresponding per capita funds included, and a final set 

for internal use that shows how few refugee arrivals the agency can receive while still keeping its 

doors open. This explanation reveals that the risks of low refugee arrivals are profoundly 

understood at the local management level. 

Feast and Famine 

As the previous section explained, the capacity statement is only a smart part of the 

calculus that determines if a local RRO actually receives refugee clients. In practice, the capacity 

number seems to be more of a figurative ceiling for allocations. The actual number of refugees 

that each agency received often fluctuated dramatically from month to month and from year to 

year. Table 12 shows the annual numbers of clients each agency in this study projected and the 

number they received.  
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Table 12: Annual Capacity Statement Figures and Actual Arrivals (Individuals) 

 MRA RAISE 

Year Capacity 
Statement Arrivals Capacity* 

Statement Arrivals 

2008 459 346 400 586 
2009 460 201 435 509 
2010 460 173 454 475 
2011 460 102 525 264 

* This number reflects three capacity statements for RAISE, one for each NRA with whom the agency is affiliated 
for allocations. 

 
Observation at both MRA and RAISE management meetings revealed a focus on 

anticipating clients numbers and problem-solving when these numbers were either high or low. 

At one such RAISE meeting the Program Director told her staff, “we have six families on 

Wednesday, five more on Thursday. It’s going to be crazy so everyone be prepared to do 

whatever you have to.” With eleven families arriving at the airport within twenty-four hours of 

each other, the agency staff had to manage the logistics of transportation of people and luggage, 

apartment set-up, grocery shopping, and intake meetings. In this case, the logistics worked out 

without a hitch; no luggage was lost, and no clients missed any intake meetings. However, the 

toll for this surge in the R&P program seemed to be paid by the staff. The housing department 

worked several twelve-hour days, the case managers put all their current clients on hold while 

they worked overtime to process the new clients. And the way in which services were provided 

to clients changed in this busy context. A case manager explained, “When they come like this I 

don’t even worry about really trying to connect with them the way I normally do. I mean, there 

will be time for that, and they are tired anyway. But it’s all I can do to remember which family I 

am talking to!” Chapter 5 provides a more complete analysis of how the R&P housing 

department adapted to the changing conditions of feast and famine in client arrivals.  

Observation of the R&P program at MRA in 2011 provided an example of the impact of 
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a severe dip in refugee arrivals. In 2010 the agency received 173 clients, but in 2011 just 102 

refugee clients arrived (46 family cases). By the end of 2011 MRA was carrying a deficit of 

$53,517 in the R&P program. The R&P manager let one case manager go in November and 

reduced the second case manager’s hours by half. In addition, upper management requested that 

one of the program managers accept a 25 percent pay reduction in order to try and make up some 

lost revenue and stem the growing deficit in the R&P budget. This context led to low staff 

morale, as evidenced by this quote from an interview with one of the R&P staff: “It’s pretty 

depressing to work in refugee resettlement and then have no refugees.” The impact of this 

context on service delivery is analyzed in the following chapter.  

This chapter has analyzed the institutional structure of refugee resettlement, and the 

system of allocations through which refugees are distributed to local RROs across the country. 

This system of allocations has important implications for local RROs. Due to the requirement 

that refugees with US-ties resettle near their contacts, and the large number of local, affiliated 

RROs in their networks, the NRAs have limited ability to control the distribution of refugee 

clients among these RROs. Local RROs are left adapting to a structure that mandates the 

provision of services without permitting the RRO to control the number of refugee clients, or the 

timing of their arrival. In order to understand how this unreliable and unstable admissions and 

allocation system impacts service delivery at the local level, the following chapters provide an 

empirical analysis of the implementation of the DOS Reception and Placement program and the 

ORR Early Employment and Matching Grant programs at two local RROs. 

  



 

 105 

CHAPTER FIVE: RESETTLEMENT IN PRACTICE - HOUSING REFUGEES 

“How much longer can we put people in apartments that cost a thousand dollars when 
they make $8.50 an hour?”   

– Refugee Resettlement Program Manager 
 

Introduction 

This chapter systematically examines policy implementation by two RROs in Chicago. It 

seeks to contribute to an understanding of how the federal government is faring in its goal of 

supporting refugees in their transition to life in the United States. Its particular focus is the 

housing mandate of the Department of State Reception and Placement program, and it shows 

how this program is implemented by local refugee resettlement organizations in Chicago, and 

what organizational factors impact service delivery. Although RROs typically implement 

multiple programs and are supported through many different funding streams, this chapter 

focuses on the R&P program because it can be argued that this program provides the initial 

building blocks for a refugee’s successful transition (Schwartz, 2010).  

Among the goods and services that implementing RROs are mandated to provide is initial 

housing since it can stabilize the individual or family, so that they from there gain access to the 

labor market and otherwise thrive in their new country (BPRM, 2009). DOS provides local 

RROs with per capita payments intended to defray resettlement costs incurred during the 90-day 

period. Each new refugee client served by the RRO is associated with this one-time grant to the 

agency, so RROs rely on the arrival of refugee clients for the receipt of R&P funds. 

Unfortunately, the flow of refugees to the United States has fluctuated over time, and further, the 

assignment of refugee clients to the local RROs is neither consistent nor reliable. In spite of the 

commonly held view that the R&P program provides crucial transition assistance for refugees, 
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this dissertation joins other research in identifying structural instabilities in the program (Brick et 

al., 2010). 

 This chapter analyzes the housing policies and practices at the Refugee Agency for 

Integration, Self Sufficiency, and Equality, and at the Midwest Refugee Agency. There are two 

key findings in this chapter. First, when the instability of the federal client allocation and funding 

system is not mitigated at the local level with supplemental resources, there are negative 

consequences for the employment stability of agency staff. Second, in the context of contract 

terms and performance mandates and fluctuating and unreliable client arrivals, local RROs differ 

in their ability to secure sanitary housing based on the internal resources of the agency and the 

extent to which workers were able to prioritize capacity building through relationships with local 

community partners. These findings suggest that the instability of the R&P system, which has 

only marginal impact on the NRAs, is only truly felt at the local level. Agency staff levels are 

one resource that management can control when budgets shrink, and therefore staff positions are 

not secure. Further, these findings suggest that refugees are subject to varying quality of services 

depending on which RRO they are resettled by.  

Organizational Context 

 The previous chapters have provided the essential background for a street-level analysis 

of R&P policy implementation at RAISE and MRA. Chapter 2 explained how the two RROs are 

structured and what organizational resources they each bring to bear on the problem of delivering 

services to their refugee clients. Chapter 3 analyzed the formal statutes and associated policies 

that provide the framework in which these agencies operate. And Chapter 4 drew the institutional 

map in which these RROs are located and explained that both refugee client allocations and the 

federal per capita grant support for these clients are resources that the RROs do not control.  
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 This chapter begins with the particular context in which RAISE and MRA operate. The 

analysis begins with an overview of the housing programs in each agency and a narrow focus on 

the housing mandates included in the R&P program. The chapter then raises analytic questions 

about the housing policy that takes shape in each agency. This question is addressed using data 

collected from direct observation of daily housing-related practices at each agency, attendance at 

staff meetings, interviews with front-line and management staff, and a systematic review of 

housing-related documents and contracts.  

RAISE Housing Program  

The Reception and Placement program at RAISE is divided across multiple departments 

within the agency. Among these is the housing department, which handles all of the pre-arrival 

tasks related to the R&P housing mandates, including selecting client housing, setting up the 

apartments and placing clients into housing units, as well as some post-arrival housing tasks such 

as managing and maintaining relationships with local landlords. 

The manager of RAISE’s housing department was one of six mid-level managers and 

reported directly to the agency’s program director. The department’s direct access to mid- and 

senior-level management is hypothesized to be an added resource for the program. The housing 

staff included one full-time worker, who had worked at RAISE since shortly after being resettled 

by the agency four years prior, and a housing intern. The presence of specialized housing staff 

represents a resource that was unique to RAISE. The staff in the housing department identified 

their specialization in housing as the core of their jobs. One member of the housing department 

described her job this way: “It’s all up to me, and it’s all on me. We have twenty clients coming, 

they need apartments, or we have four clients coming, they need apartments. And I have a lot of 

leeway to come up with stuff, which I really like. I think that that is part of why I have been here 
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for four years.” Another member of the department explained his process as I shadowed him 

during an apartment set-up:  

Well, I come once to clean, I mean really clean. They always say, “broom clean” 
but it’s never really clean. I come back to drop off furniture. Then once with 
groceries, you know, fill the fridge. Then I come to meet the deliveries. We get 
the bed frames dropped off. I have to come back after the [church group] for my 
final check. They don’t do it like I like it. 

 
These workers indicate that their identities are formed around their housing-related tasks. They 

both express pride in the work they do, in one case securing housing and in the other case setting 

up. 

 The RAISE housing department was funded, for the most part, with the DOS R&P grant. 

The salaries of the staff in the housing department came from the administrative portion of these 

funds, while program-related R&P funds were spent exclusively on client-related costs such as 

furnishings and rent. In the housing program, RAISE supplemented the DOS R&P grant with 

substantial funds from private donors and fund-raising events. The majority of supplemental 

funds were used to pay for client rental costs. The housing manager explains:  

We raise private funds because we know the government money isn’t enough. 
And that’s just thinking about month one. This doesn’t even count the rent for the 
next month, so… we don’t want anyone to end up homeless or to have any big 
problems. So we keep paying. 

 
RAISE has a policy of paying the first month of each client’s rent in full, as mandated by the 

R&P contract. In addition, RAISE’s housing policy required refugee clients to pay $150 of the 

cash from their public assistance benefits towards their rent in months two and three, while 

RAISE subsidized the balance of the rent costs. After the third month, RAISE assessed each 

client’s level of compliance with the employment department in order to determine if rental 

subsidies would continue. RAISE’s program manager said that the agency paid for more than 
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$200,000 in rental subsidies in 2011, over and above the costs covered by the DOS R&P grant. 

The extent to which RAISE was able to subsidize so much client rental costs set it apart from 

MRA, an important point to which I will return.  

MRA Housing Program    

 Unlike RAISE, MRA did not have a housing department per se. Rather, refugee housing 

was handled within the agency’s R&P program. In 2011, the MRA R&P program had a manager, 

two caseworkers, and a revolving set of interns.  

 MRA’s two R&P caseworkers were responsible for the same major housing-related tasks 

as the RAISE housing staff: the selection of housing, apartment set-up, and the placement of 

clients into housing. However, as caseworkers, the MRA R&P staff had many other 

responsibilities beyond housing refugee clients. One caseworker noted, “Other agencies have 

people who deal with all the housing stuff, I mean if we didn’t have to do that we could spend 

our time actually doing our jobs, spending time with participants and stuff.” This observation 

demonstrates that this worker derives satisfaction from his interactions with his clients, so much 

so that he defines his job in terms of his ability to make time for this activity. And yet, he was 

responsible for securing housing for his clients as well. The staffing structure at MRA put the 

R&P workers in the position of having to balance multiple roles, and the caseworker’s quote 

implies that one role was more heavily valued than the other. These circumstances raise 

questions about the ways in which MRA caseworkers adapted as they performed housing related 

tasks while trying to balance the host of other responsibilities they had. 

 MRA had a policy of paying for the first month of rent in full, as per the DOS mandate. 

Unlike RAISE however, MRA required its clients to pay all their public assistance cash toward 

their rental costs in the second and third months, while MRA subsidized the balance of rent in 
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these months. After the third month it was expected that the clients would be employed and 

earning enough to pay the entire rent.  

The Department of State Reception and Placement Program 

Reception & Placement Housing Mandates 

As Chapter 3 explained, the Reception and Placement contract requires local RROs to 

provide some core housing-related services for the arriving refugee or refugee family. The 

language of the contract is very specific about some of its mandates, and yet also includes vague 

demands that leave interpretation up to the implementing organization. Furthermore, the contract 

allows for the RRO to use some discretion in the way it fulfills its mandates. The street-level 

perspective draws attention to all these aspects of the contract and calls into question the way 

workers adapt to contract demands. Mandated services include: finding and securing “safe” 

housing for the client, setting up the apartment prior to arrival, escorting the client to the 

apartment, and paying for a minimum of one month of rent for the apartment. In exchange for 

providing these services and assets on behalf of the DOS, the local agency receives $1,850 in per 

capita payments to be divided between administrative and client-support costs.  

 Many of the DOS housing requirements are to be prepared prior to the refugee’s arrival 

in the United States. As with other aspects of the contract, an agency must deal with 

requirements for pre-arrival housing preparation that are both very specific and incredibly vague. 

As an illustrative example, one local agency follows a Core Services Checklist1 that requires 

secure “decent, safe, and sanitary housing” that is also “affordable based on projected family 

                                                
1 DOS issues an annual Cooperative Agreement to the nine NRAs, which then issue mandates to their subcontracted 
local affiliated RROs. The Core Services Checklist referred to here is disseminated by one NRA and is understood to 
represent the requirements of the DOS.  
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income and accommodates known disabilities to the extent possible.”2 This requirement makes it 

clear that the agency must provide a place for the arriving refugee. The rest of the mandate 

leaves much to be determined by the agency and caseworker. Questions that follow such 

directives are: on what basis should a caseworker project family income? How should a worker 

resolve the problem they face when trying to find an apartment with rent costs within the budget 

of a family living on Public Aid (or at best making a low-level living wage) that is also 

“sanitary?” What are the conditions that make up “safe” housing? Who decides whether or not a 

refugee is in fact safe once placed in the apartment?  

 If caseworkers turn to the DOS Cooperative Agreement for clarification of the DOS 

definition of safety they would read (in 2012) that housing should meet the “federal housing 

quality standards or local or state standards if local or state standards are higher than federal 

standards.” This requires the caseworkers to be familiar with federal, state, and local housing 

standards, as well as to take responsibility for differentiating the level of hierarchy between these 

three.3   

 If the idea of safe and secure housing lacks a detailed definition, DOS is very clear about 

how to account for the items on the required list of goods to be placed in the refugee’s apartment 

prior to arrival. One of the national NRAs issues to its affiliate agencies an official List of Goods 
                                                
2 In the case of refugees who have relationships with people in the US (commonly referred to as having “US ties”) 
who are willing to house them, the local agency must assess the available housing and ensure that it is up to the 
standard they believe the DOS would accept; If the DOS sends a contract compliance monitor to look at the housing 
of refugee clients, they are just as likely to go visit a refugee who is living with US ties as one who is not. For 
refugees who arrive without US ties willing to house them, the local agency is responsible for locating and securing 
this housing.  
3 The DOS Cooperative Agreement does go on to clarify some additional, and much more clearly defined criteria for 
safe refugee housing. For example, the agreement states that there should be “no visible bare wiring, no peeling or 
flaking interior paint for dwellings built before 1978, no visible mold,” and that housing should include “fire 
extinguishers in accessible locations where required.” While this list of criteria may be interpreted by the caseworker 
as a DOS definition of safety, it in no way guarantees that a refugee will actually feel safe in an apartment. In 
several instances during this study refugees chose to move out of the apartments provided to them, citing safety 
concerns. These concerns never included the presence of flaking paint or absence of a fire extinguisher, but rather 
were consistently focused on the presence of neighbors deemed to be threatening. 
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to be Provided, which comes with the following instructions:  

Please ensure that you use this form as a way of documenting that the case 
received each item as required.  Every item listed must be provided and recorded 
on this list. If a refugee refuses an item please indicate on this form and document 
the reason in the case notes. Please also feel free to use this form to record other 
items distributed to refugees during the R&P period. Whenever possible, 
households should be set-up prior to arrival with all required goods. This form 
must be signed by the PA as an acknowledgement of goods received by the 90th 
day.   

 
The document then goes on to list a very specific set of items to be provided. As an example, the 

agency must provide a “mattress - twin/double,” with the stipulation that, “only married couples 

and small children of the same sex may be expected to share beds.” The list also requires the 

agency to provide a “box spring, bed frame, kitchen chairs (one per person).” Various other 

household items listed also come with specific instructions: “One place setting of dishes (plate, 

bowl and cup) per person,” “one toothbrush per person,” and “hangers (20 per person).” On the 

other hand, some required items come with vague explanations such as, “baby items as needed,” 

and, “culturally appropriate, ready-to-eat food.” For a refugee family consisting of two parents 

and two teenaged children getting resettled into a two-bedroom apartment, agencies would be 

required to provide 178 different items, not including food.  

Department of State Performance Standards 

 The 2012 DOS Cooperative Agreement lists a formal set of performance standards 

against which the agencies are to be measured. These include vaguely worded criteria including 

that the refugee be “placed in a safe dwelling,” “placed in an affordable dwelling,” and “has 

basic necessities.” The contract states that the DOS will evaluate performance “on an ongoing 

basis,” and that if the contracted agency fails to comply with the agreement, DOS could halt 

funds to support ongoing resettlement.  
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 In practice, during onsite monitoring of RAISE and MRA, federal monitoring agents 

selected four refugee cases at each agency and visited these clients in their apartments. The 

agents completed written reports that included observations from these home visits as well as 

findings from interviews with the refugee clients. Housing related topics discussed at debriefing 

meetings between federal agents and resettlement agency management and staff, which were 

observed for this study, included: missing items from the required list of goods, maintenance 

issues, the presence of pests and bedbug infestations, rental costs, and the “sense of safety” 

reported by the client. The federal agents’ focus on these select issues, and inclusion of findings 

pertaining to these issues in the written report, provided an incentive for the workers at RAISE 

and MRA to focus their attention on these issues as well. The questions raised here are how the 

workers at each agency responded to this incentive, and with what consequences for the housing 

experience of refugee clients. These questions, as well as the findings from the monitoring, are 

taken up in the following analysis. 

Street Level Analysis 

Adaptations to Fluctuating Refugee Arrival Numbers 

 Both RAISE and MRA dealt with fluctuations in the number of refugee arrivals each 

month and this section analyzes the different strategies used by each agency to adapt to these 

fluctuations. The analytic question is: how did different agency conditions lead to different 

strategies for coping with inconsistent and unreliable client allocations and with what 

consequences for staffing, funding, and ultimately, for street-level performance as it related to 

refugee housing? 

 At RAISE, refugee arrivals in 2010 followed a pattern that management called 

predictable, with some dips in numbers at the start of the year, and higher numbers in mid-
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summer. During this time the housing staff was paid from the administrative portion of the DOS 

R&P grant.  

When refugee arrivals slowed in 2011, and the per capita grants dwindled, RAISE 

management paid the housing staff salaries out of the general operating funds that were raised by 

the ED and Board of Directors. During these same months, the housing staff spent their time 

building the department’s internal capacity, and the housing manager required her staff to expand 

their daily routines to include some of the tasks of the other departments. For example, in 

October of 2011 there were only one or two refugee families arriving each week. The housing 

staff-person in charge of apartment set-up spent one morning driving around Chicago looking for 

discount furniture stores where he intended to create a new relationship for an alternative source 

of bedframes and mattresses. At each location he interviewed the salespeople, asking them about 

delivery costs and timetables. When asked about how he was spending his time, the RAISE staff-

person explained, “It won’t always be like it is now, I have to prepare, to be ready for that rush 

and to know I can get things in order for the family of six if they come.” This worker seemed to 

be looking forward, to be mindful of the need to build his capacity now for dealing with a surge 

in refugee arrivals later. At the same time, the housing manager required the housing staff-person 

to spend the afternoons helping out in the youth program by picking up and dropping off youth 

participants in the agency van.  

Refugee arrival numbers increased again at RAISE in early 2012 and the youth program 

driving responsibility was passed off to another staff person while the housing staff returned to a 

singular focus on housing tasks. During a typical week of busy arrivals the housing program 

secured and set up five or six apartments. On one particular day, the staff fielded furniture 

deliveries at two apartments, purchased and delivered a week’s worth of groceries to one of the 



 

 115 

units, and deep-cleaned a third unit. The deep cleaning included mopping, bleaching, changing 

light bulbs, and switching a sink faucet. The attention to detail and meticulous apartment 

preparation was something the housing staff-person spoke of with pride. Even during this busy 

time, he did not let details go unattended. The housing manager described how she perceived the 

work ethic of her staff-person, and their relationship as a housing team: “I’m pretty uptight about 

this stuff. But so is [Michael].4 When he is on his game he will catch the one thing that slips 

through my fingers, in a good way. When he is off his game…well he isn’t ever off!” 

 MRA also experienced a dip in refugee arrivals in 2011. The more predictable pattern of 

2010 fell away, and in March of 2011 only one refugee family arrived at MRA. With a smaller 

caseload to begin with, MRA had a smaller financial margin than RAISE did when arrivals 

dropped. This, combined with the absence of a general operating budget to work with, put the 

MRA mid-level managers in a difficult situation.   

 In May of 2011 the R&P manager called a meeting with his staff to discuss “the arrival 

situation.” He warned the staff that if arrivals did not pick up he would have to ask them to 

“adjust your hours” to reflect the lighter caseload. Whereas in January of 2011 the R&P team 

was handling 23 cases, one caseworker explained that in May his total caseload was four clients, 

the other caseworker had five clients, “And our job is at stake. [Mateo]5 already warned us.”  

When refugee arrivals failed to pick up by Fall 2011, the MRA R&P manager received a 

call from the head office of CCSJ, MRA’s umbrella organization, telling him to cut back his 

budget, but with no suggestion about how to do this. The R&P manager met with his staff again 

to discuss staff levels and arrivals:  

                                                
4 The name used here is an assigned pseudonym used to protect the identity of the study participants. 
5 The name used here is an assigned pseudonym used to protect the identity of the study participants.  
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Basically what I’m going to have to do now is to monitor the number of arrivals 
that we have and then look at the allocations that we have for staffing and how 
much costs we’re incurring as opposed—put up against how much revenue we’re 
receiving from the federal government. It’s just easier for me to have one person 
take the hit if that person can be the individual who’s working somewhere else, or 
there’s another option or opportunity outside of this place. 
 

The R&P manager’s explanation reveals the close relationship between federal funding and 

agency staffing levels at MRA. With greater numbers of federal per capita payments arriving 

from DOS, MRA was able to support two R&P caseworkers. As the per capita payments fell off 

there was a correlation with the agency R&P staff budget. MRA had no supplemental funding for 

its R&P program, when arrivals were low the program ran a deficit as the earlier quote from the 

finance manager indicates. The only way to impact the budget deficit was to make cuts in staff 

costs. In October of 2011 the R&P manager reduced the hours of one caseworker, and when 

arrivals dropped even more precipitously at the end of 2011, that caseworker was let go.  

At least four problems were created when management reduced staff in order to solve 

MRA’s R&P budget crisis. First, clients were impacted when their caseworker was let go. One 

staff member explained the effect on clients: “It’s hard for the [clients] to understand. They come 

in and ask where their caseworker is. Even with a few days’ notice, it’s not enough. They are 

confused.”  

Second, the sole R&P caseworker left was overwhelmed: the cases that were engaged 

with R&P services needed to be taken to IDHS, social security appointments, and for medical 

screenings; new apartments had to be secured and prepared for the few arrivals that were making 

it through the pipeline; and those arrivals had to be picked up at the airport. Seldom in the MRA 

office, the caseworker repeatedly missed the weekly staff meeting at which client needs and 
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problems were discussed by the entire R&P team. At one of these meetings an ESL teacher 

raised the issue of a new client who he was worried about: 

ESL Teacher 1: [Mu Tong] is behaving strangely in class, has anyone noticed 
anything? 
 
ESL Teacher 2: I’ve been over [to her apartment] and that place is pretty 
disgusting. 
 
Employment Manager: There are eight people living over there. 

ESL Teacher 1: Where is R&P on this? Does anyone know? 

Employment Manager: I’ll follow up, I think R&P is underwater. 

A week later, the facilitator of the meeting asked for follow up about Mu Tong. The employment 

manager had not had time to meet with the client, and the R&P caseworker was again not able to 

attend the meeting. Without a member of the R&P team at this weekly meeting the remaining 

staff were limited in their ability to assess or address client needs. While the R&P caseworker 

struggled to balance the competing demands on his time he also missed several scheduled home 

visits. When the worker was able to visit the client apartments, he found that two of them had 

intense bedbug infestations. The clients were either unaware that they could have reported the 

infestation, or neglected to do so. In either case, the worker missed the opportunity to discover 

the bedbugs for himself, and the clients suffered the consequences.  

Third, staff morale around the MRA offices was desperately low. A caseworker in the 

Youth and Family program reflected on the recent staff reduction in this way: “This is a human 

rights organization and we expect our employees to treat participants a certain way, but in order 

to treat people well you need to be treated well.” A member of the Employment program 

speculated about why the R&P program reduced staff to one rather than keeping both staff 

members and reducing their billable hours: “They could have kept them both on. I mean they are 
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going to need ‘em both when things pick up. But [senior management] told me that this was not 

about people, it’s about job descriptions.” In January of 2012 MRA conducted an internal 

anonymous survey of its staff, and 50 percent or more of the respondents reported feeling “Very 

dissatisfied,” or “Dissatisfied” with the “Program’s internal climate and organizational culture,” 

with the “Level of transparency between staff and management on information-sharing and the 

program's activities (i.e. staff job descriptions/expectations, allocation of resources, budget 

constraints, etc.)” and with the extent to which “Management does an excellent job of keeping 

employees informed about matters affecting us.” The MRA staff was unhappy, and this 

unhappiness appeared to be rooted in the staff reduction and in the sense that management was 

not doing enough to communicate or to mitigate the challenges the agency faced on behalf of 

their staff.  

Fourth, reducing the size of the R&P staff left the department unprepared for a surge in 

refugee arrivals. In January of 2012, the allocation pipeline opened up again and MRA was 

notified of an increase in their client arrivals for the month. The R&P caseworker told me, 

“Things are better here, we are full for January, chock-o-block full! I have a case size five to find 

an apartment for, next week we get three [refugee arrivals] on one day! We are back in 

business.” With so many arrivals on the books, the R&P finances improved, and the R&P 

manager re-hired the former R&P caseworker who had not found alternative work.  

With different levels of resources at their disposal, management at RAISE and MRA 

handled the dip in refugee arrivals differently. Access to general operating funds at RAISE gave 

the housing department more options for coping with this decrease. By tapping into this funding 

source management at RAISE was able to maintain their housing staff levels, although the nature 

of work for the housing staff changed based on the arrival pattern of refugee clients. With no 
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access to supplemental funds for the R&P program at MRA, management had fewer options 

when the per capita payments for refugee arrivals dropped. Ultimately at MRA, the instability of 

the refugee allocations system filtered down to the street-level and created employment 

insecurity for the R&P staff, confusion among R&P clients and information slippage within the 

department, and low staff morale at the agency.  

Resettlement Workers as Resource Brokers 

 In the context of a shared neighborhood, and the same federal contract guidelines, RAISE 

and MRA both connected clients to housing through their relationships with landlords, acting as 

“resource brokers” (Marwell, 2007; McRoberts, 2003; Roth, 2013; Small, 2006, 2009b). What 

this literature does not always explain, although Small makes some hypotheses, is why two 

organizations of the same type, such as MRA and RAISE, might differ in the way they perform 

the role of resource broker. As an empirical case of this phenomenon, this section analyzes the 

differential ways in which these two similarly positioned organizations dealt with the task of 

determining where and how to house refugee clients who did not have US ties, and with what 

consequences. 

Selection of Housing and Relationships with Landlords  

 The RAISE housing staff had informal decision rules they used when selecting client 

housing. One member of the housing staff explained:  

We want our clients to be able to come in for services, so they need to be able to 
get here using [public transportation]. Also the rent has to be affordable for them. 
You know, they won’t be making much, and they might need to pay rent on 
[Public] Aid, they have to be able to stay in the apartment. Then we look at the 
apartment itself, you know, is it near a public school where other refugee kids go, 
is it in a community where other people speak the language, you know, are there 
any bedbugs. 
 

These criteria reflect some of the requirements listed in the DOS contract, such as the unit’s 
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affordability and absence of pests. This worker also listed criteria not included in the contract, 

such as ease of access to the agency, a public school, and the language community of the client. 

These criteria relate to improving the client’s experience, and had the potential to make the 

caseworkers’ jobs easier. In addition, these criteria reflect common issues of concern raised in 

monitoring meetings between clients and federal monitoring agents.     

 In keeping with the criteria discussed by this worker, observation for this study confirmed 

that the apartments RAISE rented on behalf of its clients were more often than not on a direct 

bus or train route to the agency, were in neighborhoods where other refugees lived, and were free 

of bedbugs. Beyond this, the apartments were observed to be, for the most part, clean and well 

maintained. Federal monitors also reported that during their home visits of RAISE clients they 

found, “families were in housing that was surprisingly large and kitchens had been redone and so 

on,” and that “there were no structural issues that we noted that would need follow-up on and 

people did not report any infestation, which we appreciate.”  

 One adaptive practice the RAISE housing staff employed, in an effort to secure the type 

of housing described above, was to increase agency capacity by fostering relationships with local 

landlords. A member of the housing staff explained that this was a key part of her job, “I literally 

spend half my day on the phone with these guys.” Observation for this study saw the housing 

staff routinely placing and fielding phone calls to and from landlords of buildings where RAISE 

had clients placed, and going out to lunch with landlords every few weeks. The conversations 

with landlords were often about small maintenance issues, or about moving a new client into an 

open unit. The housing manager explained that her relationships with her landlord contacts were 

“excellent.”  

 For their part, the landlords benefited from this relationship; the RAISE housing staff 
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alerted the landlords to maintenance issues before they got out of hand, and often acted as 

intermediaries and translators between the landlord and the tenants in potentially challenging 

circumstances. As an example, on one occasion the housing manager was called by one of the 

caseworkers because a client had reported a bedbug infestation. The housing manager picked up 

her phone right away, “I hate to make these calls,” she said. To the landlord who answered the 

phone she said: 

Hello [David]. We have a situation at 3440…Yep…Bedbugs…We can handle it 
with our service. And we are ordering new mattresses and will take care of 
laundry, the pillows, and furniture….Yes. But do you want to handle the 
treatment and bill us or have us handle…Okay, done….I’ll let you know when it’s 
done. 

 
The housing manager arranged a bedbug treatment within twenty-four hours, and then sent the 

landlord a copy of the paid invoice, “Just so he knows that it’s legit. They know this is a 

problem. But if you handle it, if you take care of it, they really appreciate it. We just have to 

make sure they are educated. A lot of them think our clients brought bedbugs with them, but no!” 

This example highlights two important facets of the relationship between RAISE and the 

landlords. The housing manager made the landlords’ jobs easier by taking care of the bedbugs 

herself, and in so doing she also sent a message to the landlords that the lines of communication 

were open and that she could be trusted to let him know if issues arose. The manager also 

identified the important role of pre-empting any biases or stereotypes about her clients by the 

landlords. The landlords demonstrated the value of their relationship with RAISE by routinely 

providing access to good quality apartments.    

 RAISE staff also diverted potential issues before the landlords needed to get involved. 

For example, during a home visit with a newly arrived couple from Burma, another client from 

the same building asked the RAISE caseworkers to come to his neighboring apartment. When we 
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walked into his unit, the client showed us six 50-pound bags of rice. “There are rats. They are 

eating holes,” he explained. The caseworker answered, “You have too much rice. You cannot 

keep it like this. Okay, I will tell someone and I will come this afternoon. Can you be here at 

four?” The client agreed and in the afternoon the caseworker returned with a tight-seal garbage 

can. She threw away the bag with the rodent hole and showed the client how to empty the other 

bags and seal the can. On her way back to the office she called the housing manager and 

explained the situation. The caseworker assured the manager, “It’s handled. For now. But we 

need to stay on top of this.” It is not clear how much the RAISE landlords were aware that issues 

that were being handled before they necessitated landlord engagement, but nonetheless this type 

of caseworker practice helped to ensure that there were fewer incidents that got out of control. 

 When the housing department was informed that refugees were due to arrive, the housing 

team typically drew from its pool of landlord relationships to select an apartment. RAISE most 

often resettled either individual refugee clients, or refugee families of between two and six 

people. For all of these case sizes, the housing staff made use of its contacts in buildings with 

one and two bedroom units. However, on one occasion, when a family of seven was allocated to 

RAISE, the housing manager explained that this was a “nightmare” because, “none of my 

contacts have [three bedrooms] available and they are usually in three-flats, so I’ll have to 

literally drive around and look for what is available.” As this quote explains, augmenting 

RAISE’s existing housing resources by fostering landlord relationships was not sufficient to 

address all of the agency’s housing needs all the time. As the manager made clear, there was a 

significant benefit to her saving time by accessing apartments from her existing resource pool 

whenever possible, rather than spending time driving around the neighborhood to find new units. 

However, when the need arose, the housing manager did alter her routine and spent time 
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combing the neighborhood for suitable housing.  

 The value RAISE placed on good landlord relationships extended beyond the extent to 

which they afforded access to good quality apartments or saved the housing manager on time. 

Good landlord relationships had the potential to save the agency money. There were many 

occasions when refugees decided to leave Chicago during their resettlement service period in 

order to move to another city in search of work or other ethnic communities. When a refugee 

made such a “secondary migration” they were supposed to alert their caseworkers. The 

caseworker informed the housing manager, who in turn informed the landlord. In one example of 

this, a client left for Minneapolis after only three months in the country. She left behind all of the 

donated items in her apartment. When the housing manager explained the situation to the 

program manager, she presented the problem as a big picture issue: “It’s not just the rent on this 

one that we have to worry about, this is about landlords relationships. If they leave an open 

apartment…it can’t be like that or they won’t work with us anymore.” Rather than viewing this 

as an abandoned lease, potentially causing a rift with the landlord, the housing staff was able to 

accommodate the landlord by filling the unit with a new tenant. The staff was observed cleaning 

the unit, supplementing the goods in the apartment with a few purchased items, and moving in a 

new family who arrived just a few days after the first tenant left. By not purchasing an entire 

apartment worth of new furniture and DOS mandated goods, the RAISE housing staff saved 

money. By filling the vacated unit with the incoming family, the housing staff saved the time of 

finding a new apartment and maintained a good relationship with the landlord. 

 In months when RAISE had heavier allocations of clients, this sort of shuffling of 

clients in and out of apartments was not uncommon. At a staff meeting, the housing manager 

explained the protocol for out-migration to the RAISE staff:  
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We have had a lot of outmigrations… which is mostly due to not finding 
employment and in some cases family in other states. We have a system now with 
the casework team where we will be notified in housing when people out-migrate. 
You know, [Omar] is moving to Texas to be with his brother. And [April] refuses 
to sign her lease because she says she is going to Molene tomorrow for a meat-
packing thing she heard about. But we will just keep the apartment open, and then 
[Neema], you can move your clients in later this week. 
 

The new secondary migration protocol included the housing department replacing one tenant 

with another, informing the landlord of the change in tenants, and having new leases drawn up.  

 The housing manager explained that in months when there were slow allocations RAISE 

covered the rent on empty units in order to keep them available for when clients began to arrive 

again, and to maintain relationships with landlords. During one busy month, the program 

manager explained to her staff that RAISE was going to plan ahead for secondary migrations,   

Program Manager: “Do people know about our temporary apartment? We are 
going to try and set up a two bedroom apartment so when they come they go into 
a temporary set up… if they start calling Minnesota on the way from the airport…” 
(laughs).  
 
Housing Manager: “This is crazy… so its not only Minnesota, its just in all 
directions, we’ve got Denver, Texas.” 
 
Program Manager: “That’s why people in Chicago don’t want to resettle Somali 
cases because they always out-migrate to Minneapolis.” 

 
Thanks to the wealth of general operating funds in the RAISE accounts, the agency was able to 

come up with solutions to the secondary migration problem that helped to maintain relationships 

with landlords, and therefore to maintain the agency’s capacity for housing. 

 In their role as resource brokers, the RAISE housing staff selected housing for their 

clients in a context shaped in part by the requirements of the DOS contract, by limited access to 

affordable housing in the Revere neighborhood, and by access to agency resources such as staff 

and funds. Rather than adapt by looking for more affordable housing outside the Revere 
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neighborhood, which would potentially have made it harder for clients to get to the agency and 

for the agency to serve the clients, the housing staff adapted by increasing agency capacity 

through strong landlord relationships. These relationships represented a net benefit to the agency, 

even when it cost the agency in terms of covering rent payments on empty rental units.   

 In stark contrast to the RAISE approach, MRA caseworkers did not make relationships 

with landlords a top priority as they balanced all the responsibilities their job required. In fact, 

caseworkers routinely avoided angry phone calls from landlords who threatened to evict refugee 

clients with bedbug issues, to evict refugee clients they did not want as tenants (due to other 

tenants complaining of strong smells or communal style meetings in the common areas), or from 

landlords who swore they would never work with MRA again. On one occasion, after a refugee 

family moved out and abandoned their lease, a caseworker said that the landlord was “fuming. 

He’s threatened to sue [MRA].” MRA had other clients living in the same building, but with 

limited resources with which they could protect these clients from the potential ramifications of 

having an angry landlord, the caseworkers did not make efforts to pacify the landlord. On 

another occasion, when the MRA staff was planning a broad bedbug-eradication campaign, the 

team discussed how they might bring landlords on board with the campaign:  

Adjustment Caseworker: “And it will be helpful also if you are able to get one of 
the landlords with who we have a good relationship. You know, I want you to do 
this in my apartment. I mean if you have one with whom you have a really good 
relationship, well this is what we are doing with our...” 

R&P Caseworker 1: “Do we have any that are not mad at us right now?” 

R&P Caseworker 2: “I don’t think...” 

R&P Caseworker 1: “That aren’t going to come in and like yell at people.” 

R&P Caseworker 2: “It’s a really big mess. The latest one we had that we thought 
was good. That we thought was good, but now…” 

Adjustment Caseworker: “That is not just about bed bugs, he is also mad because 
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we are not…” 

R&P Caseworker 1: “…paying.” 

R&P Caseworker 2: “They are all issues combined.” 
 
The caseworkers could not identify a single landlord who might be willing to work with them on 

a campaign that ultimately would have helped the landlords as well, because there was no trust in 

these relationships.   

 One result of poor landlord relationships was that the MRA’s R&P department had few 

reliable housing resources to turn to when they had busy arrival periods. One caseworker noted, 

“right now we have one landlord, and if we get a rush we will be in trouble.” Trouble in this case 

would mean spending time securing new housing resources for clients by reaching out to new 

landlords, at exactly a time when caseworkers could benefit from the efficiency of less logistic 

work and more time to focus on an increased client load.  

 As an example of the consequences of having limited resources for housing selection, one 

caseworker struggled to find acceptable housing for some arriving clients. During a slow arrival 

month, this caseworker took time to visit potential apartments for clients arriving two weeks 

later, reaching out to new landlords in the process, because, he explained, “no one wants to work 

with [MRA] anymore.” The units he found were each with a different new landlord. One unit 

rented for $700 per month, plus electricity costs. The caseworker explained that this apartment 

had “[bedbug] bloodstains on the walls, and leaks.” The other unit was $750 per month plus gas 

and electric fees, and was described as being “very clean and nice.” The caseworker thought it 

was “worth the extra expense to have a clean apartment” and to save maintenance trouble for the 

tenants down the line. However, when the clients arrived, the caseworker placed them in the 

cheaper apartment. When asked about this choice, the caseworker explained, “When they first 
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come, every dollar makes a difference. I did not want them to have trouble.” The MRA staff did 

not talk about bedbugs as a deciding factor when selecting apartments. A caseworker explained, 

“typically we hear about infestations after move in.” And yet, in this example, the caseworker 

selected an apartment with bedbug bloodstains on the walls, because this apartment was slightly 

more affordable than the other unit. In a practice routinely observed at MRA, when it came down 

to selecting housing on behalf of his client, this caseworker prioritized affordability over quality. 

This was a choice set the caseworker was left with, due at least in part to the lack of resources at 

the worker’s disposal.  

 Repeated observation, informal interviews with staff, and the reported observations of the 

DOS monitors all indicated that the discretionary practice of placing clients in cheap and 

unsanitary apartments was standard routine at MRA. Observation took place on home visits in 

units that had issues such as: stains on the walls, flying bug infestations in the kitchen, potent 

smells and discoloration in the wall-to-wall carpeting, and roaches in the bathroom. One intern, 

new to the R&P team, summed up her impressions after touring four MRA apartments, “I didn’t 

know they were living in such slums.”  

 In fact, bed bugs were an almost ubiquitous issue in these apartments. A more 

experienced MRA intern made a habit of leaving her shoes and handbag in the hallways before 

entering client apartments which, she explained, protected her from picking up bedbugs. She 

warned me on the way into a client apartment, “Never sit down. If they offer, just stand anyway. 

Or pick a wood chair. You don’t want to leave with bedbugs!” The DOS monitors also 

commented on the rodent and bedbug problem. Of the four units they visited in 2011, two had 

infestations. The monitor noted in her post-monitoring debrief with staff that one family, “had 

bites all over their ankles,” and that another unit had, “mice, bedbugs, and roaches, it was a 
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perfect storm!” The staff at MRA all knew that the bedbugs were a problem, the question was 

what to do about it. At a staff wide meeting during a particularly slow month, one of the 

managers asked the R&P staff, “Since arrivals have slowed down and you have had a chance to 

do new landlord outreach, is there a chance to not place new arrivals in the bed bug infested 

apartments?” One R&P caseworker answered, “It’s not like we are trying to find bedbugs, but 

the cheap places are infested!” When faced with the very real challenge of finding units their 

clients could afford, MRA workers routinely sacrificed apartment quality.   

 The exceptions to this norm of placing clients in cheap and unsanitary or infested units 

demonstrated that MRA workers did have other options. One such exception occurred during a 

busy arrival month when an MRA caseworker reached out to a new landlord to secure a two-

bedroom apartment for a refugee family of six. The unit rented for $1,050 a month, heat 

included. It was on a “really nice block” in a “condo building.” The unit was very sunny with 

windows on two sides, a washer and drier in the unit, a dishwasher, and a working fireplace. The 

caseworker joked that he “spent all weekend wondering how I can move into a place as nice.” 

When asked about the relatively high cost of the unit, the caseworker explained that the family 

had “at least two ‘employables.’ Plus one, maybe two, on SSI. They can make this work. And 

look at the place, I mean I want to live here!” During the intake interview with this family the 

worker went into great detail as he explained their monthly income from the various sources of 

public aid, he calculated that they would take in approximately $1,350 each month in cash 

assistance, for the first eight months they were in the country At that point the family’s cash 

benefits would drop to $1,100, but, the worker explained, hopefully by then the work-eligible 

family members would be employed. The worker decided on the clients’ behalf that the quality 

of the unit was worth the expense and potential risk that the family might be stretched to pay the 
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rent. While this case may suggest there was a range of options available to the MRA 

caseworkers, it was the makeup of this particular case that gave the worker the opportunity to 

make an exception to the routine MRA housing practice; very few client families had the unique 

mix of a relatively high SSI cash payment as well as a TANF payment and a potential income 

earner in the same house. In this case the worker had more potential income than usual to work 

with as he made decisions for his clients, and this tipped the balance in favor of a decision to 

place the client in better (and more expensive) housing.  

  These examples help shed light on some of the factors at work in the housing selection 

process at MRA. The adaptive practice the caseworkers routinely used when balancing their 

limited resources with the demands for affordable and safe housing was to apply a decision rule 

based on low cost. On rare occasion the quality of the housing was made a higher priority than 

the cost.   

Discussion 

The empirical evidence provided in this chapter demonstrates how a complex refugee 

admissions and allocation structure drives inconsistency and unreliability down the 

organizational chain, so that the consequences are felt at the point of service delivery. The 

impact of this instability was different at RAISE and MRA. Due to the agency practice of using 

general operating funds to supplement staff salaries when R&P payments were low, there were 

no layoffs at RAISE within the housing department. At MRA on the other hand, management 

adapted to major deficits in client allocations by reducing staff hours, and ultimately by laying 

off staff. This finding implicates the refugee allocations system for putting local RROs in the 

position of having to manage organizational instability. A system that balances refugee 

allocations among National Resettlement Agencies on a weekly basis, and prioritizes refugee 
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resettlement in the same location as US ties, pushes the impact of instability and unreliability 

down to the service organizations. Ultimately, this has an effect on service delivery, as one local 

RRO spends precious general operating funds on staff salaries rather than supplementing the 

fund for client support, and another turns to reductions in staff size with the potential for 

information slippage, client confusion, and low staff morale. 

This chapter also finds that workers at RAISE and MRA resolved the problem of how to 

implement the housing requirements of the R&P contract in different ways, under different 

organizational structures, bringing different resources to bear, and leading to divergent housing 

policies for their respective refugee clients. In their role as resource brokers, the staff at RAISE 

and MRA differed in their routine practice. This appears to be due, in part, to the levels of 

resources at the workers disposal and to a difference in worker identities and departmental 

cultures.   

The street-level perspective draws analytic attention to the balance of resources, 

demands, and incentives that impact the way workers use their discretion to make routine 

practice choices. The workers at RAISE had more resources at their disposal, and were able to 

use their discretion to allocate time and money to the development of landlord relationships. 

Fostering these relationships proved to be a good investment. During months busy with arrivals, 

workers, in most cases, were able to draw on their resource pool to quickly place clients into 

apartments. Also, their landlord contacts, more often than not, provided RAISE with access to 

good quality apartments. However, RAISE’s strategy did have its limitations. When particularly 

large families arrived, RAISE staff had to invest extra time in finding appropriate housing.  

 The street-level perspective does not attend to worker motivations, or the culture of the 

workplace. However, these factors help to explain the behavior of the workers at RAISE. The 
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RAISE housing staff identified themselves as specialists in the housing field, which seems to 

have led to taking a certain amount of pride in doing housing well. This relates to the culture of 

the housing department at RAISE. The housing staff had a way of doing things, and they were 

clear about what they understood this pattern to be. Here the street-level perspective is useful 

again, it explains that when workers’ patterns of practice make the workers’ jobs easier, they are 

more likely to be repeated. The cyclical pattern at RAISE worked like this: workers had the time 

and resources to devote to doing housing well, they identified themselves as people who do 

housing well, and they continued to increase agency capacity through their practice patterns, 

which helped to assure that resources were made available to them by local landlords.   

 As opposed to the workers at RAISE, the workers at MRA did not have the same access 

to financial resources, nor did they have a specialized focus on housing tasks. The R&P 

caseworkers at MRA had multiple competing demands on their time. The way that workers at 

MRA performed housing-related tasks on behalf of their clients was impacted by the different 

identities the staff expressed, and by the different cultures of their workplaces. MRA’s R&P 

caseworkers saw themselves as caseworkers first, and identified their housing tasks as a 

distraction from this core work. This identity orientation impacted their housing work. Rather 

than investing their limited time and funds into developing landlord relationships on which they 

could depend, the MRA staff selected housing on an ad-hoc basis. The result of this arrangement 

was that, more often than not, workers had a poor choice of apartments from which to select for 

client housing. This could be because landlords reserved their best quality housing for the 

resource brokers with whom they had stronger working relationships. However, MRA workers 

did, on occasion, make exceptions and spend extra time finding higher quality apartments for 

clients. Unfortunately, this practice was an exception as opposed to the common practice at 
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MRA. What this meant was that MRA workers were inconsistent in their role as resource 

brokers; refugee clients got access to different quality housing, at different costs, depending on 

how the caseworker chose to allocate their own time in securing the unit.    

 The differences in routine housing practices at RAISE and MRA equate to different 

housing policies for different refugees. Refugees placed with RAISE were more likely to live in 

higher quality apartments with more attentive and receptive landlords, whereas refugees placed 

with MRA were more likely to live in housing with bedbugs and under landlords resentful of 

their presence. This variation in housing policy is antithetical to the goals of the DOS R&P 

policy-makers, and demonstrates that formal policy alone does not determine how 

implementation takes shape. Rather, the R&P contract and performance standards shape a 

context in which workers make certain kinds of choices about how to allocate their limited time 

and funds, and in so doing, reconstruct housing policy with their everyday routine practice.  
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CHAPTER SIX: RESETTLEMENT IN PRACTICE - GETTING REFUGEES TO WORK 

“Reality is no one likes the first job they get, they have to know they cannot come running back to 
us after a month just because they don’t like the job.”  

– Employment caseworker 
 

Introduction 

Chapter 3 of this dissertation explained that the Refugee Act of 1980 allows for policies 

and programs to support refugees on their path to integration, giving primacy to the push for 

employment. Chapter 4 demonstrated that the structure of this policy provision is complicated, 

involving federal, state and local governments, as well as national and local non-profit 

organizations. Implementation of resettlement policies is delegated to over 350 local refugee 

resettlement organizations operating in 48 states. Within this system newly arrived refugees 

receive work permits, are assigned to an RRO, and are entitled to an array of employment 

services as they navigate their entry into the US labor market. Between 2010 and 2012 these 

local RROs served over 187,000 refugees from more than 50 countries (Refugee Processing 

Center, 2012). Although the Act was intended to standardize services provided across such a 

diverse set of agencies, metropolitan areas, and refugee groups, street-level theory suggests that 

the actual variation comes in the form of policy implementation by agency workers. Policy 

makers’ attempts to attenuate this variation imposed performance standards to measure the 

outcomes of refugee employment policy — a managerial practice that has become quite common 

in the realm of privatized and contracted social service provision. This chapter focuses on the 

implementation of employment policies by MRA and RAISE, and seeks to explain how 

performance standards impact what these policies look like in practice, and why.  



 

 134 

This study of employment policy implementation by RROs extends street-level theory to 

a new empirical case, and makes two key contributions to the literature. It provides an analysis of 

the formal and informal mechanisms by which performance standard pressures were conveyed at 

the street-level, and of how the unique organizational context of the RRO helped to shape how 

refugee employment policy was implemented at the street-level. This chapter finds that 

employment caseworkers engaged in several adaptive strategies predicted by street-level theory, 

such as rationing limited resources by sorting clients into service groups and offering choice 

opportunities to the clients most likely to succeed. This analysis also identifies an adaptive 

strategy not predicted by street-level theory, a practice I call expanding the resource pool.  

Federal and State Employment Program Contracts and Performance Measures 

As previous chapters have explained, the Act provides the legislative guidelines for 

policy provision at the street-level. The Act stresses rapid work entry for newly arrived refugees, 

and has the manifest goal of helping refugees achieve economic self-sufficiency, which is 

defined as not relying on public cash assistance programs ("The Refugee Act," 1980). In keeping 

with these priorities, the majority of federal funding for refugee resettlement is directed towards 

employment supports (Potocky-Tripodi, 2003), and the contracts are monitored based on select 

employment outcomes (GAO, 2011). Together, the incentives and potential sanctions embedded 

in these contracts create organizational motivation to focus on employment. ORR offers two 

employment support program contracts, the basic and ubiquitous Early Employment Services, 

and the selective enrollment Voluntary Agency Matching Grant.  

Early Employment Services 

The Early Employment Services program is part of ORR’s multi-faceted Refugee Social 

Services grant. EES provides funding for local agencies to support staff members who act as 



 

 135 

employment specialists who focus solely on the task of preparing their clients for work and 

finding employment for these clients. According to the Employment Participant Contract used at 

one local agency, mandated activities of the EES program are: employment specialist meetings 

with individual clients, helping clients through practice job application completion and resume 

composition, job-related field trips, identification of appropriate employers using labor market 

information, job referral to appropriate employment opportunities, and direct outreach and 

follow-up with employers by the job developer. The provisions included in this local agency’s 

contract explicate the mandates of the federal EES contract. The question the street-level 

perspective raises is how employment caseworkers negotiate a work environment shaped, in part, 

by these contract provisions.  

In Illinois, IDHS holds the contract with ORR for the RSS program. The financial 

amount of this contract is determined annually by formula, and is tied directly to the number of 

refugees that were resettled in the state in the prior three years. IDHS, in turn, contracts the 

Jewish Federation of Illinois to administer the RSS contract. The Jewish Federation then 

subcontracts with the local implementing RROs (see Figure 5). 

Figure 5: 
ORR Refugee Social Service Grant Contract Structure in Illinois 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
The Jewish Federation collects the statewide RSS funds and permits local agencies to bid for 

subcontracts by submitting proposed budgets and plans for service. Due to its primary role as the 

contract administrator, the Jewish Federation essentially mediates the relationship between the 

ORR IDHS Jewish 
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local agencies, the state, and the federal government: managing the approval and dispersal of 

grant funds to the agencies, collecting data about service provision and financial expenditures 

from the agencies, and monitoring the agencies for performance evaluation.  

Performance standards are important as analytic indicators insofar as they become part of 

the organizational terrain that employment caseworkers must navigate as they make everyday 

practice decisions. The street-level perspective and governance literature (Larsen, 2013; S. R. 

Smith & Lipsky, 1993; Soss et al., 2013; VanSlyke, 2007) raise questions for this study about 

how the performance measures – employed by the Jewish Federation to monitor and evaluate the 

work of the RROs – influenced the decision set from which employment caseworkers made 

practice choices in their everyday work. There were six performance standards associated with 

the EES contract. These standards measure and set requirements for how many clients get 

employed and how quickly, the percentage of full-time jobs acquired, and the percentage of jobs 

that offered benefits (see Appendix G). But the mere presence of performance standards does not 

guarantee that a contracted agency will work towards meeting these standards. There must be 

some mechanism through which the local agencies experience an incentive to meet the standards, 

or are presented with a potential cost of not meeting them. These mechanisms are described in 

the findings of this chapter. 

Voluntary Agency Matching Grant Program 

As Chapter 3 explained, ORR’s alternative to the basic EES employment program is the 

Voluntary Agency Matching Grant. It has selective enrollment and emphasizes expedited 

employment. Refugees selected for the MG program are pulled out of the standard case 

management pool, and out of the basic EES program. Enrolled refugees are to have access to 
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more intensive employment services for 180 days after arrival, and cash and housing assistance 

for 120 days.  

The financial and service supports offered to clients through the MG program are paid for 

with a 2:1 match grant: a $2,200 per capita payment from ORR is matched by $1,100 worth of 

goods and services by the RRO. In exchange for these goods and services, ORR’s MG contract is 

explicit about the responsibilities of enrolled clients. The contract is clear that a client must 

attend any interviews organized by the MG caseworker, and that they agree to accept the first 

“appropriate” job offered to them. The contract also includes the conditions under which workers 

are authorized to sanction clients: 

Limited sanctions may be imposed in order to attempt to gain compliance, 
through the reduction or temporary withholding of maintenance assistance or 
other services. If the client continues to fail to comply, the agency, after due 
process, may fully sanction the client from the Matching Grant Program. 
  

How would MG caseworkers interpret and implement these contract terms? And how was 

sanctioning deployed in both authorized and unauthorized ways? 

Not all RROs have access to the MG program, and not all clients within the 

implementing agencies are enrolled in MG. RROs apply to their respective NRAs to be an MG 

program site, and if approved they are assigned a number of MG slots for the year. Participating 

RROs then use their discretion to select certain refugees to enter the MG program based on a 

subjective assessment. Evidence from this process is provided in the findings below.  

The MG structure bypasses the state institutions completely, and instead the NRAs have a 

direct relationship with the federal agency (see Figure 6). The NRAs then subcontract with their 

network of RROs in communities throughout the country. 
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Figure 6: ORR Matching Grant Contract Structure in Illinois 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
In the case of MG, the NRA acts as the intermediary between the local agency and the federal 

government. The NRA is responsible for collecting data from the local agencies and then 

submitting compiled reports to ORR. In addition, the NRAs do the majority of the MG program 

monitoring on behalf of ORR.  

There are seven performance measures applied to the MG program: the number of clients 

enrolled in the program; how many were “self-sufficient” at 120 days; how many of those 

continued to be self-sufficient at 180 days; how many clients in total were self-sufficient at 180 

days; how many entered employment; the average hourly wage; and whether or not health 

benefits were offered as part of employment. In an interview, the MG coordinator at one NRA 

explained the ORR measures used to monitor the performance of local RROs:  

Well, we’re compelled to collect and compile and report that data to the feds on a 
regular basis. It’s something that we have to do. It’s in our cooperative agreement 
in our contract with HSS and ORR…But while we report this stuff to ORR, ORR 
has not for many years had, kind of, an effective…had an intensive monitoring 
regime of any type for what the various agencies are doing. 
 

In the absence of an “intensive” monitoring regime, what characterized the relationship between 

ORR, the NRA and the local RRO, and with what impact on MG service delivery? The NRA did 

serve as a proxy monitor for ORR; the national agencies collected outcome reports from the local 

RROs at 120 and 180 days, and engaged in off-site case file review on an ad-hoc basis, and in 

ORR MRA 

NRA Y RRO #2 

NRA X 



 

 139 

formal on-site monitoring every three years. The more informal mechanisms of encouraging 

contract compliance are discussed in a later section of this chapter.  

Organizational Context 

The Employment Program at MRA 

MRA was subcontracted by its NRA for implementation of the Matching Grant program, 

and by IDHS/Jewish Federation for the EES program. With multiple supporting grants, agency 

budgets showed that employment was the highest funded department at MRA. It had a manager 

and a team of workers who were solely responsible for employment related tasks. The 

employment team fluctuated in size over time. At one point there was one employment staff 

person for the EES program and one for the MG program. At another point there were two EES 

staff although still only one for the MG program. There were always three to four interns 

designated to the employment program. 

MRA’s employment manager was responsible for program oversight, budgeting, and for 

ensuring that the appropriate employment outcome reports were submitted to the respective 

contract agencies. She also reported her team’s employment outcomes on a weekly basis to the 

local Support Network of the Refugee Workforce, described below. The employment manager 

was the point person for all the employment-related feedback and critique during federal 

monitoring visits. In addition, this manager oversaw the casework team and the medical 

caseworker, giving her multiple programs, contracts, and grants to manage.  

MRA’s EES caseworkers were responsible for: locating potential employers for refugee 

clients and establishing relationships with human resources personnel: interviewing new refugee 

clients and establishing an employment plan with them; preparing clients for interviews and 

writing their resumes; taking clients on job interviews; following up with employers after clients 



 

 140 

were hired; and managing any client-related employment issues that might arise. From January 

to September of 2012 MRA’s EES employment caseworkers provided services to between 28 

and 69 clients each month (see Appendix I). 

The MRA MG staff was similarly responsible for all aspects of the employment support 

process, but with some additional duties as well. Upon entering the program, MG clients were 

assigned to an MG caseworker. In addition to her employment related duties, this worker was 

responsible for locating housing for MG clients if they needed it, mediating with the Public Aid 

office for Food Stamps and Medicaid access, and reporting all employment outcomes directly to 

the monitoring agent. In 2012 the MG program served between 40 and 74 clients monthly. 

The MRA employment team participated in a collaborative network with the employment 

staff from five other local refugee resettlement organizations, called the Support Network of the 

Refugee Workforce (SNOW). One of the founding members of SNOW explained in an interview 

that the local agencies had a history of sending their refugee clients to the same employment 

interviews and competing with each other for job placements. In 2008 the employment 

specialists at the local agencies decided to share some job-related resources in an effort to reduce 

the extent of direct competition between them. The concept behind the network was to expand 

the pool of potential employers, and add to each agency’s placement options. However, it 

remains an open question how involvement in the SNOW network impacted the context of 

resources, incentives, and demands in which employment caseworkers at MRA performed, and 

how this in turn might have influenced the routine practice decisions these workers made. 

Although this question is not taken up within the current analysis, Chapter 7 briefly outlines how 

this issue might be addressed using data from observations of SNOW meetings.  
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The Employment Program at RAISE 

Because RAISE did not hold a MG contract, the employment program at RAISE operated 

with fewer financial resources than did the MRA program. RAISE was subcontracted by 

IDHS/Jewish Federation to implement the EES program, but the agency did not hold any other 

federal employment program grants. RAISE’s employment manager was responsible for the 

oversight and reporting of the EES program. Although she did not submit her team’s monthly 

outcomes to the Jewish Federation directly, she did share the outcomes with the entire RAISE 

staff at bi-weekly meetings, and with the SNOW network on a weekly basis. As was the case at 

MRA, the employment manager at RAISE was the point person for all employment-related 

feedback and critique during monitoring visits.   

The employment department served between 105 and 145 clients each month (see 

Appendix I). In service to these clients, the employment team at RAISE had specific tasks for 

each employee. Job Developers were responsible for securing new employer relationships and 

for taking clients out on interviews with these employers. Job developers were assigned 

respective industries – one hospitality and restaurant industries, another fitness and 

manufacturing industries, another food production and health worker industries, and so on. Job 

Counselors were responsible for coaching the clients through interview preparation and for 

creating resumes, as well as for meeting with clients on a consistent basis in order to support the 

job search process. The employment workers at RAISE seemed to value this specialization of 

tasks. One employment caseworker explained what she enjoyed about her job: “I love what I do 

here because the job description is simple, so I get to be incredibly creative and individualize 

services. As a social worker it’s great.”  
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The employment team at RAISE also participated in the SNOW network, meeting once a 

week in the offices at one of the participating agencies. 

Street-Level Analysis 

Conveying Performance Measure Pressures Through Formal and Informal Mechanisms  

Street-level theory predicts that workers will use their discretion to make practice choices 

that adapt to their work conditions, and the workfare literature has shown how performance 

measures become part of the work context. Research that seeks to explain the contracting 

relationship between governments and SLOs has identified formal and informal variations of 

monitoring as the ways government institutions promote contract compliance (Benish, 2010; 

Soss et al., 2011b; VanSlyke, 2007). In order to explain how pressures from performance 

standards are conveyed to the street-level, the following analysis shows the formal and informal 

mechanisms through which the priorities of the EES and MG contracts were conveyed to 

employment caseworkers at RAISE and MRA.  

EES Performance Measure Compliance Incentives 

Research for this study identified four formal and three informal-mechanisms through 

which the Jewish Federation applied pressure to local agencies in order to encourage them to 

meet performance measures. I conceptualize formal compliance mechanisms as those that the 

Jewish Federation has identified and communicated about to the grantees ahead of their 

application. I conceptualize informal measures as those that, from the grantee’s perspective, 

occur spontaneously, and that the EES contract does not enumerate. 

The formal mechanisms for promoting performance measure compliance included data 

collection, on-site monitoring, corrective action, and sanctioning, each of which represented a 

potential cost to the agency. Each of these mechanisms are briefly described here in order to 
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explicate the pressures and incentives for the local agencies represented by the contractual 

relationship with the Jewish Federation.  

The Jewish Federation required its subcontracted RROs to submit fiscal reports twice a 

year, and outcome data on a quarterly basis. The employment teams at MRA and RAISE were 

each responsible for collecting and submitting this EES outcome data. It was a time consuming 

process that indicated to the workers what types of outcomes the agency was being held 

accountable for. On a quarterly basis the Jewish Federation mailed out a Review of Program 

Performance to each of the local agencies. Included in this report were the six EES performance 

standards and each of the RROs achievements in relation to these standards. This dissemination 

of agency employment outcome data had the potential to either shame or reward local agencies, 

representing a cost or benefit in reputation. 

In addition, the Jewish Federation sent a staff member to the local agency to monitor their 

case files every six months. In an interview, the monitor talked about her process: “I want to see 

that the dollars we are funding the agency for are helping the clients reach their goals.” When 

asked what she looked for specifically, she explained that she read case notes in order to find out 

“how they are helping.” When asked to explain what case notes reveal about the service delivery 

process, she elaborated: “If you don’t document that something is happening it’s not really 

happening, we can’t know about it. Also, this is a part of your contract, to keep case notes about 

what they are doing.” Note that the specific pressure that this focus on case notes put on workers 

was not to participate in any certain kind of service provision, but rather to establish a usable 

form of documentation. In the follow up report after one MRA case file review for the EES 

program, the Jewish Federation report stated: 
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In six of the eight files reviewed, the case notes were appropriately detailed, 
explaining the services provided to the client using clear, consistent descriptions. 
When case notes are well-detailed, the file is easier to evaluate, making the 
review go smoothly. Case notes are the backbone of file documentation and 
[MRA] staff members maintain very good notes. 

 
In this case the message conveyed by this formal compliance mechanism was that MRA was 

doing a good job, and should keep doing things the way they have been. The potential cost of not 

keeping the kind of case notes that satisfied the monitor was that the agency could be placed 

under “Corrective Action.”  

Corrective Action was the third formal process the Jewish Federation used to encourage 

local agencies to comply with the terms of the service contract. When the monitor discovered 

what she identified as a systematic issue in the case files of an agency, she explained that she 

would write a report notifying the agency that it was being placed under Corrective Action. The 

agency was then required to provide a written commitment to addressing the issues identified in 

the report, and a follow up on-site monitoring was conducted two to three months later. Being 

placed under Corrective Action had potential costs for an agency, it took worker time to 

document the remedy plan and to collect the evidence that the plan was in effect. And the 

ultimate risk was that the agency would be sanctioned.  

The final formal mechanism for encouraging contract compliance was sanctioning. In an 

interview, a Jewish Federation senior staff person explained that sanctioning meant withholding 

the funds for a contract. In one case, the senior staff person described a local agency that was 

placed in Corrective Action three times. When remedies were not made, the Jewish Federation 

terminated the EES contract with this agency: “We pulled one contract but [they] are still a 

provider. So they stopped doing one set of services and are doing other services and they’re a 

fine provider.” In this case the local agency did not have its EES contract renewed, but did 
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continue its contracts for other Refugee Social Services. The fact that this agency was allowed to 

keep serving clients maintained their presence in the community and thus made them a continual 

reminder to the other local agencies about the price for non-compliance.     

The Jewish Federation also had informal ways of encouraging contract compliance. 

These included informal information sharing at interagency meetings and intensified 

interpersonal contact. One a monthly basis, representatives of thirteen local refugee-serving 

agencies gathered at the Jewish Federation offices in a Council meeting attended by the Refugee 

State Coordinator and the Jewish Federation staff. The seven Illinois RROs were each 

represented at the Council meeting, MRA by one of its mid-level managers, and RAISE by its 

Program Director. At these meetings the Jewish Federation staff were observed routinely 

discussing examples of outstanding performance outcomes, thereby informally rewarding local 

agencies for exceeding their projections for service.  

The senior staff of the Jewish Federation engaged in an intensified level of contact when 

she felt that an agency was falling out of compliance. Observation for this study identified no 

less than thirteen calls between the Jewish Federation and one RRO in one day, accompanied by 

several lengthy emails each asking for more detailed information from the RRO. When 

combined with all the different mechanisms for encouraging contract compliance, the cost to the 

RRO in terms of time and energy spent on communication with the Jewish Federation was great 

enough to encourage compliance.  

In the case of the RROs operating in the Revere neighborhood, employment caseworkers 

had to balance this demand for rapid client employment with a limited resource of available jobs. 

Not all local employers hired refugee clients, who most often had limited English language 

capacity and work experience that was not applicable to the types of jobs available (GAO, 2012). 
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Additionally, as Chapter 4 explained, the numbers of refugee clients placed with local RROs was 

controlled in part by the NRA and in part by the DOS, not by the RRO itself. Client numbers 

fluctuated, often dramatically, month to month, and these patterns were unpredictable to the 

RRO. In this context of ever-present performance measures tracking job placements, scarce 

employment opportunities, and fluctuating client demand, workers had an incentive to make sure 

that the job opportunities they had access to were not wasted. 

MG Performance Measure Compliance Incentives 

As with EES performance, the Matching Grant program required some incentive 

mechanism for workers to meet or exceed performance goals. Observation for this study revealed 

a series of mechanisms, both formal and informal, which included reporting and monitoring. 

MRA’s MG caseworker compiled monthly reports that enumerated her success along a series of 

measures. In addition to this formal mechanism for creating a performance incentive, there was 

also an informal pressure created around these documents. On what appeared to be a random 

basis, representatives from the NRA called MRA to follow up on some part of the monthly 

outcome report. When the MG caseworker was asked for an example, she explained: 

Last year I sent the August reports in and [the NRA] called right away with a 
question about how many were enrolled because, it was complicated, we reported 
5 but they only thought it should be 3, but two were kids and were entered in 
somewhere else. Anyway, they noticed the number and followed up right away. 
The pay attention.   

 
This follow-up conveyed to the employment caseworker that her work was being monitored, and 

she was being held accountable for the performance outcomes of her clients. Another mechanism 

by which the incentive to meet MG performance measures was created was the bi-annual 

monitoring from the NRA. This monitoring included an on-site meeting with the employment 

staff, interviews with refugee clients in their homes, and a formal debriefing meeting at MRA. 
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Evidence of the formal and informal means for creating worker incentives around this 

monitoring is included later in this chapter.  

Employment caseworkers at MRA and RAISE performed the everyday tasks of their jobs 

in an organizational context shaped in part by these pressures to meet performance standards. 

This context was further shaped by the fluctuating numbers of refugee clients allocated to the 

agencies by the NRAs, and the demand for service that these clients represented. The rest of this 

chapter is devoted to an analysis of how workers responded to these pressures, incentives, and 

demands and what shape refugee employment policy took as a result.   

Adaptive Strategies Given Different Levels of Client Demand 

The workers at MRA and RAISE formed adaptive practice strategies that were, in part, 

responses to the pressures of performance measures and to the numbers of clients workers had to 

serve at a given time. When they became routine, these strategies reformulated refugee 

employment policy at the two agencies. In keeping with the predictions of street-level theory, 

workers developed adaptive patterns of practice as they used their discretion to respond to the 

demands and incentives at their agencies, and these strategies often impacted clients 

differentially.  

In 2011 the state changed the guidelines for the EES contract. This change imposed a 

new service cap; local agencies could only report their outcomes for clients served within 18 

months of their arrival in the United States, whereas previously these agencies were able to 

report services for up to 24 months. This contract change created an incentive for subcontracted 

agencies to limit services to that same time period. Employment caseworkers now had less time 

in which to get their clients jobs, yet the performance standards upon which the agency was 

measured had not changed. In this context, clients served beyond the 18-month mark would draw 
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on agency resources, but could not be enumerated in grant reports. Also, EES contract renewals 

depended on the agencies meeting their own service projections and did not account for shifts in 

arrival patterns. What this meant was that if refugee arrivals were low and the agency had 

projected they would serve more clients than actually arrived, the agency technically missed their 

projection. Under these conditions the agencies had a contractual incentive to focus their 

employment resources on every client they could enumerate in their grant reports and to get 

every one of these clients to work within 18 months. However, the street-level perspective 

demands that analysis move beyond the written contract and take into account the actual 

practices of agency management and direct-service staff.  

Sorting and Cherry-picking Clients at MRA 

In the absence of any senior level management direction, MRA program managers were 

left to figure out how to respond to the reduction in the contract service period. The management 

team discussed the implications of not making internal changes and continuing to serve clients as 

before:  

Adjustment Manager: “My concern is that the service dollars will not follow what 
we are doing. That’s just how service provision works. The reality of how we 
wanted the program to work is not going to be allowable.” 
 
Employment Manager: “The thing is they’re still going to be showing up.” 
 
Adjustment Manager: “How do you articulate, we are not serving you anymore 
because of new contract language?” 
 

The way this problem was framed by the adjustment manager was that the agency could not risk 

engaging in service provision that was not directly supported by grant money, that what decides 

program direction is funding guidelines and performance metrics rather than service-provider 

initiative. The employment manager raises the concern that clients will still demand services. 
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And the adjustment manager quickly pivots to talk about how to implement the change. The 

mangers continued to discuss the implementation challenges and did not debate further whether 

or not to make the changes.    

The result of the management discussion was a decision to formally sort clients into two 

groups, one eligible for services based on tenure with MRA, and one not. Sorting is defined here 

as the process by which workers created groups based on certain characteristics, in this case 

tenure with MRA, and then placed clients into these groups according to the extent to which they 

possessed the characteristic. The management team planned to craft a letter to all MRA clients 

explaining the new parameters for service, and to articulate the limitations of ongoing service for 

the group no longer eligible. They called the group who were eligible for service “employable,” 

and those no longer eligible “non-employable.” During their planning meeting, the team focused 

on the challenge of implementing the service change, and on defining the client categories. One 

manager explained: 

We have come to an agreement, as to what this letter is going to look 
like…what’s going to happen is like, there’s a general paragraph that explains 
kind of new service provision, and then it breaks down into two different 
paragraphs that you are either, or. Like you’re either a ‘participant in an 
employable household’ or ‘you are not’ and given the fact that you are an 
employable or not, you will or will not receive employment-related type 
adjustment services. There’s going to be, you know, some conversations that 
we’re going to have to have with participants to clarify [laughs] this letter, 
because it’s definitely hard to articulate this in a way that is simplistic. And I 
think that, to a certain extent, we’re going to have to work to think about, you 
know, where is it advantageous to provide these services to individuals who you 
know, need these services? And so it might not be a kind of blanket type of, ‘you 
can’t come here anymore.’ 

 
There are two important elements to this explanation. First, the term “employable” is used here 

not to describe the extent to which a client is likely to be an attractive job applicant, but rather to 

mean that a particular client has been sorted into a group that is eligible for employment support 
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services, a category defined purely by the service contract. Employable clients were the ones 

who could be counted in the agencies performance reports. The term “employable” was 

manipulated in multiple ways at MRA, as will be discussed later in this chapter. The second 

important element of this explanation is while sorting clients into two groups solved the problem 

of how to justify targeting MRA’s resources to clients they could report in their performance 

outcomes, it did not solve the dilemma of need. As this manager acknowledges, clients who were 

sorted into the non-employable group might still need employment assistance.  

The employment staff at MRA responded to the dilemma of client need among the non-

employable by using their discretion to select particular clients who were beyond the service 

time limit and who the worker wanted to work with, a practice I call “cherry picking.” Cherry 

picking is a form of worker bias. Worker bias is conceptualized in the street-level literature to 

explain why workers target certain clients for receipt of limited resources or services, resulting in 

the skewing of provision of services that policy intended to be distributed equally. Cherry 

picking was engaged in at MRA as a way of extending supplemental resources to particular 

clients. Rather than engaging in husbanding resources, workers who cherry picked clients 

extended services to clients who were technically ineligible, thereby using agency resources to 

provide services that would not be enumerated in grant reports. Further, cherry picking involved 

selecting an individual client, in spite of how unlikely the client was to succeed, based on the 

sympathies of the worker. These clients were chosen not because they would do well, but in fact 

because they had not. 

The street-level perspective raises questions about why and how workers made such 

discretionary choices. There seemed to be a tacit agreement among the employment staff and 

management that workers could use their discretion to cherry pick cases for this kind of 
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supplemental support when there was time to do so. In answer to the question why they would 

offer services to ineligible clients at all, one employment caseworker responded, “They need 

help. If I have time, I’m going to help!” Statistics reported in the July–September 2011 Jewish 

Federation quarterly Review of Program Performance show that MRA served 17 clients who 

they could not report due to ineligibility. Regardless of the EES contract limitations and the 

management response of sorting clients into groups, 22 percent of the clients workers provided 

employment services to were ineligible and therefore not counted in the quarterly agency grant 

assessment. The MRA staff was able to provide these services to select ineligible clients during 

this time because the number of newly resettled refugee clients was relatively low and the 

workers had some surplus time to offer clients who had been previously resettled. However, 

when arrivals picked up, the extent of the cherry picking diminished. In 2012 MRA received 20 

more clients in the third quarter than they had in the same quarter in 2011, and the July–

September 2012 Jewish Federation quarterly Review of Program Performance reported that the 

agency only extended services to 3 ineligible clients. 

 In answer to the question of how workers selected these clients, workers consistently 

cherry picked clients they sympathized with, and cited service limitations to clients they did not. 

One employment staff person explained how she decided to help a client who was technically 

ineligible for service and would therefore not be counted in the Jewish Federation report: “If 

someone shows up at our office out of the blue four or five years later, I won’t do anything for 

them. But this woman is here all the time, she’ll probably be here today. She is funny, she is able 

to draw on something inside herself.” This worker liked her client’s sense of humor, and her 

tenacity, and the worker rewarded the client for these characteristics by extending employment 

services even though the client was technically ineligible. 
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 This worker and others at MRA often described their sympathies when explaining how 

they chose to serve particular clients who had timed out for EES. In one case the entire 

employment staff extended services to a client from Iraq who had timed out of services. This 

client was the father of two, married, and regularly came to visit the agency with his family. He 

had suffered several heart attacks during his first two years in the country and, although he was 

not approved for disability insurance, he could not work. When he returned to the MRA office 

for employment support after 24 months, the staff worked as a team to find him a job that offered 

relatively low physical stress. The extent of this client’s struggles, and his enduring charm, made 

him a sympathetic figure to the MRA staff, and they responded to their sympathies by allocating 

employment resources.  

 At the same time, clients who did not elicit worker sympathy were cut off from services 

when their formal eligibility ended at 18 months. For example, a group of four Iraqi refugees 

came to the United States at the same time as the man who suffered heart attacks, but proved to 

be resistant to the types of job interviews the employment staff were able to secure for them. 

When the 18-month service period ended for these clients the employment staff terminated their 

services and expressed relief not to have to work with these clients any longer. Observation 

confirmed that employment workers repeatedly cited service limits to ineligible clients whom 

they found more challenging and less sympathetic.  

 Workers at MRA seem to engage in cherry picking, in part, as a way of improving their 

own work experience, and in part as a way of salvaging their images of themselves as members 

of a helping profession. The data from pervious chapters show that the majority of MRA’s staff 

were unsatisfied with their relationships with supervisors, and reported feeling demoralized by 

the layoffs among their peers. Further, as the rest of this chapter shows, employment 
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caseworkers contended with the difficult reality of having to find jobs for their clients who were 

often unprepared for the job market, and with local employers who offered low-wage jobs. Many 

refugee clients complained to their employment caseworkers that they did not like the jobs they 

secured, as the opening quote to this chapter alludes to: “Reality is no one likes the first job they 

get, they have to know they cannot come running back to us after a month just because they 

don’t like the job.” Under these conditions MRA workers found a way to gain satisfaction from 

their work, by “going the extra mile” for the clients with whom they enjoyed interacting. The 

employment manager explained the challenge of working at MRA, and why she liked her job: 

We as an agency think because you can pay your bills and have an income, even 
though this job is not at all what they want to do…we are often stuck in this 
definition of self-sufficiency because that is what we can do and that is our job 
and yet it has nothing to do with our participants and their hopes and dreams and 
who they want to be. But what matters at the end of the day, is that I am good at 
my job. And I think I am really good at it.  

 
“What does being good at your job mean, how do you describe doing your job well?” I asked her.  
 
She elaborated: “I know my clients. I can tell you anything you want to know about them. And 

they come back to work with me, even after they are done, they come back. I’m proud of that.” 

This quote highlights one of the challenges that employment caseworkers faced – dealing with a 

mismatch between the realities of the job market and their clients’ dreams. In order tolerate this 

mismatch the employment manager formed an identity around the aspects of her job that were in 

her control. She identified herself as someone who did her job well, she took pride in that 

identity, and providing services to certain clients after they were ineligible was part of that 

experience for her. Her actions with clients confirmed this self-report.  

 Collectively this evidence demonstrates that neither the contract limitations, nor the 

management directive at MRA were wholly deterministic of service limitations for specific 
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clients. The contract change and MRA’s protocol change provided parameters for workers to 

ration services. With this parameter in place, what determined whether clients would receive 

services after their 18-month eligibility expired was, at least in part, the number of refugee 

clients the agency had in a given period. What determined which clients would receive 

employment support after their eligibility period was the values and preferences (Mattison, 2000) 

of the street-level staff. This is not necessarily a problem for the agency. In fact, it could be 

argued that this is the system working, that workers are able to do exactly what the MRA 

management hoped they could, which is to respond to client need regardless of the contract 

terms. What is problematic however is that workers in this agency repeatedly used their 

discretion to cherry pick clients they were sympathetic with. It is not hard to imagine that the 

hardest to serve clients, those difficult to place in jobs or resistant to the sorts of jobs made 

available to them, could also be clients who needed just as much support as their peers who 

elicited more sympathy.   

Sorting Clients at RAISE 

Guided by the same set of contract changes that led the MRA team to reduce its service 

period on paper to match that of the new EES contract guidelines, the RAISE employment team 

responded by rationing their resources to serve only those clients within the new contract 

guidelines, with just one major exception.  

Observation for this study began at RAISE after the EES contract change was initiated, 

and therefore there are no data points during the transition. When asked to recall the change, the 

program manager explained that the case management staff was responsible for alerting their 

clients to the change, and that new clients were informed of the service term limit via a written 

and verbal explanation of benefits and services. Observation for this study provided three data 
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points at which clients were informed of employment service term limits at RAISE and were 

provided with an explanation of the scope of employment services they were entitled to: this 

information was shared at an orientation meeting attended by newly arrived clients, at individual 

intake meetings between the client and employment workers, and in the initial meetings between 

clients and caseworkers.      

In practice, the employment team was only observed allocating services beyond the 18-

month cap on one occasion. This exceptional case involved a group of 25 Palestinian refugees 

who had been resettled in 2010 by multiple resettlement agencies to the [Cedar Hills] suburb, 

over an hour from the Revere neighborhood where the agencies were located. This case was 

unique in that, prior to their arrival, a mosque in Cedar Hills had advocated for the resettlement 

agencies to resettle the clients there. The managers of the local resettlement agencies agreed. In 

separate interviews, both the MRA and RAISE program managers explained that this solution 

made sense due to the absence of a Palestinian community in the Chicago urban area, and 

because the mosque was offering to take some responsibility for the ongoing care of these 

clients. However, this resettlement solution also presented a challenge for the agencies. Because 

of the distance, the clients ended up not coming in for services, nor did the caseworkers routinely 

make the trip out to Cedar Hills. 

In 2011, a representative of the mosque in Cedar Hills contacted the employment 

managers at the local resettlement agencies to advocate on behalf of several Palestinian refugees 

who were unemployed and had become homeless. The RAISE employment manager brought her 

staff to a meeting at the mosque, also attended by employment caseworkers from two other local 

agencies and the mosque’s refugee advocate. Before leaving for the meeting the RAISE 

employment manager asked her staff to check the files for each client to find out if they were still 
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within the 18-month service period and to clarify the circumstances of their employment case 

management. At the meeting the manager attempted to limit the scope of her team’s obligation to 

these clients: 

Advocate: “At Ramadan 80 percent of them did not have jobs.” 
 

RAISE Employment Manager: “We have gotten most of them jobs, but some of 
them work two days and then walk off the job.” 
 
Advocate: “They feel abandoned, they feel no one is listening to them. So how 
can we help them?” 
 
RAISE Employment Manager: “It would be helpful to see who we are talking 
about. If they didn’t get resettled with us we cannot help them. If they have been 
here for two years they need to find other services.” 

 
The employment manager made an effort to justify a limitation of services in three ways. First, 

she explained that her team had done their job by finding work for “most of” the clients, and that 

the clients were to blame for quitting these jobs, thereby abdicating RAISE of further 

responsibility. When this reasoning was met with a further plea for help from the advocate, the 

manager took a different tack by suggesting that perhaps these clients were not RAISE’s 

responsibility, and that even if they were RAISE clients, perhaps they were outside their 18-

month service period. At each turn, the manager attempted to limit her agency’s role in providing 

employment services to these clients, thereby rationing her agency resources.  

The resolution to this demand provides the only observed example of RAISE allocating 

services to ineligible clients. In response to the above interaction between the RAISE manager 

and refugee advocate, the MRA employment manager interjected: “It feels feudal to me to say, 

‘oh they got one job and so they are done.’ Maybe that’s how you do it but…” At this point the 

tension in the room was palpable, the RAISE staff looked at each other with exasperated 

expressions and the MRA manager leaned forward and watched them for a response. When the 
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silence continued the MRA manager declared angrily, “We have enough staff, we can provide 

services to them!” The mosque representative spoke quietly and suggested a middle-ground 

solution in which each of the agencies would provide services to clients who were technically 

ineligible due to the service cap, but on a conditional basis. It was agreed that the advocate 

would work to figure out “who is in the mindset of serious and who is not serious. Those who 

come to [English] class, those who go to interviews and get and keep jobs, we will know who is 

serious.” By taking the focus off the role of the agencies and turning the attention to client input 

and effort, the advocate was able to provide common ground for the agency staff. The 

employment managers from the three different agencies agreed to each offer ongoing services 

only to those clients who the advocate deemed was making a serious effort.  

When asked about her opinion of this resolution, the RAISE employment manager 

explained, “I feel like the goal is self-sufficiency. Not we pay your rent and you just hang out. 

These people do not have the ethic for work! But we have to work with [MRA] and [Refugee 

Services International] all the time, if it’s going to be like that we couldn’t move forward.” In 

contrast to MRA, the one-time decision at RAISE to extend employment services beyond the 

eligibility period was not based on worker preferences for particular clients, or on workers’ 

needs to salvage an image of their jobs. In fact, the sole exception of providing services to 

ineligible clients was made for a group of clients about whom the employment manager 

expressed a great deal of judgment. In this case, making an exception for these clients was based 

on the need to maintain a working relationship with the other resettlement agencies that 

participated in SNOW, thereby preserving the resources secured through that shared employment 

network. The cost in terms of RAISE’s employment staff time in this Cedar Hills context was 

actually an investment in what had been a long-term relationship that had the potential to provide 
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ongoing returns.   

The employment workers at RAISE seemed to be quick to cite service limitations, in part, 

because they did not need to extend supplemental services, or cherry pick particular clients, to 

maintain their identities as good workers. In fact, providing boundaries for service provision 

seemed to be part of how the RAISE workers defined good quality work. At the annual staff 

retreat, an employment caseworker defined his job in this way: “We are not the solution to all 

their problems, we are going to teach them, but we cannot do it all for them.” And the 

employment manager described what she saw as one of the core strengths of RAISE’s work: “I 

like that we see clients during appointment time so that you are giving clients quality service. 

And also teaching clients. Most places in the United States you can’t just waltz in and expect to 

be seen so it is good to help them understand this.” A week after the staff retreat the program 

manager disseminated a wrap-up document that summarized the highlights of the meeting. This 

document listed the following “challenge for helping client become self-sufficient,” which was 

identified by staff at the meeting:  

• Lack of boundaries with staff who provide services beyond what is appropriate (i.e. 
giving money, making accommodations for some families over others, etc.) 

 
The document also listed a set of recommendations for dealing with this challenge, which were 

also defined by staff at the meeting:  

• Set boundary guidelines for clients at orientation and re-enforce them often (e.g. 
come to appointments on time, have a plan for paying rent and transportation, 
practice your English, pay attention to your location and how to the ride CTA, etc.) 

• Hole clients AND staff accountable for appropriate boundaries 
• Encourage staff to set a good example for clients and other staff members 
• Support language development and education about the “system” 
• Just say NO when boundaries are being crossed. It is a learning opportunity for both 

the client and the staff member. 
 

The prevailing culture at RAISE was focused on providing services to clients in a way that 
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mirrored the conditions of larger society. Implicit in this approach, and explicit in the worker’s 

comments and the staff retreat summary, was the notion that RAISE staff were engaged in 

teaching clients what to expect outside the agency. Doing good work at RAISE therefore was 

associated with providing and maintaining boundaries for service delivery, and not with making 

exceptions.  

Comparison of Adaptive Strategies 

 In the context of the EES contract change, both MRA and RAISE management chose to 

make changes to their own internal service policies. However, in these cases neither the contract 

change, nor the adjusted agency policy ultimately determined whether or not refugee clients 

received employment support after 18 months. These examples highlight that even in the context 

of performance measures and contracts that influence agency choices about the structure of 

policy provision, workers can exercise their discretion in ways that further alter the shape that 

policy takes. Specifically, both MRA and RAISE employment caseworkers used their discretion 

to decide whether to allocate services to clients who were outside the contract service period, 

thereby determining what the policy experience would be for clients who had been in Revere for 

more than 18 months.  

Both agencies provided services to ineligible clients, but their decisions around which 

clients to distribute resources to were made differently. MRA employment workers made ad hoc 

discretionary decisions to cherry pick ineligible clients they sympathized with, while at RAISE 

employment resources were only extended to ineligible clients when other resources were at 

stake. The key differences that distinguished the choice-set of employment workers at MRA 

from that of workers at RAISE are the size and culture of the agencies, and the source of positive 

identity for the workers.  
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With almost twice as many clients to serve, the RAISE caseworkers could less afford to 

use their discretion to offer services to clients who had timed out. Evidence of how size matters 

in this case is drawn from the distinct patterns of practice across the two agencies, and supported 

by a shift in practice at MRA when client numbers were higher. The result of this difference in 

practice is that clients who happened to be with MRA at a time when the agency caseload was 

low ended up with a different kind of employment policy than those placed at RAISE, and even 

from those placed at MRA when client levels were high.  

Differences in organizational culture and staff identity also played a role in whether or 

not workers extended services to clients outside the service period. In a context of low client 

arrivals, the employment workers at MRA contended with staff reductions and low staff morale. 

The culture at MRA was one in which employment workers were alienated from senior 

management. Under these conditions workers found a resourceful way to improve their own 

employment experiences by cherry picking clients to extend supplemental services to, thereby 

salvaging their identities as workers engaged in social justice work. The workers at RAISE 

operated in a culture of strong agency identity around teaching their clients. Doing the job well 

included understanding, and operating within, boundaries, and therefore did not include 

extending services beyond the contract limitations.        

Adaptive Strategies Given High Demand and Limited Resources 

In response to performance measures that prioritized rapid work entry, employment 

caseworkers at MRA and RAISE routinely selected the clients who seemed the most likely to 

succeed, and placed these clients in limited program and employment opportunities. Other street-

level research has shown that workers engage in this practice, called creaming, in order to 

achieve and report the highest number of positive outcomes for their performance reports, to 
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make their own jobs easier, and as a way of allocating limited resources (Lipsky, 1980; 

Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2003; S. R. Smith & Lipsky, 1993). However, in the case of the 

RROs studied in this ethnography, creaming did not always look like it does in other street-level 

studies.  

Creaming the Most Compliant Clients at MRA 

A study of MRA’s implementation of the Matching Grant program provides an example 

of how workers adapted to performance measure pressures by creaming clients who were the 

most likely to succeed. What is particularly interesting about this practice at MRA is that 

workers based their decisions about selection on the client’s apparent level of compliance. 

In practice the Matching Grant caseworker was the gatekeeper for the MG program and 

therefore for the supplemental resources and benefits available to MG enrolled clients. The MG 

caseworker screened potential clients in order to fill the available MG slots. Screening interviews 

took place at the caseworker’s desk, which was in the middle of the employment department’s 

shared cubicle space. With no privacy it was often difficult for the caseworker to stay focused on 

her interview for the entire process, often a co-worker would interrupt to ask a question, or 

another client would stop by the desk to ask for help. The caseworker consistently dismissed 

these interruptions and returned to her client, but the setting did not give the impression that the 

client had the caseworker’s full attention. During this interview the MG caseworker completed 

her assessment, and by the end of the meeting she made the discretionary decision to offer them 

a place in the MG program, or not.  

Street-level theory might lead to expectations that the MG caseworker would use her 

discretion to select clients with significant prior work history, or with a strong mastery of 

English, as both of these factors might impact the client’s success on the job market. But 
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creaming at MRA did not happen as might have been predicted. For example, clients with more 

substantial work history and higher levels of education were often screened out of the selective 

MG program, while clients with very limited English and a farming background were often 

selected first. The MG gatekeeper explained her criteria for selecting program participants: 

“People have to be employable. Employable means flexible and willing to take any job.” Other 

staff at MRA expressed similar ideas about what “employable” meant, and about which clients 

were appropriate for referral to the MG program. One caseworker explained: “The term ‘highly 

employable’ is ambiguous because someone who is highly educated but not willing to take any 

job would not be considered ‘highly employable. That person should not be in Match Grant.” 

Rather, the term “employable” was used by the MG caseworker to describe the extent to which 

the client would be compliant. The MG caseworker was creaming clients who appeared to her to 

be most likely to follow her direction and take any job offered to them.  

 In order to assess whether a client was in fact willing to take any job available, the MG 

worker described to clients the kinds of jobs they might get offered: jobs that came with long 

transportation times: jobs that required workers to stand on their feet the whole time; jobs that 

included hard physical labor or the cleaning of toilets and bed pans; even jobs that required 

working on their feet in the deep chill of meat lockers. This worker pushed clients to be specific 

about what they were willing to do. In one interview she asked a client who had no previous 

labor market experience, “Will you lift 20 pounds? 30 pounds? Will you clean or wash dishes? 

Will you work at night? And what about if the job requires you to switch your school schedule?” 

The client nodded between her questions, agreeing he would be willing to do all she asked, and 

also that he would travel over an hour to and from work and would accept a minimum wage of 

$8.25 per hour. This client was offered one of three MG seats available that month, although 
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there were ten other refugee clients interviewed for the opportunity, some of whom had 

substantial work experience in their home countries.  

 When asked to reflect about this process of selecting clients who she felt were the most 

potentially compliant for the limited MG seats, the caseworker focused on the fact that if she 

were to be liberal in screening clients, then her “self-sufficiency rates” might be lower. ORR 

defines self-sufficiency as “earning a total family income at a level that enables a family unit to 

support itself without receipt of a cash assistance grant,” and requires MG program sites to 

enumerate the number of clients who have reached this milestone. A 2010 monitoring report 

from MRA’s NRA reported that the local agency’s self-sufficiency outcomes at 120 and 180 

days “exceeded the national average,” and the 2010 rates were an improvement over MRA’s 

own 2009 rates. The MRA MG caseworker was singled out in a federal ORR 2010 report as 

having done an excellent job. This formal feedback provided an incentive for the MG 

caseworker to maintain her high job placement rates.  

This ORR performance standard created an incentive for the MG worker to get her clients 

to work quickly, and this end was achieved most easily for her when she worked with clients 

who were not picky about what job they would take. In fact, in our interview this worker 

indicated that her goal of reaching the highest possible self-sufficiency rates for her program 

would have been more difficult if the clients in the program were harder to employ. But 

outcomes were not her only concern. When asked to elaborate on her priorities, the caseworker 

also focused on the challenge to her own work, rather than on the end result for her clients. She 

explained, “Dealing with the headache of enrolling someone who is picky about work and then 

having to constantly deal with them is hell.” Due to the program guidelines of MG this employee 

was in a position to screen potential clients for the limited number of seats available. Her 
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practice of creaming the easiest to serve clients made her job easier because these clients were 

ostensibly easier to place in jobs rather quickly due to their willingness to take any job, and they 

were less challenging for her to interact with on a day-to-day basis. This example highlights how 

the incentives created by outcome-based performance measures can combine with limited 

program resources and high levels of client demand to create a context in which workers will use 

their discretion to determine what policy looks like. In this case, the organizational context 

created an incentive for the MG caseworker to select the clients who were the easiest to serve 

because they were the most compliant, and therefore were the most likely to succeed. 

Sorting and Creaming Clients at RAISE 

The performance standards associated with the EES contract also stressed rapid 

employment for as many clients as possible. The RAISE employment staff responded to the 

imbalance of performance measure pressure, client demand, and available job opportunities 

differently for different employment options. In the case of one employer, Home on the Range 

(HOTR), which routinely hired large groups of refugee employees, paid a relatively high wage of 

$9.00 per hour, and offered full time work and benefits, the RAISE employment staff made a 

practice of sorting clients by their risk of impending homelessness, and selecting from those 

most at risk to send for job interviews. The employment manager reflected on this practice in an 

interview: “I wish we could move some of them over, a few have asked for [HOTR], but it sucks 

because you just make a list and then decide who is the most desperate.” Observation for this 

study revealed that HOTR hired almost every applicant sent to them by RAISE. So, while the 

employment manager would have liked to use HOTR as an opportunity to move some clients up 

in the labor market, from lesser paying jobs to the more stable HOTR job, with so many clients 

in need of work, so few openings at HOTR, and the relative guarantee that her clients would get 
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employed quickly, she reserved this opportunity as a safety net for her clients most at risk. The 

practice of sorting clients into groups and allocating limited resources based on these groupings 

has been identified in other street-level research (Brodkin, 1997; Lipsky, 1980; Soss, Fording, & 

Schram, 2011a). However, this practice has typically been described as a process of creating 

stereotypes about clients based on client characteristics. This example from RAISE demonstrates 

a distinct form of sorting, in which client need is the orienting frame for the grouping.  

  There were other types of positions for which the RAISE employment staff adapted to 

the pressures from EES performance standards by creaming the clients most likely to get hired. 

As an example of how this practice played out at RAISE, the employment team was observed 

selecting clients for an interview at a Persian restaurant. The staff discussed a list of clients who 

were actively looking for work, and one of the job developers mentioned a client from Eritrea 

who had been very motivated to interview and who had experience in kitchens. The program 

manager, who knew the restaurant owner, warned the staff, “We won’t get him hired there. They 

are not inclusive. You need to send a Middle Eastern or Eastern European. It just won’t work.” 

This process was routine. The employment staff creamed the clients they felt were most likely to 

succeed at certain job opportunities, and in so doing the staff also withheld these same 

opportunities from clients whom the staff assumed held less of a chance of getting hired.  

 Both of these practices, sorting and creaming clients, were reasonable practice 

adaptations given the limited numbers of job openings and the types of opportunities the 

employment caseworkers had access to for their clients. Had there been more openings at HOTR, 

employment caseworkers might have chosen to provide opportunities for their clients in lower 

paying industries to move up in the labor force. Had there been more restaurants open to hiring 

refugee workers, the employment staff might have found other options for the African refugee 
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with kitchen experience. This particular client was not able to find employment at all, and he 

chose to take his family and move to another part of the state where it was reported there were 

more opportunities for work.  

Broadening the Resource Pool at RAISE 

Employment caseworkers in the Revere neighborhood all contended with the problem of 

limited job opportunities for their refugee clients. But with so many clients to serve, the RAISE 

workers had a greater imbalance of demand and supply than their peers at other RROs, while still 

being held accountable to the same performance standards for rapid labor market placement. One 

way that RAISE handled this imbalance was to shift in and out of relationships with employers, 

based on the level of client demand at a given time.  

One example of this practice involves a company at which refugee clients had many bad 

experiences – [Illinois Industrial Cleaners Inc. (IICI)] – but which, as one employment 

caseworker noted, was often willing “to hire people that no one else will hire.” IICI did not 

require staff to speak English, but observation for this study revealed that IICI’s human resources 

department showed a preference for women of petite build – women who were often bypassed 

for manual labor jobs such as in the meatpacking and manufacturing industries. At a time when 

RAISE’s refugee arrivals were low, with only 36 arrivals in one month, RAISE had fewer clients 

to place and less need for IICI. As the employment manager explained: 

We have not used them in a long time. It’s a crappy job and people get fired all 
the time. One guy, he asked to be placed there because he had friends there. I was 
like, ‘are you sure?’ So he went, he got hired, and he liked it! One night gets 
locked in…when he was cleaning and he gets freaked out and pulled and pushed 
and kicked and broke the door, and he was fired. I mean they will fire anyone. 
And, it takes six weeks to actually get to work between paperwork, interviews, 
badging and security.  

 
Despite this attitude toward IICI, some12 months after this interview, when refugee arrivals were 
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at an all-time high, with more than 60 arrivals in a month, RAISE held a hiring fair for the same 

company. In that context, the employment manager’s explanation was this: 

[IICI] is hiring. We will still send people. We have a couple of people who asked 
on their own to go because they heard about it through friends. [IICI] does not 
demand a very high level of English or ability, so it is good for people with 
limited option. The Somali women are really hard to place – single mothers, low 
English, and a lot of employers are uncomfortable with their dress and hijab, 
unfortunately. Plus, when we can get a big group together, [IICI] will come to 
[RAISE] and do interviews here, so it makes it really easy for us and the clients. 
 

The employment manager’s new attitude about, and altered practice with, IICI came from the 

ever-present performance standards that required RAISE to get their clients to work quickly, 

combined with a shift in organizational context in which RAISE had twice as many clients to 

place in employment.  

Comparison of Adaptive Strategies 

 Although the evidence provided here is drawn from different employment contracts at 

each agency, the data demonstrates that the employment caseworkers at MRA and RAISE used 

many of the same adaptive techniques, namely distributing limited employment resources by 

sorting and creaming clients. The fact that workers at both agencies deployed these techniques, 

in spite of the fact that MRA had more program resources than RAISE and that RAISE served 

more clients than MRA, suggests that the prevailing contextual factors influencing worker 

practices were the limited supply of job opportunities for clients and a set of performance 

measure pressures that stressed rapid work entry for as many clients as possible (see Appendices 

H and J for an overview of job placement outcomes at both agencies).  

 However, there are some subtle yet important distinctions about how these distribution 

processes played out at each RRO. MRA employment caseworkers were relatively punitive in 

their treatment of clients, whereas RAISE caseworkers routinely selected clients for limited job 
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opportunities based on client need and the likelihood that the client would get hired. MRA’s 

practices were due, in part, to the added pressure the MRA workers were under by having to 

comply with two sets of performance standards and half as many clients to select from as they 

tried to select the most work-ready for limited employment opportunities.  

 RAISE’s strategy of broadening the resource pool by shifting in and out of relationships 

with employers merits further investigation. This adaptation suggests the RRO has the ability to 

alter the resource and demand equation, and therefore to change the context in which workers 

use their discretion to distribute resources to clients.  

Discussion 

This chapter has extended street-level theory, and makes a contribution to the workfare 

literature, by presenting the findings of an empirical study of employment policy provision by 

refugee resettlement organizations. Specifically, this analysis has explicated the mechanisms by 

which performance measure pressures were conveyed to RRO employment staff. These 

pressures encouraged workers to get clients employed as quickly as possible, and were conveyed 

through formal mechanisms such as monitoring visits, reports, and feedback from the granting 

institutions, and through informal mechanisms such as conversations and meetings with 

management and staff in which employment outcomes were discussed.  

Secondly, the street-level analysis in this chapter has found that workers in these agencies 

acted in ways similar to workers in other workfare SLOs. Specifically, employment caseworkers 

adapted to performance measures that incentivized getting as many clients to work as quickly as 

possible by engaging in routine practices such as sorting clients into groups and distributing 

limited resources and opportunities based on these groupings, creaming the clients most likely to 

succeed, and rewarding clients for compliant behavior. Not surprisingly, these findings suggest 
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that RROs are like other workfare agencies in that contracts and associated performance 

measures are influencing how service provision takes shape within them.  

However, there are some aspects of RROs that make them unique from other types of 

workfare agencies, and which played a part in shaping the adaptive strategies of workers at MRA 

and RAISE. MRA and RAISE were subject to the NRA client allocation process, and had no 

ability to control the flow of clients on a week-to-week basis. Yet this chapter has shown that the 

number of clients they had to serve at a given time impacted the practice choices that workers 

made, and ultimately impacted the policy experience of the refugee clients. For example, 

workers at MRA engaged in the practice of cherry picking in order to extend supplemental 

resources to clients beyond their service limits. This practice was evident during a lull in client 

arrivals, and was not evident when client arrivals were more plentiful.  

My analysis of employment worker behaviors explains that at MRA workers engaged in 

cherry picking on an ad hoc basis as a way of improving their own job experience by 

maintaining the image of themselves as a part of a helping profession. RAISE workers did not 

respond to the shift in refugee arrival patterns the same way that MRA workers did, and this 

could be because RAISE employment workers defined their jobs, in part, in terms of teaching 

their clients about appropriate boundaries and service limitations.    

Another important contribution of this chapter is the analysis of how RAISE workers 

shifted in and out of relationships with employers in order to broaden their resource pool when 

client arrivals were highest, and contract the pool when arrivals were lower. This strategy was in 

part an adaptation to an environment in which the job opportunities themselves were less than 

ideal, the manager described not wanting to have to send clients to sub-optimal jobs, and one in 

which pressure to get as many clients to work as quickly as possible had to be managed in the 
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context of limited job resources and high client demand for work. This finding demonstrates a 

potential point of intervention for refugee resettlement policy. With more consistent and 

predictable refugee allocations, RROs might use their foresight to experiment with this kind of 

broadening resource pool behavior, and potentially to find better job opportunities for their 

refugee clients before a large influx of clients arrived.  

These finding have important implications for refugee clients, who are not like the clients 

of other workfare agencies. The majority of refugees face increased barriers to work, such as 

limited English language capacity and work experience not aligned with the demands of the US 

labor market, and have a history of trauma to contend with (GAO, 2011). It is precisely because 

of the unique challenges that refugees in the United States face that a specific kind of social 

service organization was designed to meet the needs of this population. If the structure of 

contracts and performance measures is influencing RROs to operate in ways similar to other 

types of workfare organizations, then either the rationale for the existence of these population-

specific organizations must be revisited, or the contract and performance measures must 

themselves be re-examined.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN: DISCUSSION 

“I think the perception should be ‘we are doing a great job’ – but we could be doing so much 
better. It is due to undue stress due to lack of federal resources.” 

 
– RAISE program manager 

The Politics and Implementation of US Refugee Resettlement Policy 

 This study weaves together three analytic threads in order to explain the politics and 

implementation of US refugee resettlement policy. The first step in the analysis explains that the 

political history of resettlement policy has reflected ongoing tensions around the question of 

whether or not refugees are worthy of resettlement assistance, and, if so: whether assistance 

should be responsive or equitable; what the appropriate scope and duration of resettlement 

assistance should be; and to what extent work should factor into the resettlement process. Many 

of these tensions were formally resolved in the Refugee Act of 1980. And yet, street-level theory 

shows that legislation tells only a part of the policy story. Within the parameters of refugee law, 

implementing organizations continue to impact the shape that policy takes as street-level workers 

deliver services to their clients. 

 The second step in this analysis explains that the institutional system in which refugee 

resettlement policy is implemented is inherently unstable. There are often dramatic fluctuations 

in the numbers of refugees that arrive; the federal and state contract structures tie funding to the 

number of refugee arrivals; and the financial instability that results most heavily impacts local 

implementing organizations.     

 The third step in this analysis provides an explanation for how workers in two local 

implementing RROs in Chicago negotiate service delivery within this political and institutional 

structure. Conducting an organizational ethnography allowed me to dive deeply into the housing 
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and employment policy implementation processes over time and to gain rich insights about what 

was driving worker behavior at RAISE and MRA.  

This study’s analysis of housing policy implementation finds that agencies reacted to 

shifts in client and funding levels differently, and that worker practices differed across the two 

agencies. Specifically, in the context of low refugee arrivals MRA workers experienced 

employment instability, which resulted in low staff morale. During periods of both high and low 

arrivals, housing caseworkers were overtaxed with multiple responsibilities, and they seemed to 

identify as caseworkers first, making housing tasks a secondary priority. The quality of the 

housing secured by MRA staff was inconsistent and often compromised by rodent and insect 

infestations. On the other hand, fluctuations in refugee arrivals did not affect the job security of 

the RAISE housing staff, even though the diversity of tasks they were required to complete did 

expand. These workers self-identified as housing specialists and the quality of the housing stock 

they secured was decent and consistent. The different practices of workers at the two agencies is 

explained, in part, by the extent to which housing staff were able to build agency capacity by 

prioritizing relationships with landlords, the culture of the housing department, and the 

professional identity of the staff.  

The analysis in Chapter 6 finds that employment worker practices also differed across the 

two agencies. Workers at MRA responded to contract service limitations by sorting clients into 

groups and providing services to all the clients in the eligible, or “employable,” group. When 

client arrivals were low, workers at MRA used their personal bias and engaged in cherry-picking 

– selecting clients with whom they sympathized and providing them with supplemental 

employment services – while citing service limitation to clients with whom they did not 

sympathize. Workers at RAISE responded to the same contract service limitation by citing 
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eligibility limitations to all clients, with one exception. The RAISE employment manager 

extended employment services on one occasion when she felt her relationship with other peer 

agencies was at risk. These differences in worker practices across the two employment 

departments are explained by a difference in organizational culture, worker identity, and 

caseload size.  

The findings from Chapters 5 and 6 suggest the importance of extra-organizational 

relationship building in the implementation of refugee resettlement policy. Workers at RAISE 

engaged in capacity-building behavior with landlords and local employers. Through the 

relationships that housing staff made with landlords the housing department gained access to 

quality apartments at relatively affordable rates. Due to their ability to expand agency capacity 

with local employers, the RAISE employment workers were able to place their clients into jobs 

quickly, even when client arrivals were high. In short, drawing on these extra-organizational 

relationships allowed RAISE to be nimble: to adjust to different levels of demand. On the other 

hand, MRA did not benefit from strong landlord relationships. Rather than engaging in capacity-

building behavior, MRA workers seemed to be in a constant mode of survival. Not only did this 

culture of work seem to impact workers’ perspectives of themselves and of their jobs, it also 

presented an implementation problem in that R&P workers could not find enough quality 

apartments at affordable rates for their clients.  

This dissertation tells a story of a refugee resettlement policy still in flux. In spite of the 

intentions of The Refugee Act to standardize policy for all refugees, the workers at RAISE and 

MRA continue to resolve the debates about: 1) whether resettlement policy should be responsive 

or equitable; 2) what the appropriate scope and duration of resettlement assistance should be; and 
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3) to what extent work should factor into the resettlement process – and they do so with very 

different results.  

1) At RAISE, for the most part, clients were treated equitably. As one example, the 

agency dropped the MG program, in part because it separated clients into two tiers of service. As 

another example the RAISE employment policy was limited, with just one exception, to 18-

months. At MRA, different refugee clients got different employment programs; workers used 

their discretion to select some clients for the MG program, some clients received the basic EES 

program for 18-months, and some clients were cherry picked to receive ongoing EES services.  

2) The issue of the proper scope and duration of benefits for clients was routinely re-

formulated by workers at RAISE and MRA. The way the EES 18-month employment service 

cap was managed by each agency provides examples of this reformulation. And, while the data 

included in these chapters does not provide evidence of the way in which workers at RAISE and 

MRA determined which clients would receive ongoing housing subsidies, that discretionary 

process is another example of how this debate is resolved at the point of service delivery.  

3) Work requirements were, in most cases, the same for all clients at RAISE. EES was 

the only program option, and again, all clients received these program supports for the contracted 

18-months, with the one exception of the Palestinian refugees in Cedar Hills. At MRA, work 

requirements were different for different clients. First, there were two work programs, and 

workers used their discretion to determine which clients were given access to the “bells and 

whistles” MG program versus the standard EES program. Second, employment workers cherry 

picked certain clients to receive supplemental employment services.  

The implications of this policy reformulation by workers are serious for refugee clients. 

This dissertation shows that, although in some cases workers responded to individual client 
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needs with particular services, in many cases workers used their discretion to make practice 

choices as a response to the context of their work. When asked by a visiting delegation to 

summarize the strengths and challenges of local resettlement agencies, the RAISE Program 

Manager said, “I think the perception should be ‘we are doing a great job’ – but we could be 

doing so much better. It is due to undue stress due to lack of federal resources.” While this 

statement does explain one of the challenges local resettlement organizations face in Chicago, 

the implication of the ongoing process of policy reformulation suggests that her answer is only 

part of the story. In fact, this dissertation shows that refugee resettlement policy is different for 

different refugees, and that what policy looks like depends on a combination of factors, including 

which agency the refugee is allocated to, how many other refugees (and associated funds) arrive 

at the same time, how sympathetic agency workers are, and the extent to which workers at the 

agency have successfully prioritized establishing extra-organizational relationships.  

Limitations of Street-Level Theory and Alternative Explanations 

The street-level framework helped to form my initial research questions about what I 

wanted to understand about RROs, and it provided me with an analytic lens through which to 

start explaining the data I collected in the field. However, like all theories, street-level theory has 

its limitations. A simplified model of street-level theory is depicted in Figure 7: 
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Figure 7: 
A Simplified Model of Street-Level Theory 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

This model assumes that workers make choices about how to deliver services in a context of high 

client demand, ever-present incentives from performance measures, and insufficient resources. 

The model predicts that in response to these conditions, workers will engage in adaptive 

behaviors that help to ration resources, structure the terms of exchange, and make their jobs 

easier. Specifically, the model predicts that workers will use their discretion to cream the easiest-

to-serve clients, and select certain clients for ideal service delivery based on worker bias.  

The data from this study show that the reality of refugee resettlement service delivery 

does not quite map onto the model predicted by street-level theory. Rather than conditions of 

high client demand and limited resources, workers within RROs were faced with unpredictable 

and unreliable levels of client demand and resources. Further, street-level theory does not take 

into account proximal and alternative factors that can help explain the practice choices that the 

participants in this study made. A model of refugee resettlement policy implementation that 

extends street-level theory and leaves room for some alternative explanations is proposed below. 
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Figure 8: 
A Model of Refugee Resettlement Policy Implementation 
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Department of State and the United States Customs and Immigration Service, create fluctuations 

in the numbers of refugees that arrive to the US on a weekly basis. These fluctuations in arrivals 

have implications for local RROs that are exacerbated by (2) allocations policies that prioritize: 

the placement of refugees with US ties in proximity to the US tie, minimizing the impact of new 

refugee arrivals on communities that have previously resettled large numbers of refugees, and 

maintaining a specific percentage share of annual refugee arrivals for the National Refugee 

Agencies. Under these policy conditions RROs are subject to inconsistent waves of refugee 

arrivals, and, in any given week two RROs in the same community might receive vastly different 

numbers of refugee clients.  

 The policy context also includes the (3) service contracts between federal, national, state, 

and local level institutions. The model predicts that the structure of these contracts and their 

embedded mandates will impact the incentive and demand structure of local implementing 

organizations. Specifically, the (4) performance measures in place to hold implementing RROs 

accountable for specific outcomes and outputs create an incentive structure for workers within 

RROs that alters the way in which these workers make practice choices. The model also predicts 

that the various (5) grant structures will have an impact on the local organizational context as 

funds are more or less available for staff and program support and as the use of these funds is 

more or less restricted.  

Local Implementing Refugee Resettlement Organizations 

The organizational context in this model is made up of 4 factors, each of which are 

impacted by the policy context: the (A) client demand for service, (B) organizational incentives, 

(C) organizational resources, and the (D) organizational culture and structure.  
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(A) The level of client demand is, for the most part, a direct result of the refugee 

allocation system that puts the Department of State and the National Resettlement Agencies in 

the position to determine how many refugee clients are assigned to each local RRO – a process 

over which the local RRO has very little control. (B) Organizational incentives are created by 

service contracts and associated performance measures. Performance measure incentives are 

conveyed to workers in multiple ways including the requirement that workers enumerate specific 

outcomes of service, the dissemination of formal outcome reports among local RROs, person-to-

person contact and monitoring visits by granting institution representatives. (C) Organizational 

resources include funding, staff, and relationships with partner service providers, local employers 

and landlords, and peer RROs. Many of these resources are impacted by grants and contracts. 

For example, much of the local agency funding comes from federal and state grants, and some 

contracts require that local RROs have a certain number of staff per client. On the other hand, 

when grants are terminated or when per capita grants dwindle, agencies are left with limited 

resources. Other agency resources, such as agency relationships, are only indirectly impacted by 

grants and contracts, but are more obviously impacted by other agency factors such as agency 

culture and structure. (D) Organizational culture, by which I mean the shared values, norms, and 

traditional practices of the organization, is impacted by many factors. The organizations’ 

histories influence their current culture, as does the fact that they are RROs and that these types 

of organizations do things “a certain way.” Finally, organizational structure, by which I mean the 

management, supervisory, and power structures within the organization, are impacted in part by 

organizational history and by organizational culture. This model theorizes that both the culture 

and the structure of local RROs will be impacted by the resettlement policy context. 

Implementing organizations operate within the parameters of their contract mandates, and future 
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empirical research needs to examine how these shared mandates effect the culture and structure 

of different RROs. 

Refugee Resettlement Workers 

The model predicts that refugee resettlement workers will adapt to this organizational 

context by using (a) routine practice behaviors. Specifically, when there are limited resources but 

high levels of client demand for service, workers will use their discretion to ration resources, sort 

clients into groups for service receipt, and cherry-pick from among the clients with whom they 

are most sympathetic for receipt of supplemental services. The incentives in place from 

performance measures will encourage workers to cream clients most likely to succeed.  

The way in which workers respond to client demand for service is also impacted by 

organizational culture and structure. Workers are more likely to engage in routine practice 

behaviors that represent the culture of their particular RRO, while the organizational structure 

will support certain kinds of worker practices while limiting the potential for others. For 

example, a structure with clear management and supervisory roles and a clear definition of staff 

expectations and responsibilities might be associated with certain types of worker practices, 

while a structure lacking supervision and clear roles and responsibilities might be associated with 

different worker practices. Future research in this area will help to clarify this theoretical 

relationship. 

The model also identifies the role of (b) worker identity in the service delivery process. 

The ways in which workers come to see themselves and their role in this helping profession will 

have an impact on the way in which they interact with their refugee clients and the routine 

patterns of practice that they engage in.  
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Refugee Clients 

Finally, the model theorizes that the behaviors of refugee clients will be impacted by the 

practice behaviors of their resettlement workers and the organizational context in which services 

are delivered. Specifically, refugee clients will be trained by their caseworkers to be (i) 

compliant with worker demands in order to avoid sanctions and / or to receive limited resources. 

Clients might be given opportunities to express (ii) voice within their service organizations, and 

these opportunities are impacted by the structure and culture of the organization itself, as well as 

by practice patterns of their caseworkers. In some cases, refugee clients will (iii) resist the 

demands of their caseworkers, either through explicit expression such as refusing to accept a 

particular job opportunity, or by implicit expression, by (iv) not returning to the RRO for 

services.   

It is important to note that the relatively limited number of factors contained in both the 

worker and client boxes in Figure 8 are reflective of my study design and theoretical 

perspectives. This study was not intended to analyze the refugee clients’ experiences of service 

delivery, and the data I collected does not allow me to flesh out this context as well as it did the 

others in the model. Furthermore, street-level theory is limited in the extent to which it considers 

alternative factors motivating worker behavior, over and above the context of demands, 

resources, and incentives in which workers make practice choices. Future work is needed to 

more deeply examine the worker and refugee client context.      
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Implications 

 The conclusion that refugee resettlement assistance is not a fixed effect, but rather that 

this process might look different in different organizational contexts within the shared broader 

policy context, has implications for policy, practice, and research.  

First, this study has found that the current refugee admissions and allocations policies, 

managed by DOS and the NRAs, have a serious impact on the context in which local RROs 

implement services for their refugee clients. Unless these policies are changed in such a way that 

local RROs can either predict in advance how many clients they will have in a given quarter, or 

can rely on sufficient administrative support funds regardless of how many clients arrive, many 

RROs will continue to adapt by creating employment instability for their workers. This study 

explains how this instability in turn impacts resettlement services for refugee clients. The 

empirical evidence provided in this dissertation also suggests that policy makers at the federal, 

national, and state level must do more than require a list of inputs for workers to adhere to and 

look beyond the outcomes reported in performance reports. For policy makers to understand 

what refugee policy actually looks like at the point of service delivery, and to ensure that 

services are being implemented in a way that is equitable across refugee groups, they must seek 

an understanding of the processes by which resettlement outcomes are achieved.  

Second, this study has found that resettlement workers and management have a vital role 

to play in the (re)formulation of refugee resettlement policy. Certainly, this data shows that much 

of the context in which these workers provide service is out of the control of the local RRO. But, 

the findings of this dissertation also indicate that some organizational factors, such as the culture 

and structure of the RRO, can mitigate certain service delivery challenges. These factors might 

be, at least in part, amenable to input, intervention, and innovation on the part of local RRO staff. 
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Further, the routine practice patterns of resettlement workers can have real impact on the way in 

which their refugee clients navigate the service experience. Although the data included in the 

analysis of these chapters only explain part of this relationship, they do imply that resettlement 

service delivery can be conceptualized as an interactive process in which the behavior of refugee 

clients both influences, and is influenced by, the practices of resettlement workers. Practice 

interventions that seek to improve the quality of service delivery for refugee clients must 

incorporate this interactive conception if they are to be successful. 

Finally, refugee resettlement research needs to incorporate a more complex 

understanding of resettlement service delivery. The limited literature in this area includes 

program evaluation studies that associate client outcomes with either human capital factors or 

economic and social structural factors, but leaves policy implementation in the “black box” – 

treating it as a constant rather than a variable. A more nuanced examination of resettlement 

outcomes would include resettlement service delivery variation, and would examine differential 

outcomes in relation to this variation. What is more, this study has explained many different 

relationships between formal policy, organizational context, worker behavior and refugee client 

behavior, but has only scratched the surface of others of these relationships. Future work needs 

to probe more deeply into the processes outlined in Figure 8 and flesh out more fully the 

complex process of refugee resettlement policy implementation.  

Looking Forward 

Ongoing Analysis of Housing and Employment Implementation Data 

 The organizational practices that I describe in this study offer an important contribution 

to the field of refugee research: to date there has been a limited understanding of what R&P and 

employment policy provision looks like. What is more, my analysis moves beyond the 
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descriptive and provides explanations for why these practices occur. However, there could be 

alternative explanations for these phenomena. For example, studies that draw on representative 

bureaucracy theory and a theory of social comparison have explained the impact of client-worker 

racial/ethnic matching, albeit with inconsistent findings (Cabral & Smith, 2011; Flaskerud, 1990; 

McBeath, Chuang, Bunger, & Blakeslee, 2014; Watkins-Hayes, 2013; Ziguras, Kimidis, Lewis, 

& Stuart, 2003). Regardless of whether they find the effect of client-worker race/ethnicity 

matching to be positive or negative for service delivery, these studies are suggestive with regard 

to my data. Many of the caseworkers who participated in my study were former refugees 

themselves, some dark-skinned and some lighter-skinned, and some White. The match, or 

mismatch, of client and worker along racial, ethnic, or language lines could help to explain some 

of the practices I recorded in my data. For instance, workers who are paired with clients with 

whom they share a language and/or ethnic background might find it easier to communicate and 

establish trust with their clients, which could mitigate some of the challenges of navigating 

relationships with clients unfamiliar with American culture (Harrison, 2006; McBeath et al., 

2014). Alternatively, workers who are former refugees themselves might find themselves facing 

dual roles, that of caseworker and that of ethnic community member – a position from which 

making choices for clients can be particularly challenging and might well impact the practice 

patterns of the worker (Reamer, 2003). Resettlement workers might find that working with 

clients from their own country of origin presents other challenges as well. For example, a worker 

from MRA explained that he prefers not to work with clients from his country in Africa because 

“they think like back home, you’re one of them, so how can you help them? If I tell them 

something, they won’t believe me; even if someone white tells them the same thing, they listen 

to them and not me.” It is possible that in the context of performance measures, which stress the 
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priority of getting clients to comply with certain demands quickly, the feeling that his clients will 

not listen to him could drive this worker to resort to sanctions or other means to gain compliance. 

This issue merits future analysis.  

Future Analyses of Unused Data 

For the purposes of the analysis in this dissertation I intentionally focused on two core 

programs, and within them, two core services of refugee resettlement. However, I collected a 

wealth of data during my time at RAISE and MRA, much of which has not been put to use in 

this study. What follows are four concepts for future analyses, including the data I plan to draw 

on, the theoretical perspectives I will employ, and the potential impact of the work. 

1) Making an American Citizen: Structuring Voice in Refugee Resettlement 

 As the opening quote from this dissertation so aptly stated, “Refugees are joining the 

ranks of the poor people in the United States; their ally and their friend is the resettlement agency. 

Eventually everyone thrives. We do not have homeless refugees. It takes time, they have to be 

willing to work with the system and make it work for themselves.” The RRO project is, in 

essence, teaching refugees what it means to be a good client. The data from Chapters 5 and 6 

include examples of how refugees were treated when they were non-compliant. I have additional 

data that documents interactions between staff and refugees in which clients are encouraged to 

do as they are asked, and warned of the consequences if they do not. However, I also have 

evidence from both agencies of opportunities for clients to convene and exchange information 

with each other, and to express voice. As one example, I observed a meeting in which RAISE 

clients were invited by management to express their dissatisfaction with the RAISE housing 

subsidy. The clients requested a change to the policy, and the policy was changed in response to 

these client demands.  
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 This analysis will use the theoretical framework presented in Chapter 1 for understanding 

how and why opportunities for voice were created or constrained within SLOs, and will push 

beyond this framework to ask questions about what the political implications are of teaching 

refugees to be good clients, and by extension, good citizens (Brodkin, 2013a; Felstiner et al., 

1980; Gerstle & Mollenkopf, 2001; Hirsch Ballin, 2014; Hirschman, 1970; Lens, 2009; Wan, 

2014; Young, 2000).  

2) Framing Refugees as Deserving of Support 

 One of the themes that I discovered through the open coding of my data reflected the 

common language about the “deservingness” of refugees for support. For example, in a monthly 

meeting of MRA managers in which ongoing rent subsidies were discussed, one manager asked, 

“Are there people on here who you think are deserving who we can expend this money on?” 

Meanwhile the housing manager at RAISE formulated the problem of how to distribute ongoing 

rental subsidies in this way: “Three months of rent assistance is never enough, so all refugees are 

‘worthy’ of more help, but with limited resources we have to decide who to give them to.” 

 This practice of framing clients as deserving of support is not unique to MRA and 

RAISE. Chapter 3 presented an analysis of the evolution of US refugee resettlement policy and 

traced recurring lines of political contestation around the extent to which refugees are deserving 

of support. What is more, my historical analysis of this debate mirrors a similar debate about the 

poor in the United States.  

 For this analysis I will draw on the literature about social welfare development in the 

United States, and the framing of the “undeserving poor,” in order to draw parallels to the 

framing of refugees as a “deserving” population (Gordon, 1994; Handler & Hasenfeld, 1991; M. 

B. Katz, 1989, 2001; Weaver, 2000). I will argue that, by adopting the politicized language of 
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deservingness, refugee resettlement workers are reifying the inequalities and prejudices that, in 

fact, usually succeed in marginalizing their clients. 

3) The Role of Interagency Collaboration and Competition in Refugee Resettlement  

MRA and RAISE did not operate their resettlement programs in silos. On the contrary, 

these agencies were in regular contact with each other. For example, all RROs in the state of 

Illinois were included in a consortium that met once a month, hosted by IDHS and the Jewish 

Federation. I attended nine of these meetings, at which information about refugee allocations for 

each agency was disseminated, common challenges were discussed, and best practices were 

shared. In addition, employment caseworkers from all Chicago-area RROs were involved with 

the SNOW network, which I described briefly in Chapter 2. These caseworkers met once a week 

to share employment program resources and discuss strategies for service delivery. Finally, 

agency staff often met staff from other agencies in the day-to-day course of providing services: 

they saw each other at the local IDHS office, at job interviews, and in local apartment buildings 

where their clients were residents.  

These interactions were not all collaborative. Workers at RAISE and MRA often made 

comments about being “the best” agency in the city, and the employment caseworkers at each 

agency consistently talked about what to share with other agencies and what to withhold. The 

questions I will ask in this analysis are: What impact did the interactions with other local 

agencies have on the practices at MRA and RAISE? And what role did competition or 

collaboration play in this process? 

This analysis will draw on organizational theories of collaboration and competition 

(Aldrich, 1979; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Ingram, 2002; Selden, Sowa, & Sandfort, 2006; S. R. 

Smith & Lipsky, 1993; Tjosvold & Tsao, 1989; VanSlyke, 2003). VanSlyke (2003) argues that 
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part of the theoretical justification for privatization and contracting of social services relies on 

the assumption that there is competition among providers, which leads to program innovation; 

VanSlyke challenges this assumption. Other studies have shown that local social service 

agencies tend to become more like each other over time (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983) and that 

agency collaboration can have a positive effect on service delivery (Selden et al., 2006). These 

perspectives of networked social service organizations will be deployed to understand what was 

happening among MRA, RAISE, and other local providers. This analysis could be helpful in our 

understanding of what interagency collaboration means, and what role competition might play in 

this relationship.  

4) Are Case Notes Really Representative of Case Work? 

My data are rife with references to the importance of case notes, not as a tool in case 

management but as one of the mechanisms of non-profit governance. The DOS, ORR, and 

Jewish Federation policy professionals talked about the need for case notes to be detailed and 

“meaningful,” so that monitors conducting case file reviews might successfully assess the work 

of local RROs. One monitor explained, “If you don’t document that something is happening, it’s 

not really happening, we can’t know about it. Also, this is a part of your contract, to keep case 

notes about what they are doing.” 

Management at RAISE and MRA also talked about the importance of case notes. A 

refrain at both organizations was “If it’s not in the case notes it didn’t happen.” In order to be in 

compliance with contract requirements and to exceed performance measures, managers pushed 

their staff to spend more time writing case notes. However, staff at RAISE and MRA did not use 

case notes in their case management process; they did not turn to case notes as a reliable paper 

trail of casework. Rather, they relied on in-person contact to share information about clients 
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internally. At both agencies, staff spent considerable time bolstering their case notes at the end of 

the month, just prior to case file reviews.   

Drawing on the NPM literature and research on case notes in clinical practice (Floersch, 

2000; Räsänen, 2011; Swartz, 2006) this analysis will use evidence from my organizational 

ethnography to argue that case notes are not representative of actual casework, but rather are a 

living archive of the pressures created by New Public Management technologies. This work will 

contribute to our understanding of the limits and opportunities to be found in the case note record 

in refugee resettlement practice and monitoring, which may have implications for the ways other 

social service managers and practitioners think about the role of case notes in their agencies. 
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APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW GUIDE – KEY INFORMANTS AT DEPARTMENT OF STATE 

 
 
1. Background 

a. Can you tell me about the work you have done here over the years and then 
specifically about what your current responsibilities are? 

2. Admissions and resettlement 
a. I would like to take the opportunity to hear from you about how you think these two 

sets of policies intersect and affect each other.  
i. Prompt: I have heard that the local agencies are concerned that the admissions 

numbers may drop, in which case agencies may need to let some resettlement 
staff go. At the same time, some agency staff have expressed concern to me 
that the admissions numbers might remain high, while the federal funds 
appropriated and allocated for resettlement could drop and that this might 
cause the quality of resettlement work to suffer. How do you think about this 
tension between admissions and resettlement? 

b. How are allocation decisions made to the various NRAS? Who is involved with that 
process that I can talk to? 

3. Specific State Department policy changes 
a. What do you think have been the three most important policy changes within the 

R&P program? 
b. I know that the most recent increase in per capita funds from $800 to $1600 was a big 

change, can you tell me a bit about how this change came about? How were you 
involved?  

i. Who (or what?) else was key to this policy change that I might talk to?  
ii. How was this dollar amount decided upon? 

c. Can you tell me about the current climate of fiscal belt-tightening and how you think 
it is going to affect the R&P program?  

4. Divide between ORR and State 
a. I find the history of the placement and maintenance of the R&P program here at State 

and the placement of other resettlement programs at ORR to be fascinating. Can you 
tell me what are the benefits and challenges presented by having different 
resettlement programs run out of different government offices? What are the 
administrative challenges for your department?  

b. Do you coordinate with your counterpart at ORR? What does this coordination look 
like?  

5. Resettlement agency accountability and reporting mechanisms 
a. How does State decide about NRA contracts? Who can I talk to about this process? 
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APPENDIX B: INTERVIEW GUIDE – KEY INFORMANTS AT THE OFFICE OF REFUGEE 

RESETTLEMENT 

 
1. Background 

a. Can you tell me about your position and a little bit about how you came to this work?  
2. Specific ORR policy changes 

a. What recent policy changes to the Matching Grant program have you overseen? 
i. What was your part in this policy change?  

ii. Who else was involved that you think I should talk to?  
iii. Who are the Congressional committee people involved in this?  

b. How did you decide what the best package of services and incentives would be for 
this adjustment to the MG program? 

c. What effect has this program change had?  
i. How were you made aware of this effect? 

d. Has the MG program been adjusted at all during the recession? 
3. Relationship between ORR and State 

a. Can you share your opinion about how the State’s R&P and the MG program 
complement each other?  

b. How does the relationship between the agencies function?  
c. Do you collaborate with State on contract decisions for NRAS? 

4. Relationship with NRAS 
a. How does your relationship with the Matching Grant officers at the NRAs function? 
b. Can you tell me about the introduction of the SMART objectives in the ORR funding 

mandates and how these work?  
5. Resettlement agency accountability and reporting mechanisms 

a. How do you keep track of the work the affiliates are doing? 
b. Do you do field trip to local voluntary agencies?  

i. Can you talk about one of these? 
ii. How did you select which affiliates to visit on your last field trip? 
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APPENDIX C: INTERVIEW GUIDE – CONGRESSIONAL STAFF 

 
 

1. Background 
a. Can you tell me about your job and a little bit about how you came to this work?  
b. Where does your Congressional / Senate office stand on the expansion / retraction / 

maintenance of the refugee resettlement program in the United States? 
c. There has been a lot of discussion about the death of Senator Kennedy and what 

impact his loss might have on refugee resettlement in the United States, what do you 
think the impact might be? 

2. The role of Congressional / Senate staff in policy formation 
a. Does your office have a strategic plan around advocating for new / amended policies 

around refugee resettlement?  
b. How was this plan developed? 
c. What are the steps you will take to pursue this policy development? 

3. Policy Changes 
a. What recent or pending policy changes do you think I should know about in 

resettlement assistance? 
b. Did your Senate office place a part in this policy change? How did this work? 
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APPENDIX D: INTERVIEW GUIDE – KEY INFORMANTS AT NATIONAL REFUGEE 

AGENCIES 

 
1. Background 

a. Can you tell me about your job here and a little bit about how you came to this work?  
2. Resettlement Administration 

a. Can you explain how the relationship functions between your office, the federal 
agencies, and the local agencies that serve the refugees? 

b. What are the benefits of this structure and what are the drawbacks? 
c. How do you determine which affiliates to work with or renew contracts with?  
d. How do you determine which affiliates to send refugees to? 
e. Who else can I talk to about this? 

3. Policy Changes 
a. What recent or pending policy changes do you think I should know about in 

resettlement assistance? 
b. Did your NRA place a part in this policy change? How did this work? 

4. Divide between ORR and State 
a. How do the R&P program at State and the other resettlement programs at ORR 

overlap?  
b. How do you navigate the separation of programs, funding, and reporting 

mechanisms? 
c. How do you report up to ORR and to State? How is your contract with State managed 

/ renewed?  
5. Resettlement agency accountability and reporting mechanisms 

a. How do you keep track of the work your local agency affiliates are doing? 
b. Do you do field trip to local voluntary agencies? Can you talk about one of these? 
c. How did you select which affiliates to visit on your last field trip? 
d. What struck you as surprising about what you saw at the local affiliates you visited 

last? 
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APPENDIX E: INTERVIEW GUIDE – LOCAL AGENCIES 

 
Interview Guidelines for Semi-structured Interviews with Agency Staff 
 
1. Description of job / responsibilities 
2. Description of their feelings towards their work 
3. Explanation of professional challenges and how they manifest in day-to-day work 
4. Description of professional relationship with management  
5. Description of how they get supervision and how they are held accountable for their work 
6. Description of interactions with other institutions such as the welfare office or medical 

service organizations 
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APPENDIX F: CODE BOOK 

 
Code Sub-code 
Client deservingness/ Un-deservingness  
Handling Clients Stereotypes 

Categorizing clients 
Managing client expectations 
"Teaching" clients how to  behave 
Responding to individual client needs 
Sanctioning 
Creaming 
Cherry-picking 
Withholding 

Managing Resources Time 
Money 
Housing 
Jobs 
Refugee arrivals 
Staff 
Miscellaneous 

Worker Responses Extra effort 
Limit / Withdraw 
Categorizing clients 
Saving my job / Making my job easier 
Case-noting 

Voice Making room for client expression 
Limiting client expression / shutting clients down 

Mediating DHS / SSA 
Landlords 
Employers 

Organizational Relationship Monitoring 
Sanctions 
Contracts 
Interagency competition 
Interagency collaboration 

Organizational Culture Supervision 
Worker relationship to their own work 
Tone of the workplace 

Pipeline Issues Flow 
Outmigration 
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APPENDIX G: ILLINOIS DEPARTMENT OF HUMAN SSERVICES PERFROMANCE 

STANDARDS 

 
Performance Standards Used With IDHS / Jewish Federation Early Employment Services Grant: 
 

A. The number of unduplicated clients receiving EES on a quarterly basis will at least meet 
the agency’s projections. Please note that on a quarterly basis a 15% leeway is allowed.  

B. On a quarterly basis, the number of unduplicated entered employments for TANF/RCA 
recipients will at least equal the agency’s projection. Annually, the agency will place 
55% of the unduplicated TANF/RCA clients served in Employment. 

C. On a quarterly basis, the number of unduplicated entered employments for non-PA 
recipients will at least equal the agency’s projection. Annually, the agency will place 
65% of the unduplicated non-PA clients served in Employment.  

D. On a quarterly and annual basis, the number of TANF/RCA unduplicated entered 
employments with health benefits will be equal to 70% of the total unduplicated entered 
employments for those populations.  

E. On a quarterly basis, the number of 90-day job retentions will at least equal the agency’s 
projection. Annually, 75% of the unduplicated clients entering employment will still be 
employed 90 days after placement.  

F. On a quarterly and annual basis, 85% of all unduplicated placements will be employed 
full-time. 
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APPENDIX H: JOB PLACEMENT DATA 

 
 

Annual job placement data by industry and placement agency (2010-2011):  
 

 
  

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 

Restaurant industry (dishwasher, server, 
line cook) 

Manufacturing / factory work / general 
labor 

Food production / meatpacking industry 

Industrial cleaning / laundry / 
housekeeping / maintenance 

Top end hotel or casino 

Low end hotels 

Sales / retail 

High tech industry or professional field  

Caregiving 

Transportation / delivery 

MRA 

RAISE 
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APPENDIX I: EMPLOYMENT COUNSELING DATA 

 
 

Ratio of clients seen for employment counseling to the number of clients hired in that same 
month:  
 
Agency Month Number of 

clients who 
received 
employment 
counseling 
(EES program) 

Number of 
clients hired 
(EES program) 

Ratio of clients 
seen for 
employment 
counseling to 
clients hired 

MRA  1/12 69 10 14% 
  2/12 62 7 11% 
  3/12 46 16 35% 
  4/12 28 24 86% 
  5/12 40 25 63% 
  6/12 29 13 45% 
  7/12 40 14 35% 
  8/12 40 17 43% 
  9/12 40 10 25% 
    394 136 35% 

 
 
Agency Month Number of 

clients who 
received 
employment 
counseling 

Number of 
clients hired 

Ratio of clients 
seen for 
employment 
counseling to 
clients hired 

RAISE 1/12 127 16 13% 
  2/12 116 18 16% 
  3/12 128 21 16% 
  4/12 141 20 14% 
  5/12 123 20 16% 
  6/12 115 14 12% 
  7/12 146 21 14% 
  8/12 135 20 15% 
  9/12 126 20 16% 
    1524 225 15% 
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APPENDIX J: JOB RELATED DATA 

 
 

Job related data from RAISE and MRA employment programs:  
 

Agency Month 

Percentage 
of full time 
jobs 

Average 
salary Salary range 

Percentage 
of jobs with 
benefits 

Percentage 
of jobs at 
temp 
agency 

RAISE 10/11 69% $9.23 8.25 - 10 54% 0% 
  11/11 65% $9.03 8.25 - 12.25 57% 0% 
  12/11 63% $8.91 8.25 - 13.95 37% 0% 
  1/12 63% $9.18 7 - 11 38% 6% 
  2/12 50% $9.68 8.25 - 15.60 28% 0% 
  3/12 71% $9.51 7 - 50K 48% 0% 
  4/12 65% $8.83 5 - 13.50 40% 5% 
  5/12 75% $10.46 7 - 45K 50% 0% 
  6/12 57% $10.02 8.25 - 13.95 36% 0% 
  7/12 86% $9.17 8.25 - 10 62% 0% 
  8/12 85% $9.20 5.25-13 70% 15% 
  9/12 80% $10.13 8.25 - 18.25 60% 15% 
    70% $9.45   49% 4% 

Agency Month 

Percentage 
of full time 
jobs 

Average 
salary Salary range 

Percentage 
of jobs with 
benefits 

Percentage 
of jobs at 
temp 
agency 

MRA 10/11 85% $9.55 8.25 - 15.50 54% 0% 
  11/11 79% $9.52 8.25 - 12.25 57% 21% 
  12/11 33% $10.10 8.25 - 12 50% 0% 
  1/12 90% $9.28 8.25 - 10 50% 10% 
  2/12 100% $9.68 8 - 10.54 71% 14% 
  3/12 69% $9.33 8.25 - 11 69% 0% 
  4/12 92% $12.31 7.75 - 15.91 75% 21% 
  5/12 84% $9.82 4 - 15.91 44% 24% 
  6/12 85% $10.24 8.25 - 21 62% 23% 
  7/12 100% $9.27 9.25 - 10 86% 0% 
  8/12 59% $10.38 8.25 - 12.68 29% 12% 
  9/12 90% $8.80 8.25 - 9.25 20% 0% 
    82% $9.86   56% 12% 
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