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ABSTRACT

ARTICLE HISTORY

The numbers of refugees worldwide are at an all-time high. The
majority of refugees relocated to the United States are women and
children. Much research has concentrated on health care issues and
trauma but few studies have expressed women’s viewpoints. This study
consists of interviews with eight newly arrived refugee women to
determine how they construct and negotiate their identity and the
idea of being a refugee, as well as how they cope with the challenges of
adjusting to a new cultural environment. Narratives indicate an interwoven pattern of interaction including family, home, and concerns.
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The number of refugees ﬂeeing their homelands because of conﬂict, some type of persecution or lack of durable solutions to forced displacement is greater than at any other time in
recorded history (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), 2017).
UNHCR deﬁnes the term “refugee” as someone who has been forced to ﬂee his or her
country because of fear or persecution. While many refugees may ﬁnd ways of remaining in
their homelands, approximately 67% have been resettled in the United States (U.S.
Committee for Refugees and Immigrants, 2017). Refugees are admitted into the United
States each year dependent upon a memorandum submitted from the U.S. White House to
the Secretary of State and Congress. After their arrival, the Oﬃce of Refugee Resettlement
(Oﬃce of Refugee Resettlement, 2017) coordinates both resettlement placement and
services with the states. The United States, along with Canada and Australia, accepts the
largest number of refugees for resettlement. In 2016 alone, the United States accepted
107,662 refugees (UNHCR, 2017). Despite leaving behind much trauma, many refugees are
fearful and unable to integrate into their new community, have diﬃculty ﬁnding work, and
struggle to survive because they are unrecognized residents (U.S. Committee for Refugees
and Immigrants, 2017).
Much research has been conducted around refugees’ issues. However, the majority
has been dominated by a health perspective focusing on issues such as refugee reactions
to trauma (Johnson, Thompson, & Downs, 2009), mental health issues (Liu,
Meeuwesen, van Wesel, & Ingleby, 2015), attachment issues (De Haene, Dalgaard,
Montgomery, Grietens, & Verschueren, 2013), and childbirth experiences (Straus,
McEwen, & Hussein, 2009). Other research tries to determine how refugees are coping
(or not) and dealing with issues of social mistrust (Lenette, 2015) as well as general
suﬀering and occasionally resiliency (Gozdziak & Long, 2005).
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The majority of refugees relocated to the United States are women and children
(Utah Refugee Services Oﬃce, 2017). Berger (2004), suggests that while it is necessary to
be concerned with basic health and welfare issues, most of this research fails to
recognize the strength and resiliency that refugee women frequently display. Davis
(2000), for example, has documented that women exhibit empathy and strength that
aids in healing from traumatic events. Berger suggests that allowing women to express
their viewpoints includes perspectives from the women themselves rather than from the
dominant culture, values their actual experiences and understandings, and includes
resiliency factors. Even further, Deacon and Sullivan (2009) ﬁnd that refugee women’s
experiences and needs have not only been overlooked in favor of a male-centered
paradigm but that they are in fact, qualitatively diﬀerent.
Looking at movement from one culture to another more generally, acculturation
theory (J. W. Berry, 2003; Ward & Geeraert, 2016) looks at how people integrate and
adapt to diﬀerent cultures. Berry terms these “acculturation strategies.” Berry’s (1980)
acculturation model suggests there are four strategies that occur as people move from a
previous culture to a new one. These include assimilation, integration, separation, and
marginalization. Assimilation occurs when people move away from their traditional
culture and acquire the behaviors of a new culture. Integration occurs with people
maintain their original identity but integrate it with a new culture. Separation occurs
when the original culture is adhered to with a reluctance to change to the new culture in
which they are residing. Finally, marginalization occurs when people do not retain their
traditional beliefs but neither do they adopt the beliefs of the new culture. These
individuals end up being marginalized in both cultures.
Extending his earlier work which tends to be more unidimensional, Berry (2003) notes
that there may be combinations of retaining an original culture and replacing the original
culture with a new host culture. In this view, some people assimilate and relinquish their
cultural identities and adopt the attitudes and behaviors of the new culture while others
integrate and both maintain some aspects of their former culture and adopt aspects of their
new culture. Berry also notes that attempts to integrate may fail, creating a sense of
marginalization. Refugees in particular, who have not sought out acculturation, may be
more apt to feel marginalized (Berry, 1997). Such marginalization may also lead to
acculturation stress or internal conﬂict between familiar, but diﬀerent values and new
unlearned cultural norms (Berry, 2003). Gender roles may be one of the greatest ways
integration fails where old familiar roles contrast with new ones creating stress and
challenges at any level of acculturation (Shirpak, Tyndale, & Chinichian, 2011).
Some research identiﬁes ability to acculturate with things such as family style and
parenting practices (Santisteban, Coatsworth, Briones, Kurtines, & Szapocznik, 2012).
Other research focuses on strategies that allow refugees to switch cultures between
home and school/work (Killian, Cardona, & Brottem, 2018). Additionally, in their
framework of cultural integration, Ager and Strang (2008) suggest that service providers
need to focus on such things as how refugees negotiate employment, education, social
connections, and structural barriers such as language. Regardless of speciﬁc strategies,
and the fact that it is impossible to know everything about every culture, those assisting
refugees to acculturate should gain as much knowledge about refugees’ cultures as
possible and treat each refugee as a unique individual (Killian et al., 2018).
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If women comprise a large majority of refugees, it is important to understand
their experiences and how they begin integrating into a new culture. Berger (2004)
pointed out that there is a lack of understanding in this respect: “less attention has
been paid to understanding the meaning and experience of those who go through the
process of immigration, especially women” (p. 26). Baird and Boyle (2012) suggest
that little is understood about women refugees’ perspectives, in part because of the
skewed view of refugees as being traumatized and maladjusted. As such, it is
important to understand what women’s narratives are concerning their experience
and what they reveal about their perspective on being a refugee and the process of
moving to a new culture.

Purpose of the study
Over a period of seven years, I have worked with multiple agencies and the three
community neighborhood centers set up by the state of Utah for initial relocation all of
which focus on international refugee relocation, training, and integration. Hundreds of
times I have heard the term “international refugees” used to refer to refugees in general,
even though the refugees come from many countries and a variety of situations. Several
questions emerged. “Do refugees from diﬀerent places and circumstances respond in
the same ways?” Even more important were questions concerning women: “How do
women refugees construct and negotiate their identities after arriving in the U.S.?”
“How do refugee women discursively construct ‘refugee’?” “How do refugee women
cope with the challenges of adjusting to a new cultural environment?” This study sought
to answer these questions through interviews with women refugees who had been in the
U.S. for less than six months.

Background
The majority of refugees who are relocated to Salt Lake City, Utah, are from areas in
Africa, South East Asia, and the Middle East (Utah Refugee Services Oﬃce, 2017).
Ongoing violence in these areas, especially in Africa have led to genocide, displacement,
and the massive production of refugees since the turn of the century (Hovil & Lomo,
2015). Each year since 2005, around 1700 of these refugees have ended up in Salt Lake
City each year (Brown, G., personal communication, February 3 2017), where they are
housed in neighborhood centers, given community and family support, and provided
with physical and mental health resources, education, and training full time for the ﬁrst
two years after arrival and at a lower level of support thereafter (Utah Refugee Services
Oﬃce, 2017). While various agencies are fully committed to helping refugees, many
times refugees are treated as an homogenous “international refugee” group.
To get beyond viewing refugees as a cohesive whole, one must understand how
refugees perceive and create meaning from their experiences. One of the best ways to
get at that understanding is through the sharing of those experiences (Jacoby Boxer,
1998). While it is important to understand how each group and individual negotiates
meaning within the framework of being a refugees, this study seeks to understand how
women in particular, all newly arrived in the U.S. but from diﬀerent backgrounds, share
(or not) and create meaning about the refugee experience.
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Methodology
Eight years ago, I developed an intercultural communication course (COMM 319G), an
upper-division requirement for communication majors. This course also fulﬁlls a
university global/intercultural requirement. After discovering that Salt Lake City is a
refugee relocation center, I contacted the state refugee agency, met with the three
neighborhood center directors and directors from the Asian Association,
International Rescue Committee, and Catholic Community Services, all of whom
administer various forms of aid to refugees. After discussing needs and opportunities,
I was able to get approval from the university to make my course a service learning
course requiring students to participate in 20 hours of service learning each semester.
Since 2010, the students who have taken this class have performed over 10,000 hours
of service working with refugees. As a result of their work, my own interaction with
government workers, neighborhood directors, case workers and refugees, as well as
working with and observing my students, I have developed a strong relationship with
many who provide refugee support services. Additionally, I have become familiar with
many refugees themselves (Berger, 2004).
In my experience working with these communities, almost every person working for
an agency refers to this group of people as “international refugees.” Rarely are individuals referred to as being more than refugee such as, “a woman from Burundi.” Many
times, homogenizing large groups of refugees is a convenience for case workers and
other agency representatives and the mindset extends to the agencies’ training, education, and care for refugees. However, such homogenization often discounts individual
and group diﬀerences. Thus, training, education, and care are frequently conducted in
very general ways for all refugees. For example, the state oﬀers classes in English for all
refugees starting at the same level without regard for what level of English is already
present. After hearing the term “international refugee” frequently, I wanted to understand its use and meaning. Because I am a woman, I also wanted to understand how
women in particular share common/diﬀerent experiences and create meaning in their
status of being an “international refugee.”
Having worked with diﬀerent entities involved in refugee work, I have built up a level of
trust that allowed me to gain permission to interview eight women from diﬀerent countries
and regions all of whom had arrived within the past six months at the time of the interviews.
Newly arrived refugees were selected in order to provide some consistency across experiences.
I sent an email to the three neighborhood directors expressing my desire to interview women
from a variety of countries and circumstances. A number responded but only eight were
willing to participate in the study. Each was given a $50 gift card for their participation.1 Four
women were African – Estella, Asta, Douce, and Tyza (pseudonyms). Two were from two
diﬀerent regions of Burundi (one with a husband and eleven children, age 42; one whose
husband is not in the U.S. and six children, age 30), one from DR Congo (husband, mother,
12 children, age 44), one from Somalia (husband not in U.S., six children, age 35). Four
women were Middle Eastern – Bernice, Yasmin, Esther, and Azar (pseudonyms). One was
from Syria (husband, ﬁve children, age 37), one from Iran (husband, two children, age 38),
two from Iraq (one with a husband, mother-in-law, two children, age 42; one a widow, one
son, age 40). I recruited two women translators (refugees themselves) were recruited to
provide translation services; all were familiar with the interviewees through previous contact.
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Because refugee women are often mistrustful of outsiders (Deacon & Sullivan, 2009),
an important consideration in conducting the interviews was my own positionality and
that of the student research assistant who also accompanied me and took charge of
recording the interviews. I am a citizen of the U.S., a white woman, and a professor. In
order to navigate the power diﬀerence between myself and my participants, I carefully
considered both locating the interviews in their homes and using a translator with whom
they were familiar. My research assistant was a white woman and a U.S. citizen as well.
Additionally, I had the power to request the interview and oﬀer the $50 gift card.
Once the previously identiﬁed eight women were contacted, we arranged interview
times. Each interview occurred in the woman’s home, and included myself, my research
assistant, and the translator. Each interview lasted from 20–45 minutes and consisted of
nine open-ended questions based on a structured interview protocol:
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

Can you tell me about yourself and your family?
Can you describe what it is like to be a refugee?
What was your life like before you came to the U.S.?
What has it been like since you have been in the U.S.?
How would you describe home?
Can you tell me a story that describes what it is like to be a refugee?
What were your ideas about the U.S. before you came here?
Where did you get those ideas from?
Do you have anything else you would like to tell me/talk about?

In every case, the interview took place with not just the woman but also with various
members of her family. All had from one to ﬁve children present and, in one case, the
woman’s husband was present as well. The research assistant not only recorded the
interviews but also took notes on the context, nonverbal cues, and any other information that could add insight and help document the actual interview. All of the interviews took place during a two-week period and consisted of a single interview with each
participant.
The women provided details about their ages and family situations. This was a very
small sample with only four African and four Middle Eastern women. This study is not
an attempt to generalize to all African and Middle Eastern women. However, it does
highlight diﬀerences within this small group.
There was a sharp divide between the African and the Middle Eastern women. The
African women had larger families ranging from six to 12 children. The Middle Eastern
women had from one to ﬁve children. Two of the African women had husbands with
them, the husbands of the other two were still in camps in Africa. Of the Middle
Eastern women three had husbands living with them and one was a widow. All of the
women were between the ages of 35 and 44.
None of the African women spoke any English and had little, if any, formal
education.
Three of the Middle Eastern women spoke at least rudimentary English. All of the
Middle Eastern women had some education (One from Iran and one from Iraq had
university degrees from their countries) and all had had jobs before having to leave
their countries. All four of the Middle Eastern women were frustrated with their
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inability to get jobs in their ﬁelds after arriving in the U.S. because of their previous
ability to hold a good job and contribute to the family ﬁnances.
Another big diﬀerence was the amount of time the women spent in refugee camps.
The two Burundi and the Somali women had spent 10–15 years in a Kenyan refugee
camp. The Congolese woman spent 13 years in a Tanzanian camp. The Syrian and Iraqi
women spent from two to two and a half years in Turkey. One said she rented a house
and the other two were in a refugee camp there. The Iranian woman was in a Jordanian
camp for two years.

Analytic approach
Each interview was transcribed and ﬁeld notes added where appropriate. Women’s
responses to open-ended questions were coded using the thematic approach described
by Braun and Clarke (2006). They indicate that thematic analysis can be used to capture
“both manifest (explicit) and latent (underlying) meaning” (Clarke & Braun, 2017,
p. 298) where familiarization with the data is imperative. Such an analysis is an eﬀective
way to study topics such as self, identity, and meaning which are integral to refugee
women’s stories. It allows for reconstructions of data collected through methods such as
interviewing because it aids in understanding not the experience itself, but renderings
of shared experience (Lapan, Quartaroli, & Riemer, in press).
After transcription took place, initial codes were developed. Initial codes included
such things as being worried about their children, information about themselves, worry
about what was happening to family and friends in their home country, and being
worried about adapting to a new culture. After initial coding, codes were grouped
together into conceptual categories that shared similar characteristics or related content
to develop initial themes. Next, themes were reviewed and ﬁnally deﬁned and named
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). In each phase, thought units provided the base unit of analysis.
NVivo software assisted in managing and connecting thought units. Both the primary
investigator and the research assistant read transcripts and codes and negotiated with
an intercoder reliability of 85%. As we read and reread, themes became more and more
reﬁned until coding became redundant. The goal of the analysis was to understand how
newly arrived refugee women create meaning about their identity, what it means to be a
refugee, and how they cope with adapting to a new cultural environment.
All eight of the women collaborated with family members and/or the translator as
they discussed the interview questions and their answers. Six of the women (three of
them asked for clariﬁcation twice for a total of nine clariﬁcations) asked the translator
for clariﬁcation about what she thought I was asking. Participant number one demonstrated this type of clariﬁcation when she was asked about concerns that she had had
since arriving. She asked the translator for clariﬁcation and then there was a twominute conversation between the translator, the woman, and her daughter before the
question was answered. Three of the African women and three of the Middle Eastern
women asked for clariﬁcation. Thus, 75% of interviewees voiced a need for clariﬁcation
and understanding.
All eight women collaborated with family members in determining how to answer
various questions – the interviews were literally a family aﬀair. All but one woman had
multiple family members not only present but actively participating in the interview.

JOURNAL OF INTERCULTURAL COMMUNICATION RESEARCH

7

One Middle Eastern woman had her husband present and collaborating but also
interrupting and answering for her.
The following excerpt is typical of such collaborations, this time featuring a daughter’s spontaneous participation:
Interviewer:

Estella:
Estella and Memory:
Translator:

Can you describe for me a situation that for you means being a
refugee? Translator: Repeats question in Swahili and speaker
and translator converse for 37 seconds about question
Calls to daughter Memory upstairs, Memory comes down
Translator: Repeats question to Memory
Converse for 58 seconds then talk to translator for another 20
seconds
Translates woman’s answer to English

The eight women shared the need to have family input for questions. This may have
been a shared trait among refugee women to have family be a part of the interviews, it
may have been a shared desire for clariﬁcation, it may have been a shared desire to get
the “right” answer, or a combination of these three. Following the interviews, I asked
the translators about the amount of collaboration that occurred. Both said that the
women wanted to make sure they answered the questions correctly. In other words,
getting not just their “right” answer but also my “right” answer. Such a desire further
exempliﬁes the continued power diﬀerential between myself and the women.
After examination of all data, three main themes emerged: previous experiences,
adaptations, and deﬁnitions. These themes help demonstrate how refugee women create
meaning some of which is shared and some of which is not. The theme of previous
experiences includes stories of being a refugee, things they miss, and things that were
diﬃcult. The theme of adaptations focused on expectations, things that were or are
diﬃcult, realities of being a refugee, and what they hope to have happen. Themes that
arose from deﬁnitions focused on deﬁnitions of what it means to be a refugee and ideas
about what counts as “home.”
All quotes are written verbatim. To provide conﬁdentiality, only pseudonyms are
used to identify participants. This next section discusses the themes revealed through
examining the data from this study.
Previous experiences
Previous experience focused on life experiences that impacted the women prior to
coming to the U.S. A question prompt asked about life before coming the U.S. but
comments were made not only in response to this question but throughout the interview. Comments about previous experiences related to both negative and positive
situations with an overarching theme of motherhood and how it related to those
situations. Those who commented on conditions being worse before coming to the
U.S. outlined lack of food and water, war situations, problems with schooling and
housing, or just generally bad conditions. Estella said,
So, life there was very hard, like [we] would be given something like beans but those beans
take like long time to cook and like small and you can’t feed all the family. Water was a
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problem, [my] children cannot go to school, resources in the camp are very limited and the
situation is really bad.

There was some divergence with the Middle Eastern women however. Three of them
felt that their situation was better before coming to the U.S. None of the African women
felt things were better prior to their arrival in the U.S. The Middle Eastern women
noted that prior to the war they had their own homes, jobs, and adequate education.
Azar said, “I had a job like normal life before the war. . . . Both me and my husband
worked and my kids went to school. After the war, everything changed and it’s so hard
to live there then we moved to Turkey.”
Adaptations
Another theme was that of adaptation. Many of these comments went beyond the
prompt of asking what life had been like since arriving in the U.S. These comments
included cultural concerns and being happy and appreciative about what they had
received.
Cultural concerns included learning a new language, understanding a variety of
diﬀerent cultural norms, and worry about how their family would adapt. All but one
woman expressed concerns about transitioning to a new culture and not understanding
the English language. Asta said, “My main concern is going back to school. . . . I really
want to go back to school and learn English so that I can communicate with other
people.” Tyza said that language is the most diﬃcult thing that she suﬀers and others
said they really wished they had someone to help them with the language. Others noted
that transitioning from one culture to another was diﬃcult – how to adapt to new
cultural norms.
Transitions surrounding survival and coping in a new environment were concerns
that were expressed. Esther said, “[Here] you are without family, I’m without husband,
without mother, without brother, without anyone. What are you doing? What are you
doing? . . . . People give me some volunteers to help me but they all have to work.”
Others felt bewildered because the utensils, money, supplies, and food were diﬀerent
here. Explaining her feelings of bewilderment, Azar stated, “The ﬁnancial thing is not
the same that I used in my country. It’s diﬀerent and it’s so hard,” while Bernice said,
“Everything is very expensive here and it’s hard to get what we are used to.” Both of
these Middle Eastern women had had material possessions prior to being a refugee and
had unmet expectations of having those same things in the U.S.
Both Middle Eastern and African women mentioned being afraid of the interview
situation they were in – possibly being interrogated or punished – or just being afraid in
general. Being sensitive to their fears, I along with my assistant said multiple times how
much we appreciated their assistance and how much the information would help me.
Estella had the translator go and ﬁnd her daughter and said it was because she was
afraid. Later the translator said the woman was afraid because every time she had been
interviewed up to that point she had had to move her family to another apartment. She
was scared that this was a similar case even though both I and the translator assured her
that I was interviewing her only for my own research and there would be no eﬀect on
her family. Others were generally concerned about being in the U.S. Esther said “I just
feel so lonely here.”
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Still others were worried about their lack of skills in speaking English and being able
to get a job. None of the African women were educated but still felt the lack of
transferable skills and the diﬃculty of being a woman seeking a job. One said that
she had sewn clothes in Tanzania but did not have access to a sewing machine here. All
of the Middle Eastern women, had earned and had previously held jobs. Two had
degrees from universities in computer science and accounting but their credentials were
not recognized when they came here. These three were all frustrated at being able to
ﬁnd only menial jobs after being seen as a capable, hardworking citizen in their
previous country. Esther said, “My skill I had there doesn’t meet the standards that
you have here. That leaves me without a job that is good and I can only get a job that is
menial and unfulﬁlling here.” Bernice said, “They don’t accept me, when they saw my
resume they don’t accept me. . . . Maybe because I’m a woman? They say you must
study from the beginning.” Her degree in computer science was discounted because it
was not from an American accredited university. Not being able to get a good job
created a major adjustment for the Middle Eastern women, especially if they had been
employed previously while the African women did not have expectations of a job but
wanted to gain skills.
Most of the African women hadn’t previously held jobs but wanted schooling to help
them adapt and ﬁnd jobs and support their families: “The children are going to school,
they have a school, but a lot of things, like paying bills, you have to . . . you know before
we had our own home but coming here, with this house we have to pay rent” (Asta).
Asta also commented that she was frustrated with not being able to get more schooling.
Everyone told her she would get free school in the U.S. but that hasn’t happened: “I’m
very discouraged. I went to school for two weeks and now there is no school.” In
addition to worrying about their ability to cope and adjust in an new environment, the
women had concerns about their families.
A number of comments were about family concerns, ranging from being worried
that their children would have a good future to more speciﬁc things:
The main thing is my children’s behavior is diﬀerent when they get here, they come and
get inﬂuence from the people that lived here for a very long time when they try and send
them somewhere and say “Go get this,” in Africa they used to go, but here it’s like their
behavior is . . . their behavior is changed. (Estella)

Estella also said “You can spank your children, you can. . . . Your children belong to
the community back there, but now here you don’t have, you know, it’s only talking to
your children about behavior, you can’t do anything. You can’t touch.” Azar was
worried about her children forgetting their own culture. She commented, “I don’t
want them to forget their own culture and to forget everything about their home.”
Participants also struggled with family separations. Esther said she wanted to come
here but now, “Yeah, I don’t like to be as a refugee here.” She went further and said, “I’ll
give you the place, I’ll give you the home, I’ll give you the furniture, I’ll give you the
food, but is that enough to you? No. All the stuﬀ you give me is not enough to give me
support from inside.” She felt frustrated and depressed that even though she had
received a lot of material things, they were not enough to compensate for being apart
from her husband, trying to deal with a language barrier and a new culture.
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While participants had some frustrations, they almost equally felt happy and appreciative about being in the U.S. Seven spent considerable time talking about how life was
good now and they felt happy. Azar said, “Everything is good, life, yeah, nature is good.
There is electric . . . there is power here and life is much better for me and my kids.”
Four focused on their children. Yasmin for example mentioned, “I’m so glad that my
kids are in school. Everything is okay and the school is good for the kids.”
In general, while both groups of women worried about ﬁtting into the U.S. culture
and ﬁguring out how to adapt, the African women focused on appreciation for food and
water, being thankful they were here and commenting how life is generally good. On
the other hand, the Middle Eastern women focused on safety and having a better future
for their kids. These women had more recently been in war situations and safety
seemed to be their main concern.
Deﬁnitions
The women were asked to describe “home” and what it meant to be a “refugee.” In the
process of deﬁning “home” and “refugee,” as well as other places in the interview, two
main themes arose: motherhood and family.
In talking about what home meant, almost everyone referenced family in one way or
another. There was not a clear division among African and Middle Eastern women in the
way that they see home. The majority (ﬁve) said that home is where family is. Estella said
that though they still have roots in Burundi, “I call here my home because this is where
my family is.” Yasmin echoed this thought when she said, “I’m so glad that I am here; I’m
so glad I’m here cause all the family are here and we are settled, but still I have something
in my heart like I miss my family, and my siblings, there.” Asta said, “Home is being with
family, being with my children.” Six said their home is here now. For example, Douce
said, “Home is where I am now, yes” and Tyza said, “Yeah, home is here now.”
Two deﬁned “home” as being a place that they occupy whether physical or psychologically. Douce noted that “Home is a place to live” and Tyza said home is something
you aspire to buy and call your own: “I want to ﬁnd a house of my own, where I can pay
towards it to be my home, not renting, like ﬁnding a home where I can pay and the
house to be my home.” Azar on the other hand, focused on home being a place that is
safe. “Anywhere my kids feel safe, I will make it my home.” Home for the women was a
material place.
In deﬁning the term “refugee,” the themes of running, hard, and family stood out. All
four African women used the terms “running” and “hard” and discussed how things were
worse if you were a woman, and especially a woman with a family. Estella said, “A refugee is
when you run from your country to another country and then you come here.” Douce said,
“Because you are a refugee, you have to run from your country to another country. So they
can consider you now a refugee because you are running, you are running away.” Tyza
emphasized that being a refugee means it is hard: “Most of the things we had back there, we
left it. It is very hard. We also left family members. It is very hard. It is hard to be a woman
and have to run.” It may be that the diﬃculty/hardness came from physically running and
moving from place to place. It also may be that the hardness was mental and emotional
because they had to leave family members behind.
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The women from Syria, Iraq, and Iran also mentioned that it was hard to be a
refugee but diﬀered in descriptive words. They all used the words “war” and “seeking a
better life” when asked to describe being what it means to be a refugee. After talking
about how she left Iraq because of war, Yasmin said, “When you leave your country,
you leave your family. I came in a place, we don’t know anything about, we have to start
all over again.” The other Iraqi woman talked about living in the midst of war. Azar
said, “It’s so hard to live there, the war, and my husband is kidnapped and we had to
pay for him, money to release him from that people”. Another, Estella, talked at length
about how diﬃcult it was: “I came here after I lost my husband, my son’s father, in
Iraq. . . . We suﬀer a lot because of war. . . . We lost everything are seeking a better life,
peace for my family here” (Esther).
All the women focused on family when talking about home and being refugees.
However, the African women talked more about running from place to place while the
Middle Eastern women focused on war and suﬀering. While Azar details seeking
opportunities for peace for her family, Esther explains how diﬃcult it was to move
her family around and leave her country. Taken together these stories reveal the way
women adapt to varying circumstances but still focus on their family.
In general, all the women collaborated with other family members in determining
their answers to interview questions, all had concerns about themselves and their family
adapting to a new culture and how they would survive and cope. However, there was
also a divide between the African women and the Middle Eastern women regarding
their feelings about education and getting jobs.

Discussion
Given that refugees in general are typically lumped into one category that of international refugee and women’s stories are often not even part of the conversation (Berger,
2004), this study sought to bring insight to women’s voices and to determine whether
women’s refugee stories are similar, or not, depending on their situations. Refugee
women’s needs are diverse and complex and yet intertwined.
Sociodemographic characteristics seem to be the biggest divide among the women at
least in this limited sample. An understanding of similarities and diﬀerences amongst
newly arrived refugee women can allow for better agency services and support for those
working with refugees. For example, understanding the familial structural diﬀerences
between refugees from diﬀerent countries of origin can help with choosing sizes of
apartments and understanding the resources that families might need.
All of the women commented about family and responded similarly regardless of
background; in fact, the theme of family ran through every other theme. When I ﬁrst
arrived, every woman called in other members of her family to the interview and the
interview became a family aﬀair. This may have been for clariﬁcation of interview
questions, or it may have been an example of empathetic sharing and drawing strength
from one another (Davis, 2000). Women spoke about family in responding to questions
regarding concerns, deﬁnition, and experiences before and after coming to the U.S. The
centrality of family was an important shared experience – they all responded the same.
There is a plethora of research about refugees in general where the voice that is heard is
a male one and where family is not the focus. However, of the studies reviewed about
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women refugees, where a woman’s voice is heard, each spoke about family (e.g., Davis,
2000; Deacon & Sullivan, 2009; Jung, 2014; Kirk, 2010; Lenette, 2015; Levi, 2014).
When asked about transitions the women were concerned about how their children
would adjust, not how they themselves would adapt. They constructed their identities as
mothers not individuals. They wanted to make sure their children had schooling and
were grateful for what was being provided for their children. They were concerned
about their children losing their sense of home, family, culture, and community in Utah
where they no longer had a “village” raising their children. While they may want to
assimilate (or at least for their children to), they also do not want to lose their former
identity, which relates to what Berry (2003) terms “cultural integration” versus “cultural
assimilation,” where new arrivals relinquish their former cultural identity. Ryabichenko
and Lebedeva (2017) found that mothers in particular focus on transmitting ethnic and
cultural identity to their children much more than assimilation into the new culture.
One woman in this study worried about her role as a mother (Shirpak et al., 2011) and
disciplining her child in a place where she can no longer spank them. Transitions were
all about family.
When asked about deﬁnitions of being a refugee and what is the meaning of home,
again the focus was on the family. All mentioned their family when they deﬁned and
constructed what it meant to be a refugee: leaving family behind, bringing their family
with them, worry about their family. All of the women said that home was where their
family is, being with the family, being with children.
The women each spoke about the diﬃculty of being a refugee and how they were
coping with the challenges of adapting to a new culture. However, in this case a sharp
socioeconomic divide that was apparent between the African and Middle Eastern
women. All of the women from the Middle East, regardless of country, were educated
and spoke at least minimal English. All had held jobs and felt happy in their country
before war had forced them out and they had each spent less than three years in refugee
camps. The Middle Eastern women noted a feeling of marginalization (Berry, 2003) as
their job skills were not recognized here. The African women on the other hand had
spent extended time in camps, had lived in extreme poverty with lack of basic
necessities, and had little to no education. Chung and Bemak (2002) found that lower
income was a signiﬁcant predictor of psychological distress among refugee women. It
may be that the African women, already in poverty situations, were more stressed about
surviving in the U.S. than the Middle Eastern women. However, they were also more
grateful about what they had received and were happy to be here, focusing on the
opportunities instead of the inability to ﬁnd a good job.
One of the most interesting ﬁndings relates to a lack of information. When asked
about stories of being a refugee, only one of the women went into any detail. Their
answers focused on things being “bad” or the need to run or leave country and family.
The lack of detail may be for a couple of reasons. First, the women had all been in the
U.S. less than six months and may still be in a sort of honeymoon phase where they are
feeling relief about being safe and are still being taken care of in large part by
government agencies. Second, it could be that women are either too traumatized or
too “raw” to talk about speciﬁcs. Third, it may be that the women are resilient and
focused on their family, healing, and rebuilding their lives moreso than on things that
have happened in the past (Davis, 2000).
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Throughout the interviews it was obvious that there was an interwoven pattern of
interactions. Davis (2000) suggests such patterns assure survival and adaptation to new
circumstances. These interwoven patterns that represented women’s voices included
family, home, and concerns. It was also apparent that some patterns are not interwoven
and shared family circumstances such as numbers of children, husbands present or not;
job situations; and education created diﬀerent situations. The Middle Eastern women
wanted more education, more job training and more social support. The African
women wanted more resources for their children to adapt, felt more grateful for what
they had been given, and were having a more diﬃcult time adjusting, perhaps because
of the extended length of time they had spent in refugee camps prior to arrival.
Diﬀerences in such patterns is an important ﬁnding that should be the focus of agencies
and individuals working with newly arrived refugees.
Women’s narratives may also change according to the amount of time since arrival
in the U.S. Future studies should extend this study by interviewing women who have
been in the U.S. longer and who have moved from total support to partial or no support
from government agencies. All of the women interviewed for this study still embraced
the idea of being a refugee as their identity. However, some noted a feeling of identity
loss as their professional identities were called into question, their credentials and work
experience have become meaningless in the process of relocation. This supports Ager
and Strang’s (2008) framework of integration in which they note that employment is an
important element of integration and if it is not realized, refugees may feel alienated.
Because Utah and other relocation centers move refugees out of neighborhood centers
after two years (and other states do so even sooner), identity needs may change over time.
Women may ﬁnd that they do not want to be a refugee as the focal part of their identity, or it
may be that they do want to continue that identiﬁcation because they still receive some
support. Collaborations and things that are diﬃcult/easy, stories, and what are willing to
share (or not) may change as community integration occurs (or does not). Co-cultural theory
(Orbe, 1998) and could be an important starting point for such research focusing on the way
refugees are being marginalized ranging from being treated as though they are invisible to
being actively resisted by the dominant community.
A focus on the theory of acculturation (Berry, 1997) could add further insight to
determine how refugees are motivated or allowed to maintain identiﬁcation and
involvement with their ethnic culture versus their new culture. Future research should
also focus on not only on the perspective of refugees but also on those who live and
work with them in the community. Gathering such insights, alongside the everchanging social and political contexts would acknowledge the complexities of womens’
stories and lived experiences.
The major limitation of this study is the small sample size. It was a challenge to ﬁnd eight
women from diﬀerent circumstances who had been here less than six months who were
willing to be interviewed. Not only are they understandably mistrustful in general (former
interviewing/interrogation led to feelings of fear and even housing changes, which is why
perhaps only eight were willing to be interviewed), they also spoke little if any English and
translators were diﬃcult to ﬁnd who were willing to take their time to attend and translate
interviews. Another limitation is that only Middle Eastern and African women were interviewed while those from other areas such as Southeast Asia were not included because of the
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lack of desire to participate in the study. It may also be that larger numbers even from those
ethnic groups represented could reﬂect disparate perspectives.
In the meantime, this study sheds light on some of the newly arrived refugee
women’s voices and provides interesting insight into the experiences of women refugees. Regardless of length of time, government agencies and support personnel need to
move from an all-inclusive idea about “international refugees” to an increased understanding of what meanings are shared and what are not, in order to provide the best
services and support for integration into a new community.

Note
1. Descriptions are rather sterile and vague but most of these women were nervous about
being able to be identiﬁed. With a small sample size, being more speciﬁc could lead to
identiﬁcation even though pseudonyms are used.
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