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Serving as Allies to Immigrant & 

Refugee Populations

– By Ho-Thanh Nguyen

Understanding the Needs in the Underserved Immigrant and

Refugee Community
Immigrants and refugees have been a major source of population growth and cultural change

throughout much of American history. It is important for us to understand this growth and the

needs in these communities.  The influx of new residents from different cultures presents

various challenges for advocates and service providers to learn how to help women survive

domestic and sexual violence. In order to work effectively with immigrants and refugees, you

must know about their culture, religion, language in their former country of origin, and the

acceptance of their presence in the Unites States.  

The United States Citizenship and Immigration Services defines immigrant and refugee as follows: 

1. Immigrant: 

Any person not a citizen of the United States who is residing in the U.S. under legally

recognized and lawfully recorded permanent residence as an immigrant.

2. Refugee:

Any person who is outside his or her country of nationality who is unable or

unwilling to return to that country because of persecution or a well-founded fear of

persecution. Persecution of the fear thereof must be based on the alien’s race,

religion, nationality, membership in a particular social group, or political opinion.

People with no nationality must generally be outside their country of last habitual

residence to qualify as a refugee.

The difference between the two is simple: the immigrant has a choice to come to the U.S. but the

refugee is forced to go anywhere in the world where he/she would be accepted under asylum.

It is a fact that domestic and sexual violence happens across socio-economic classes, sexual

orientation, race, and ethnicity and religion everywhere in the world on all levels of society.  The

same holds true for immigrant and refugee women; however, there are cultural barriers that they

must contend with in addition to the violence.  

Immigrant and refugee women tend to have strong collective family ties versus a focus on

individualism or self-sufficiency as known in the U.S., and a sense of duty and concern toward

children.  Most decisions are made in consultation with family – speaking out about “private

family matters” is discouraged; going outside of the family destroys family legacy and extended

family may judge women harshly.  Traditional male and female roles combined with culture,

custom, language, religion, and economic issues cause battered women to be dependent on

abusive husbands.   When the abused woman believes the abuse is her fault, she becomes full of

shame and isolated from friends.
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Cultural Barriers in the Shelter and the Court Systems

Shelters:

Often, immigrant and refugee women are unaware of shelter options, and if they are,

they don’t always feel safe to go for fear of deportation.  For those immigrant and refugee

women and children that go to the shelter, they generally enter with very little knowledge about

how the systems work in the U.S. If shelter advocates are unaware of the differences in the

cultures in addition to language barriers, it will be difficult for them to adequately serve

immigrants and refugees.  Some states have immigrant and refugee shelters in the larger cities;

however, in small cities or rural areas it is more difficult to find shelters capable of helping

immigrants and refugees.  Advocates need to understand and learn ways to serve immigrants

and refugees effectively by attending training and other educational opportunities on diverse

cultures. They also should continuously enhance their learning and seek answers to all of their

questions.

Courts:  

Even in their home country, going to court is a hard and difficult thing for the immigrant and

refugee to do.   Now, in the U.S. they have to go to court on a domestic violence case, which

makes it harder and creates a feeling of shame for them, their family, and their community.   As

they tolerate the cultural and language barriers, imposed or self-isolation prevents abused

women from breaking their silence about the violence and from learning about their basic civil

and legal rights. To help immigrants overcome the differences in laws and the court system in

the U.S., the legal advocate needs to speak with them and explain in detail about the laws and

court system in the U.S.   This will help assure women and make them confident and free to

express themselves to the court.  If an advocate cannot communicate in the victim’s language,

arrangements will need to be made to obtain an interpreter.

Language Barriers and Working with Interpreters
Not everyone who speaks two or more languages can interpret correctly; specialized training will

help to enhance and develop these skills. When working with an interpreter, the advocate needs

to ensure the following:

interpreter is proficient and has the ability to communicate accurately in both English

and the other language

interpreter has knowledge, in both languages, of specialized terms   

interpreter understands rules regarding confidentiality and impartiality, 

interpreter adheres to his/her role as interpreters, not as advisor or counselor  

interpreter should have completed specialized training about ethics and potential

complications of interpreting
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Caution about Using Family or Friends as Interpreters
Avoid the use of friends, family members and other untrained interpreters.  Interpretation by

friends or family members of domestic violence victims is particularly problematic, and can

potentially put the interpreter in harm’s way. An untrained interpreter does not know that

he/she is the only voice of victims. Friends or family members who interpret can add their own

words, view, and or perspective on domestic violence.  This can damage the outcome for

domestic violence victims.

Differences between interpretation and translation
Interpreters use a skilled voice to communicate between  parties, it’s called oral

interpretation 

To translate a language is done by writing from one language to another 

Immigrant and Refugee Rights Under Title VI of the Civil

Right Act of 1964
Immigrants and refugees are entitled to certified interpreters in the criminal justice system.  This

provision was made possible through Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. Interpreters should

be made available in all court proceedings and interactions with law enforcement.  

Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 protects people from discrimination based on race, color

or national origin in organizations, programs, or activities that receive federal financial

assistance.  Title VI states that:  

“No person in the United States shall, on the ground of race, color, or

national origin, be excluded from participation in, be denied the benefits

of, or be subjected to discrimination under any program or activity

receiving federal financial assistance.”1

All programs that receive federal funds are “covered” by Title VI and must adhere to its

guidelines. Approximately 30 federal agencies provide financial assistance in the form of funds,

training, technical and other assistance to State and local governments, and nonprofit and

private organizations. These recipients of federal assistance, in turn, operate programs and

deliver benefits and services to individuals (known as "beneficiaries") to achieve the goals of the

federal legislation that authorizes the programs. Federally assisted programs address such broad

and diverse areas as: 

elementary, secondary, and higher education 

health care, social services, and public welfare 

public transportation 

parks and recreation 

natural resources and the environment 

employment and job training 

housing and community development 

law enforcement and the administration of justice 

agriculture and nutrition 
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There are many forms of illegal discrimination based on race, color, or national origin that can

limit the opportunity of minorities to gain equal access to services and programs and are

prohibited by Title VI. Among other things, in operating a federally assisted program, a recipient

cannot, on the basis of race, color, or national origin, either directly or through contractual means: 

deny program services, aids, or benefits 

provide a different service, aid, or benefit, or provide them in a manner different

than they are provided to others 

segregate or separately treat individuals in any matter related to the receipt of any

service, aid, or benefit 

In 2000, the President signed Executive Order 13166, “Improving Access to Services for Persons with

Limited English Proficiency.”2 The Executive Order requires federal agencies to examine the

services they provide, identify any need for services to those with limited English proficiency

(LEP), and develop and implement a system to provide those services so LEP persons can have

meaningful access to them. Additionally, any states, localities and organizations receiving federal

funding are required to provide meaningful access to LEP individuals. (A federal website has

been developed to focus on the issue of meeting the needs of those with Limited English

proficiency, see www.LEP.gov.) 

In Pennsylvania, on November 29, 2006, Governor Edward Rendell signed S.B. 669 into the PA

Interpreter Law to help protect Pennsylvania citizens.3 Many states are working on similar

protections. 

How to Work with the Immigrant and Refugee Allies
As allies, we need to:

develop partnerships and collaborate with the immigrant and refugee communities

meet with diverse community leaders and discuss how to work together to make a

better community

be trust worthy and respectful; respect other cultures and trust each other

establish an open line of communication; trust and respect will open lines

communication

learn their about diverse immigrant cultures through research and attending

community-based activities; attend cultures diversity workshops offered by the

communities, research and connect with difference cultural groups by attending their

meetings and/or activities 

resist being afraid to ask questions or to be corrected; be open minded

network, network, and network!
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A Note About Immigrants and Refugee Elders and Abuse
There are no differences between immigrant and refugee elder abuse with the large

society. However, older immigrant and refugee abuse victims face some unique challenges on

top of physical, sexual, psychological and financial abuse, and have more obstacles to overcome

concerning:  

immigration status in the U.S.

finance and public benefits

language barriers

cultural barriers

shame in asking and/or not knowing where to go for help

being ostracized by family members and own community

Elder abuse victims don’t have to be U.S. citizens or legal residents to get a protection order.

They don't have to have a lawyer to get a protection order. Still, if they're not legal citizens or if

they're unsure of their rights, they may want to talk to a lawyer to find out the policy of the

courts in their area. 

If they're undocumented or are not sure about their immigration status, they should talk to an

immigration lawyer. The local domestic violence shelter can help find an immigration lawyer.

There are lawyers who will help the elder at no charge. 

Many victims are people who are older, frail, and dependent on others to meet their needs. In

most cases a victim is abused by someone they know or love. Other cases can be from an assault

by a stranger or nursing home caretaker. 

Ho-Thanh Nguyen

Founder, Pennsylvania Immigrant and Refugee Women’s Network (PAIRWN)

Women of Color Network (WOCN) Advisor and Mentor

Ho-Thanh is a refugee from Vietnam, who came to the United States in 1975.  She has served as

a bilingual domestic violence and sexual assault advocate with the YWCA of Greater Harrisburg,

PA - Immigration and Refugee Project to provide outreach and advocacy to the immigrant and

refugee communities.  Ho-Thanh is currently a member of the Pennsylvania Commission for

Women. Ho-Thanh founded the Pennsylvania Immigrant and Refugee Women’s Network

(PAIRWN), bringing women together from diverse ethnic backgrounds in our surrounding

communities to honor and enhance the lives of refugee and immigrant women in Pennsylvania.
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Endnotes
1 U.S. Department of Justice, Civil Rights Division, 950 Pennsylvania Avenue NW – NWB, Washington

DC 20530, Phone:  (202) 514-2151 - Fax: (202) 514-0293 - TTY: (202) 514-0716

2 The United State Department of Justice's Civil Rights Division

3 Friends of Farmworkers, Inc. 924 Cherry Street, 4th floor, Philadelphia, PA 19107-2411, Phone: (215)

733-0878 - fax: (215) 733-0876  Email:  fof@friendsfw.org

Resources
Asian & Pacific Islander Institute on Domestic Violence

450 Sutter Street, Suite 600

San Francisco, CA 94108

Phone: (415) 954-9988

Fax: (415) 954-9999

http://www.apiahf.org/index.php/programs/domestic-violence.html

Battered Women's Justice Project 

206 W. Fourth Street

Duluth, MN 55806 

Phone: (800) 903-0111

Fax: (303) 831-9251

www.bwjp.org

Legal Momentum 

Headquarters:

395 Hudson Street 

New York, NY 10014

Phone: (212) 925-6635

Policy Office:

1101 14th Street NW, Suite 300

Washington, DC 20005

Phone: (202) 326-0040

www.legalmomentum.org

National Coalition Against Domestic Violence (NCADV) 

P.O. Box 18749

Denver, CO 80218-0749 

Phone: (303) 839-1852

Fax: (303) 831-9251

www.ncadv.org

National Coalition for Low-Income Housing 

727 15th Street NW, 6th Floor

Washington, D.C. 20005 

Phone:  (202) 662-1530

www.nlihc.org
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National Council on Child Abuse and Family Violence 

1025 Connecticut Avenue NW, Suite 1000

Washington, D.C. 20036 

Phone: (202) 429-6695 or (800) 222-2000

www.nccafv.org

National Domestic Violence Hotline 

P.O. Box 161810

Austin, TX 78716

Phone: (512) 794-1133 or (800) 799-SAFE (7233)

www.ndvh.org

National Resource Center on Domestic Violence 

6400 Flank Drive, Suite 1300

Harrisburg, PA 17112 

Phone: (800) 537-2238   

Fax: (717) 545-9456

www.nrcdv.org

Special Resources for Immigrant and Refugee Women 

API Legal Outreach – Elder Abuse Prevention and Technical Assistance in the Asian

Pacific Islander Community

www.stopasianelderabuse.org

* Provides multi-lingual and culturally competent legal, social, and educational

services to the Asian and Pacific Islander community designed to prevent elder abuse.

Battered Women's Legal Advocacy Project

1611 Park Avenue, Suite 2

Minneapolis, MN 55404

Phone: (800) 313-2666

Fax: (612) 343-0786 

www.bwlap.org

FaithTrust Institute

www.cpsdv.org

* Interreligious resource addressing sexual and domestic violence, providing training

and educational materials.

Family Violence Prevention Fund

383 Rhode Island Street, Suite 304

San Francisco, CA 94103-5133 

Phone: (800) 313-1310 

www.endabuse.org

* Produces a brochure on the rights of immigrant and refugee women in violent

homes, which is available in Spanish, Chinese, Tagalog, and Korean. Also produces a

manual with more in-depth coverage entitled Domestic Violence in Immigrant and

Refugee Communities: Asserting the Rights of Battered Women 
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Federal Administration on Aging

http://www.aoa.gov

* Elder abuse prevention and treatment resources. Provides links to elder abuse

resources in all states.

National Committee for the Prevention of Elder Abuse

www.preventelderabuse.org

* Dedicated to the prevention of abuse and neglect of older persons and adults with

disabilities.

National Immigration Project of the National Lawyer's Guild, Inc.

14 Beacon Street, Suite 602

Boston, MA 02108 

Phone: (617) 227-9727 

www.nationalimmigrationproject.org

* This group of lawyers, law students, and legal workers educates and organizes for

progressive immigration law; defends civil liberties of foreign-born people, and

distributes publications. 

Pro Bono Net

www.probono.net

* Lawyers serving the public good - Pro Bono Net is a unique organization in its use

of information technology and collaboration among the various parts of the public

interest legal community. 

U.S Department of Health and Human Services

www.womenshealth.gov

* Address health care prevention and service delivery, research, public and health

care professional education, and career advancement for women in the health

professions and in scientific careers.

VAWnet

www.vawnet.org

* The online resource for advocates working to end domestic violence, sexual assault,

and other violence in the lives of women and their children.
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PowerPoint Presentation

Cultural Linguistics in Immigrant and 

Refugee Communities
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