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“And what does the Lord require of you? 
To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God.”

- Micah 6:8

Dear Friend,

Since 1939, Lutheran Immigration and Refugee Service (LIRS) has been faithfully carrying out its mission bearing 

witness to God’s love for all people, welcoming migrants and refugees to the United States, and caring for their 

needs. Our legacy of courageous and compassionate service to the marginalized and those forced to flee their 

homelands seeking refuge has made a difference in the lives of more than half a million refugees, migrants, 

asylum seekers and unaccompanied migrant and refugee children and has transformed communities across the 

United States. Our history reflects American Lutherans’ deep immigrant roots and passionate commitment to 

welcoming newcomers.

Today, this proud legacy and our nation’s long and cherished tradition of welcoming migrants and refugees is at 

risk. At a time of the most severe global refugee crisis in recorded history, there are efforts underway to shut the 

door on vulnerable people, mostly children and women seeking refuge in our country.  

Public response has been immediate and impassioned. Communities of faith and people of good will all over 

the country have affirmed their support for welcoming refugees and are asking what they can do to help resettle 

refugees. This Circle of Welcome initiative is a direct response to those yearnings for concrete and transformative 

ways to welcome refugees and embrace them in love and service.

Beginning in 1939, Lutheran congregations played a key role in welcoming new refugees to America. In the 

1970s, many Lutheran congregations “co-sponsored” refugee families and stood with them as they rebuilt their 

lives and grew to be recognized as contributing and productive members of society. The goal of the Circle of 

Welcome program is to reclaim and invigorate this tradition by increasing the successful outcomes for welcoming 

and integrating refugee families arriving in the United States. This will be done by engaging faith and community 

groups and our local resettlement partners in a structured and sustained way. The Circle of Welcome initiative 

also recognizes the transformative power for the communities and individuals that receive refugees.

At the heart of the Circle of Welcome are committed volunteers who create meaningful and varied opportunities 

to engage with and walk alongside refugee families in friendship, service and as advocates. This Volunteer 

Guide is intended as an orientation tool. It provides an overview of the program, explains policies, guidelines 

and procedures for your volunteer activities and tips for team self-care. It will help you understand how to 

carry out your responsibilities and achieve your greatest potential as a volunteer and champion for refugees. 

So it is with honor and a great sense of gratitude that I welcome you as volunteers to our Circle of Welcome 

program. You are a vital part of our commitment to welcoming refugees and setting them up for success as new 

Americans. Cutting-edge initiatives such as this are critical as we focus on marshalling private ways to support and 

sustain welcome for our new neighbors with a renewed emphasis on their long-term integration.

We are deeply grateful that you have chosen to join the Circle of Welcome when you are needed by our new 

neighbors. Thank you for your generosity of spirit and for putting your faith into action.  

Yours in faith,

Linda Hartke

President and CEO, Lutheran Immigration and Refugee Service

Preface: Welcome from Linda Hartke, President and CEO of LIRS
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•  Lutheran Immigration and 
 Refugee Service (LIRS)

• LocalResettlement Agency

•  Circle of Welcome Team Coordinator

• Circle of Welcome Team

• “The Long Welcome”

• Initial Resettlement Period

KEY TERMS

Summary

This section provides an overview of the Circle of Welcome Program, detailing some of the goals of the 
program as well as potential benefits for both the refugees and communities who participate. It also outlines 
the specific roles and responsibilities of the key parties and the core components of the program. It concludes 
with a section on the program’s focus on “The Long Welcome”, or long-term integration of refugees. 

After reading this section, you should be able to:

1. Explain the key parties in the Circle of Welcome Program and have a general understanding of what to 
expect from each.

2. Understand the goals of the program and how both refugees and Circle of Welcome teams benefit. 
 

The Goals of the Circle of Welcome Program

The Circle of Welcome is a program for faith and community groups to make a meaningful commitment 
to walk alongside a refugee or refugee family as they begin to rebuild their life in the United States. It is a 
partnership between the family, the local resettlement agency and the Circle of Welcome Team. 

The first few months after a refugee family moves to the United States will be some of the most important 
months of their lives. Circle of Welcome Teams have the honor of playing a critical role during this time as they 
help welcome the family to their new community. Just as importantly, Circle of Welcome Teams contribute 
to the “The Long Welcome”, the process by which newcomers are received–and eventually integrated into–
their communities. Successful integration as a long-term endeavor encompasses the efforts of newcomers 
and the receiving community, professionals, and volunteers. (For more information on integration, read the 
section on resettlement and integration stages on page 56 in the appendix).

I. Circle of Welcome Program Overview



The goals of this program are:

•  To improve outcomes for refugee families arriving in the U.S. by engaging faith and community 
groups and local resettlement agencies in shared resettlement and integration work across the 
country.

•  To enhance the longer-term integration and not just short-term stabilization for newly arrived 
refugees; recognizing the power in transforming the lives of refugees and the communities that 
receive them.

•  To create meaningful and simple ways for faith and community groups to engage with and walk 
alongside refugees in service and friendship.

Benefits of Circle of Welcome Partnerships

For the Refugees:

•  Refugees learn about U.S. culture and  
American life.

•  Refugees receive introductions and 
connections to people in the community 

• Refugee voices are heard.

•  Refugees find friends in the Circle of 
Welcome Teams who offer support 
and encouragement and recognize the 
strengths and gifts of the refugees.

• Refugees receive information 
 and advice.

•  Refugees are empowered to re-imagine 
their lives and rebuild hope. 

For the Circle of Welcome Teams:

•  Serving refugees adds life to a 
congregation/group by bringing cross-
cultural missions to the doorstep.

•  It can give the faith and community 
group a new focus and understanding 
of refugees.

•  It provides hands-on work for people to 
get involved.

•  It can enhance group cohesion and 
sense of purpose.

•  People see that they really can make a 
difference and learn from others.

•  It provides an opportunity to learn 
about new religions and cultures.
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Roles and Responsibilities 

The local resettlement agency in your community is an affiliate of Lutheran Immigration and Refugee 
Service (LIRS), a national resettlement agency. LIRS has an agreement with the U.S. Department of State 
which allows it to resettle refugees. LIRS then partners with local resettlement agencies and Circle of 
Welcome Teams across the country to fulfill the mission of standing with and advocating for migrants and 
refugees, transforming communities through service and justice.

The following is a very brief summary of some of the roles and responsibilities of the three parties in the 
Circle of Welcome partnership: LIRS, the local resettlement agency, and the Circle of Welcome Teams.

LIRS Roles and Responsibilities

• Deliver training for local resettlement agency staff in the program. 

•  Collect and share good practices, learning, activities, and performance measurements to monitor, 
evaluate the impact, and strengthen the Circle of Welcome Program.

• Provide support to the local resettlement agencies engaged in the Circle of Welcome Program.

Local Resettlement Agency Roles and Responsibilities, through the 
Circle of Welcome Team Coordinator

•  Provide in-person training to each Newly Arrived and Post Arrival Circle of Welcome Team, ongoing 
support, a minimum of monthly engagements, monitoring of progress, and troubleshooting when 
there are problems. 

• Provide case management to all refugee cases. 

• Fulfill all core services to the refugee family, with support from Circle of Welcome Teams. 

Circle of Welcome Team Roles and Responsibilities

•  Provide a variety of activities that will support the refugee family for one year. These activities will 
be detailed later in this guide.  

•  Let the local resettlement agency know if there are special needs or concerns about the refugee’s 
well-being.

•  Provide the local resettlement agency with information about activities and services provided to 
the families, assist with the collection of data to measure the effectiveness of the program. 

•  Recruit another Circle of Welcome Team from your faith and community group and encourage 
other groups to join the program as part of their service.

Your local resettlement agency will work with you on the above responsibilities and additional information 
will be provided to you later in this guide.
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Some Core Components of the Program

1. Comprehensive (Full) Engagement

As part of “The Long Welcome”, Circle of Welcome Teams will engage in comprehensive (full) 
engagement. This means that each of the teams will provide multiple services to the refugee family. This 
allows for a more holistic support of the refugee family while providing a variety of opportunities for the 
team and larger faith and community group to engage. 

2. Time Commitment 

Circle of Welcome Teams will commit to working with the refugee family for one year. Your team will be 
asked to participate in quarterly check-ins and will serve to assess how you are doing. The check-ins will 
occur at 3 months, 6 months, 9 months and 1 year for the Newly Arrived and Post-Arrival Models. 

3. Faith and Community Group Ownership

Circle of Welcome Teams are a group of core volunteers who will be officially supported by their larger 
faith or community group. A top leader in the faith and community group (pastor, president, etc.) will 
be required to sign-off on the commitment. However, the faith and community group leader does not 
need to be part of your team. There is a clear expectation that in addition to providing in-kind support 
to the refugee, your faith and community group will provide financial support to the refugee family and 
program. 

4. Training

Circle of Welcome Teams will be provided with resources as well as in-person training offered by the 
local resettlement agency. Additional training may be provided to your team at different points during 
the year commitment.

5. Assist with Program Evaluation

Circle of Welcome Teams will be asked to help evaluate the program. In addition to communicating 
regularly with the local resettlement agencies, your team will also provide information for evaluating the 
program. For example, you may be asked to fill out an online survey or participate in a phone interview.  
This will help improve the program and demonstrate the positive impact on the refugee family.
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The Long Welcome 

In the Circle of Welcome Program, the focus on long-term integration or the “The Long Welcome” 
recognizes that the successful integration of refugees into U.S. culture takes years, and therefore warrants 
the engagement of the welcoming community well beyond the initial resettlement period.

Many of the resettlement programs in the local resettlement agencies are limited to providing services 
in the initial resettlement period, up to 90 days, or sometimes as long as 6 months. Engaging Circle of 
Welcome Teams extends the engagement period with refugees to one year and helps in achieving the 
goal of the long welcome. 

The intensity of the engagement with refugees will change over time. Engagement occurring within the 
first 90 days to 6 months is often more intense and characterized by a broad variety of activities. As the 
refugees achieve greater levels of self-sufficiency, the intensity of the engagement will decrease and 
become more specific around certain areas needing extra attention. While the intensity may decrease 
over time, it is important to support the refugees beyond the initial resettlement period.
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Summary

This section begins by looking at the definition of the refugee and three possible solutions to enable 
refugees to live their lives in dignity and peace. Next, it explores the pathway to resettlement and the 
security screening process of refugees entering the United States. The following section will cover the 
goals of the U.S. Refugee Resettlement program and some of the central components to successful 
resettlement. After arrival in the U.S., refugees may receive benefits from a variety of federal resettlement 
programs, which will be explained in the final part of this section. 

After reading this section, you should be able to:

1. Explain who is considered a refugee.

2. Describe the general process for how refugees come to the United States through the resettlement 
program.

3. Identify the goals of refugee resettlement and how the Circle of Welcome Program supports these 
goals. 

4. Understand the basic support refugees may receive when they arrive in the United States. 

KEY TERMS

CHARTS AND GRAPHS

Who are Refugees? 

The U.N. High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) defines a refugee as someone who, “owing to well-
founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular 
social group or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable or, owing to such 
fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country; or who, not having a nationality and 
being outside the country of his former habitual residence as a result of such events, is unable or, owing 
to such fear, is unwilling to return to it.” 
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• Refugee
• Durable Solutions
• Country of First Asylum

• Voluntary Repatriation
• Reception and Placement 

Program (R&P)

KEY TERMS

CHARTS AND GRAPHS • Pathway to Resettlement • Security Screening

II. The U.S. Refugee Resettlement Program



After fleeing their home country, refugees can spend months and even years in temporary camps or 
overpopulated urban areas. Basic necessities such as food, housing, medical care, education, are 
scarce. Women are especially vulnerable in both camps and urban areas. Without access to schools or 
employment, refugees spend their days waiting for life to begin again…or wondering if it ever will. Less 
than one-half of one percent of all refugees are resettled permanently in the United States. A few resettle 
in other countries, others are able to eventually return to their home countries, while still others suffer in 
these “temporary” situations.

These are just a few of the immeasurable obstacles that refugees have overcome to find safety in 
resettlement to a third country such as the United States. Refugees are survivors. One of the greatest 
opportunities of resettlement is encouraging refugees to rediscover their own strength and dignity.

A very small number of refugees go through the refugee resettlement process to come to the United 
States. The process of how they may come here is described in the next section. The small percentage 
of refugees who undergo this process come to the United States with legal status and receive a number 
of services to support their integration into their new community. See page 57 in the appendix for more 
information about refugees’ legal status and work authorization.

Three Durable Solutions for Refugees 

Durable solutions as defined by UNHCR are “solutions that enable refugees to live their lives in dignity 
and peace”. They are solutions that provide the refugee with legal status in a country that allows them 
to work and become self-sufficient. Once a refugee has left their country of origin and sought protection 
in another country, there are only three possible solutions: VOLUNTARY REPATRIATION, LOCAL 
INTEGRATION, AND RESETTLEMENT. In seeking safety in a new country, referred to as the country of 
first asylum, a refugee can be placed into a camp or into an urban setting. Often that initial protection 
is provided in a refugee camp. The average stay of a person in a refugee camp is 17 years, where they 
can wait at least that long for a durable solution. Living in a refugee camp or seeking refuge in an urban 
city is not a durable solution, as it holds refugees in a state of limbo until a more permanent outcome 
can be secured. 

VOLUNTARY REPATRIATION is when refugees make the choice to return to their home countries, 
knowing that they will be safe and free from further persecution. This is the solution of choice for the 
majority of refugees, as well as for those assisting refugees. Returning to one’s country of origin means 
little or no cultural or language adjustment, as well as reunification with family members still living in that 
country. It is crucial that this is voluntary, to ensure the continued safety of the refugee. 

LOCAL INTEGRATION is when the refugee is permitted to stay in the country where they have found 
refuge or asylum. This requires that the country of first asylum provide the refugee with some form of 
legal status and work authorization. This is a great option because the refugee spends less time or no 
time in a refugee camp or urban refugee setting. Unfortunately, this option is very limited and only a very 
small percent of refugees are able to benefit from local integration.
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RESETTLEMENT is when a refugee is moved from the country where they have sought asylum and is 
brought into a country that has agreed to provide resettlement status to them. As of 2017, there were 
more than 65 million displaced people around the world. Less than 1% of these refugees are granted 
resettlement status. Given the very limited opportunities for resettlement, this solution has and continues 
to be reserved primarily for those refugees that face protection or health issues in their country of first 
asylum. For U.S. refugee resettlement, a long process of security and health checks is conducted before 
granting admissions to the U.S. Refugee program. The U.S. processing time is between 18-24 months, 
on average. 

Given the difficulties of securing any one of the three durable solutions, refugees often experience 
additional levels of trauma, beyond what prompted them to leave their country of origin. See page 43 
for more information about working with survivors of loss and trauma.  
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Pathway to Resettlement in the United States 
 
 

On the following page, we have reproduced an abbreviated chart that illustrates 
how people are admitted to the United States as refugees. 
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STEP 1    Leave Your Home Country for Fear of Persecution
You live in a country where you are persecuted because of your race, 
religion, ethnicity, social group, or political beliefs. Out of fear for your life, 
you flee your home and cross an international border, where you seek safety 
in a “country of first asylum.”  

STEP 2   Register with the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR) for refugee status determination UNHCR collects 
biometric data, biographic information, identifying documents, and conducts 
interviews to determine whether or not you qualify for refugee status. If 
UNHCR verifies your need for protection, you receive an ID card that allows 
you to stay in a refugee camp or urban environment.  

STEP 3   Resettlement Processing Interviews and Security Screenings
If you are not able to return home or settle in the country to which you fled, 
you may apply for resettlement in a third country, such as the US. If you 
are referred to resettlement in the US, you undergo extensive screenings, 
multiple reviews of your application, and an interview with a United States 
Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) officer, who then is responsible 
for approving or denying your application for resettlement.

STEP 4   Conditional Approval and More Security Screenings
If all necessary criteria is met, you will be conditionally approved for refugee 
status. You must pass another round of security screenings, which are 
detailed in the Security Screening Chart. This includes passing a medical 
screening.  

STEP 5   Journey to the United States
A very small number of refugees are approved for resettlement in the US. If 
you are one of the few, you are assigned to a national Resettlement Agency, 
such as Lutheran Immigration and Refugee Service (LIRS), the resettlement 
agency will book your travel, meet you at the U.S. airport and assist you with 
the integration process.  

STEP 6   Welcome to the United States
Upon arrival, you will undergo security checks one last time by a Customs 
and Border Protection (CBP) officer, to verify that you have the proper 
documentation and that you are the same person. Once through security, 
you are met by members of the local resettlement agency and other 
volunteers who will walk with you as you begin to settle into life in the US.

FACTS 

• Refugees can spend as many as 17 years or longer in a refugee camp awaiting a permanent solution
• The security screening process to come to the United States can take between 18 months and 3 years
• Many of the screenings are time sensitive, so if one expires while waiting on another, they must start over 
• There are more than 65 million people displaced around the world. Less than 1 percent of refugees are 

resettled worldwide. 
• Special Immigrant Visa (SIV) is a special kind of protection for Afghans and Iraqis who are not safe in their 

home countries because they are persecuted because they worked with U.S. armed forces. Unlike the 
normal refugee resettlement process, these visas may be obtained while still in their home country. 



What Support Do they Receive in the US?

Refugee resettlement in the United States is a public-private partnership. That means the federal and 
state agencies work in close partnership nonprofit organizations, volunteers, and private donors to 
provide support to refugees when they first arrive. In the next section, you’ll read about the main federal 
programs that support refugees once they arrive. 

GOALS OF THE U.S. REFUGEE RESETTLEMENT PROGRAM

There is much to learn through engaging with refugees and we hope you will maintain an attitude of 
learning throughout your time as a Circle of Welcome Team. The State Department’s Bureau of Population, 
Refugees, and Migration (PRM), set four specific goals for resettlement that the local resettlement agency, 
with the support of the Circle of Welcome Teams, must strive to achieve for each family. 

Four goals of resettlement

• The refugee is in a safe, stable environment.

• The refugee can navigate appropriate and relevant systems.

• The refugee family is connected to means of ongoing support for self/family.

• The refugee family understands their surroundings and situation. 

These essential goals must be met in order for newly arrived refugees to start working towards long-
term integration. The main objective is for refugees to both have access to the resources and develop 
the skills and confidence to navigate their lives in the United States and become self-sufficient. 

Building Self-Sufficiency

Empowering refugees to take charge of their own lives and be self-sufficient is central. You will hear 
this idea again and again throughout your time working with refugees. Self-sufficiency looks different for 
every person based on a number of factors, such as age, education, and health. For one former refugee, 
being independent may mean starting her own business and buying a house. For another, it could mean 
being connected to a network of community support and services so that he can meet his basic needs. 

The common thread through all of this is that anyone working with refugees should focus on empowering 
them to take the lead. For example, when a refugee family first arrives, your Circle of Welcome team may 
drive them to an appointment. The second time, you can go with them on the bus and show them how 
to get there. After that, you can have them go on their own, but know that they can contact you if they 
have problems. You empower former refugees to be self-sufficient when you work with them to reduce 
their dependency on your Circle of Welcome Team or the local resettlement agency, and educate them 
on how to navigate their community and their lives independently. 
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Early Employment

Self-sufficiency, as it relates to employment, is the ability of an individual or family to financially cover all 
of their living costs. Ideally, this means that refugees do not need to depend on public assistance or help 
from others to cover their expenses. Please note the prefix “early”. If possible, it is the expectation of 
the U.S. Refugee Program to have every refugee that is of age and employable, working within the first 
90 days of their arrival in the U.S. Note: It is important to realize that some refugees can be selected for 
resettlement due to disabilities or health reasons. Those individuals may not be able to work and will 
need family and public assistance. 

This emphasis on early employment means that the vast majority of refugees will need to take whatever 
job is available to them, regardless of their past employment history. In most cases, refugees will begin 
their employment in the U.S. with entry level positions, often in service related jobs. Job advancement is 
certainly a goal, but the first and foremost objective is early employment so that refugees will be able to 
start paying their bills immediately and become as economically self-sufficient as possible. This may be 
different than what some refugees expected, based on the culture of work that they are accustomed to or 
their past professional experience. Therefore, it is the role of the Circle Welcome Team to first recognize 
the importance of early employment, and then to assist the refugees in understanding and achieving 
this goal.

This emphasis on self-sufficiency, especially economic independence, may be a challenge for Circle of 
Welcome Teams who have the best intentions in mind, but believe the refugees need more financial and 
material support than provided or than is actually necessary. It is not uncommon to hear questions such 
as, “Why doesn’t the refugee receive more financial support? Why is the refugees’ rent not paid for over 
a longer period of time? Why is the refugee renting an apartment in a low-income area?” Though these 
questions and the desire to do more are often driven by compassion, too much help can result in very 
unhealthy dependencies. To help monitor the assistance provided to the refugee, we require that all 
financial contributions be channeled through the local resettlement agency. 

The answer to the question “What could help the family become more self-sufficient and self-reliant?” 
will ultimately vary from family to family, but encouraging the attainment of these goals will help refugees 
achieve long-term success.

FEDERAL REFUGEE RESETTLEMENT PROGRAMS

The refugee or refugee family you will be working with is supported by the local resettlement agency. 
These local agencies offer a broad range of refugee services, including federal, state, and local grant 
programs, and work closely with stakeholders, the community, faith-based groups, and volunteers to 
support and strengthen the resettlement services given to families. There are two federal grant programs 
that you may encounter when working with the refugee family. They are the Reception & Placement (R&P) 
and Matching Grant (MG) programs. 

The Reception and Placement program (R&P) is a partnership between community organizations and 
Lutheran Immigration and Refugee Service (LIRS) who contract with the U.S. State Department to provide 
initial support to refugees for up to 90 days after a refugee’s arrival. This program provides assistance with 
food, housing, clothing, employment services, access to medical care, cultural orientation, and other basic 
needs and support services. This work is possible through partnering with the local community, including 
schools, businesses, organizations, volunteers and faith communities. As volunteers, it is important to 
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know that this program comes with a set of specific requirements, so it is necessary to work closely with 
the local resettlement agency and follow directions carefully to make sure that all requirements are met.

The R&P grant provides a one-time amount of at minimum $950 per refugee resettled and that amount 
must be used on behalf of refugees. This amount may vary depending on the site. The R&P program is 
considered a public/private partnership and therefore it is expected that private resources also be provided 
in the implementation of the program. Local resettlement agencies must provide decent, safe, and sanitary 
housing, food, and other basic needs. All refugees receive a comprehensive assessment of their immediate 
needs, cultural orientation, enrollment in social service programs, and assistance navigating their new 
community.

Upon arrival, refugees are eligible to receive medical insurance such as Medicaid, cash assistance, and 
food assistance, through local social service offices. These benefits are available to refugees for a short 
period of time which varies from locale to locale. Refugees can also be eligible for other public assistance 
programs available in their area. They are required to submit an application for benefits, as are U.S. 
citizens, and they are required by law to show evidence of financial need. Refugees are not guaranteed 
these benefits and can be denied if their income and/or resources exceed the threshold for eligibility.     

After the refugee has arrived in the US and all basic needs are met, the local resettlement agency’s 
primary focus is to assist them in achieving economic self-sufficiency. This is achieved through enrollment 
in employment programs, ESL classes and ensuring children are enrolled in school.   

Your local resettlement agency may have any number of other programs which support the R&P program 
and are designed to facilitate refugees’ successful transition to life in the U.S. and help them to attain 
self-sufficiency. Some of these programs include Matching Grant, the Preferred Communities’ Intensive 
Case Management, state-funded employment programs, youth services, health programs, services to 
older adult refugees, ESL classes and more. Please note that many resettlement agencies also serve 
other vulnerable immigrant populations within the community. 

If your Circle of Welcome team is placed with a family who is enrolled in Matching Grant, one type of 
additional assistance, you will be informed. If you are, please read the Matching Grant section on page  
58 of the appendix.
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Summary

This section describes the specific services that Circle of Welcome Teams participate in. It is important to 
recognize that the role of the Circle of Welcome Team is supporting the services the local resettlement 
agency provides. Ultimately, it is the responsibility of the local resettlement agency to ensure the refugee 
family is receiving the required services. The section begins with a brief description of the individual 
services that are required to be provided to the refugee family. Next, it provides a breakdown of the 
financial contribution, why there is a specific monetary ask and what it will be used for. It then introduces 
ways to understand U.S. culture that will allow teams to share it with the refugee family. This section 
also provides a list of practical actions for introducing the family to the new culture. An important facet 
of resettlement is financial education and literacy. This section includes some key aspects of financial 
education to address with the refuge family. Finally, this section concludes with ways to build support for 
refugees in your community by engaging in advocacy. 

After reading this section, you should be able to:

1. Explain the basic services you will be providing to the refugee family during your one-year 
commitment. 

2. Articulate the breakdown of your team’s financial contribution. 

3. Understand your role in helping to orient the family to U.S. culture, including how to explain U.S. 
cultural norms and provide financial education.  

4. Consider how your Circle of Welcome team can build pro-refugee support in your community.
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Circle of Welcome Activities

According to PRM, there is a specific list of core services required for the refugee family. While the 
ultimate responsibility is with the local resettlement agency, the expectation is that Circle of Welcome 
Teams will be prepared to undertake all of the activities listed below for a one year period. However, 
the final distribution of activities will be determined in collaboration with the local resettlement agency. 
There are some areas where flexibility will be necessary, as local resettlement agencies have established 
different methodologies to address some of these activities which may not need further assistance from 
the team. 

I. ORGANIZE YOUR GROUP

•  Outreach and Recruitment: Build awareness of refugees in your faith and community group and 
the larger community. Form a team of 5-10 members from your faith and community group to assist 
a refugee family. 

•  Financial Assistance: Make a financial commitment to the local resettlement agency to assist in 
paying for unmet resettlement needs, rent, and to support the Circle of Welcome Team Coordinator 
and overall program.

II. PREPARE FOR THE FAMILY’S ARRIVAL

•  Furnishings and Supplies: Collect furnishings, kitchen and household items, hygiene and cleaning 
items. (See “Furnishing Apartment Checklist” in the Appendix)

• Welcome Home: Help set up an apartment for an arriving refugee family. 

•  Stock the Pantry: Purchase culturally appropriate groceries for the family to be ready upon their 
arrival. (See “Sample Grocery Lists” in the Appendix)

•  Welcome Meal: Prepare a culturally appropriate meal, ready for the individual or family to enjoy 
immediately upon arrival at their new home.

•  Arrival: Pick up the individual or family from the airport and welcome them to their new home and 
community. 

III. SUPPORT THE FAMILY AS THEY INTEGRATE INTO THE COMMUNITY

•  Seasonal Clothing: Provide seasonal clothing and footwear for work, school, and everyday use for 
each member of the family, and diapers for infants and toddlers.

•  Community Guide: Help the refugee family to learn more about their new community and culture. 
Help coach and add to their formal “cultural orientation” that is provided by the local resettlement 
agency. Introduce them to other community services. This would include: helping them learn how 
to use public transportation where appropriate, teaching them about the public library, taking 
them grocery shopping, and helping them learn to use their food stamp card, which should last all 
month. 
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•  Transportation Assistance: In partnership with local resettlement agency staff and case managers, 
arrange for transportation of individual or family in situations where public transportation is not 
practical. For example, school enrollment for the children.

•  Health: Accompany the individual or family to medical appointments and assist as possible with 
the individual or family’s health care access.

•  English Conversation: Help with the development of conversational English skills with the 
individual or family. The local service provider will enroll all adult refugees in ESL classes and 
school-age children will receive ESL instruction in school. You can help them practice English at 
home. There may also be a need for homework tutoring in other subjects.

•  Financial Education/Literacy: In collaboration with the service provider, facilitate financial 
education for the individual or family.

•  Job Development: Help the individual or family with employment preparation and leads in order to 
work towards self-sufficiency. Employable adults will often be enrolled in an employment program 
by the local service provider. The provider will help find employment for the refugees, but any 
connections to potential employers who might hire refugees are appreciated. Networking for job 
opportunities with the members of your faith and community group would also be helpful.

•  Friendship: Be good neighbors and friends to refugees. Involve the refugees in community events, 
celebrations, and find ways to celebrate their culture. Include them in social, athletic and cultural 
outings such as picnics, baseball games, art museums or anything that will help them learn about 
American culture. Be there for them through the “long welcome”.

IV. COMMUNICATE REGULARLY WITH THE LOCAL RESETTLEMENT AGENCY

•  Reporting Issues: Let the local resettlement agency know if there are special needs or concerns 
about the refugee family’s well-being.

•  Measuring Impact: Provide the resettlement agency with immediate information about activities 
and services provide to the refugees, assist with the collection of data to measure the effectiveness 
of the program, engage in the quarterly check-ins, provide stories and images, and report any 
issues or concerns. 

V. BUILD SUPPORT FOR REFUGEES IN YOUR COMMUNITY

•  Celebrate and Pray: If you come from a faith tradition, pray for refugees regularly. Consider dedicating 
one Sunday a year as Refugee Sunday (For more information on Refugee Sunday, please visit  
http://refugeesunday.lirs.org/). 

•  Spiritual Considerations: Unless the refugee family specifically asks to attend a worship service 
with you, it is better that you invite them to social activities instead. Ensure that refugees are 
welcomed to your faith and community group, if they choose to visit, Make sure they feel it is a safe 
and welcoming place by respecting their own religious beliefs and practices.

•  Advocate: Advocate on behalf of refugees in a public way. For more information on how to 
advocate on behalf of refugees, see page 29.
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•  Recruit Volunteers: Encourage others to volunteer with refugees. That may mean encouraging 
others in your faith group or recruiting other faith and community groups that you know to create 
their own team.  

Donations and Financial Contributions

The required financial contribution to support the refugee family or individual will be dependent on 
the Circle of Welcome model your particular faith or community group has selected to participate in. 
Currently, there are three Circle of Welcome models designed for very specific circumstances, all of which 
are based on the same core components.

If helpful, the local resettlement agency can assist with fundraising ideas and with refugee or staff 
speakers. 

Donated funds to assist the refugee family will be used as the Circle of Welcome Team and the local 
resettlement agency determines necessary. All financial contributions will be passed through the local 
resettlement agency. Financial contributions are not to go directly to the refugee. 

For each of the three models, the contribution will be based on three factors. Some of those factors are 
dependent on the specific circumstances of the refugee family and therefore the financial contribution is 
not a fixed amount, but rather a range. The three major areas that this financial assistance will cover are:

1. Unmet financial needs in the initial resettlement period (90 days) except for rent. While there is 
a public grant from the US government (Reception & Placement) for the initial resettlement period 
that grant is often insufficient to cover the real cost of that 90 day period. This is particularly true 
for single refugees resettled alone where an estimated $2,000 is needed during the initial 90 days 
even with the government grant (R&P). For refugee couples and families, there is an economy of 
scale; however, there are many variables that impact what the unmet financial needs will be for each 
individual or family. 

2. Rent needs beyond the initial 90 day resettlement period. Rent is often a major expense for a 
refugee family, especially if they have not secured full-time employment at a fair wage within their 
first 90 days. The rent needs of the refugee family will be evaluated and if necessary, that rent need 
will be supplemented for up to the first 6 months from the arrival date. 

3. Local resettlement agency support staff and national support for the Circle of Welcome program. 
A portion of the faith and community group’s financial contribution will be used to help cover the cost 
of the staff and program expenses directly involved in supporting the Circle of Welcome Program.
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FOR NEWLY ARRIVED REFUGEES

For those faith or community groups that have selected to participate in the Circle of Welcome model 
that was designed for engaging newly arriving refugees, the required financial contribution will be 
between six and eight thousand dollars ($6,000-$8,000) per refugee family or individual being welcomed. 

These funds may vary based on refugee’s specific needs, but generally, will include:

 Up to $2,000 Unmet needs in the 12 month Circle of Welcome period.

 Up to $2,500 Supplement for rent for a period of 6 months from the arrival date, if refugees 
  are not fully employed. 

 $ 3,000 Support to the local resettlement agency for staffing the program to provide training,  
  orientation, placement, monitoring, reporting, and troubleshooting.

 $ 500  Support of LIRS for overall program materials, promotion, training, monitoring, 
      and evaluation.

Financial Process: The local faith or community group will set aside the financial commitment for the 
Circle of Welcome Program. A minimum amount of $1,000 will be provided to the local resettlement 
agency on the signing of the agreement between the faith or community group and the local resettlement 
agency, and an additional $2,500 will be transferred to the local resettlement agency shortly before the 
refugee family arrives. The Circle of Circle of Welcome Team leader will let the local resettlement agency 
know when these respective amounts have been reached. The remaining amount ($2,500-$4,500) will be 
collected during the one year Circle of Welcome commitment. While the support items are fixed, the 
other items are interchangeable based on need.

FOR ALREADY ARRIVED REFUGEES

For those faith or community groups that have selected to participate in the Circle of Welcome model 
that was designed for engaging refugees that have already been in the U.S. up to or beyond their first 
three months the required financial contribution will be between four thousand five hundred and six 
thousand dollars ($4,500-$6,000) per refugee family or individual.

These funds may vary based on refugee’s specific needs, but generally, will include:

 Up to $1,000 Unmet needs 

 Up to $1,500 Supplement for rent 

 $3,000 Support to the local resettlement agency

 $500 Support of LIRS 

Financial Process: A local faith and community group will set aside the financial commitment for the 
Circle of Welcome program. A minimum amount of $500 will be provided to the local resettlement 
agency on the signing of the agreement between the group and the local resettlement agency, and an 
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additional $2,000 will be transferred to the local resettlement agency shortly before starting to engage 
with the refugee family. The Circle of Circle of Welcome Team leader will let the local resettlement 
agency know when these respective amounts have been reached. The remaining amount ($2,000-$3,500) 
will be collected during the one year Circle of Welcome commitment. While the support items are fixed, 
the other items are interchangeable based on need.

FOR DISTANT PARTNERS

For those faith or community groups that have selected to participate in the Circle of Welcome model 
that was designed for faith or community groups that are outside the 50-100 mile radius of a local 
resettlement office, the required financial contribution will be between three thousand five hundred and 
four thousand five hundred dollars ($3,500-$4,500) per refugee family or individual. 

These funds may vary based on refugee’s specific needs, but generally, will include:

 Up to $1,000 Unmet needs 

 Up to $1,250  Supplement for rent 

 $2,000 Support to the local resettlement agency

 $250 Support of LIRS

Financial Process: A local faith or community group will set aside the financial commitment for the Circle 
of Welcome program. A minimum amount of $500 will be provided to the local resettlement agency on 
the signing of the agreement between the group and the local resettlement agency, and an additional 
$1,500 will be transferred to the local resettlement agency shortly before starting to engage with the 
refugee family. The Circle of Welcome team leader will let the local resettlement agency know when 
these respective amounts have been reached. The remaining amount ($1,500-$2,500) will be collected 
during the one year Circle of Welcome commitment. While the support items are fixed, the other items 
are interchangeable based on need. 

All the expenses of the Distance Partner Group associated with their refugee family can be counted 
toward their financial contributions; however only toward the unmet needs or rent portions and not 
toward the program support portion of the contribution.

Note on Unused Funds

Any faith and community group’s funds that are remaining after the one-year commitment may be used 
at the discretion of the faith and community group for:

• Support in welcoming another refugee family.

• A gift to the local resettlement agency and LIRS to support more refugees. 
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Orientation of Refugees to U.S. Culture 
 
Cultural orientation is a critical part of helping refugee families adjust to their new life in the United States. 
As the Circle of Welcome Team, your role is to support the training provided by the local resettlement 
agency. There are many fun ways in which you can reiterate the concepts that the family is learning, and 
help them understand the practical application of those concepts. In the following section, we have 
provided some tools for you to use in your regular interactions with the refugee family. 

U.S. cultural orientation can be a fun learning experience for both of you, and it should be approached 
in that way. Both you and the refugees will make cultural mistakes. Be patient in explaining the intricacies 
of American culture, and ask how our culture is different from the refugees’ own culture. Having a sense 
of humor when dealing with cultural differences is important!

Imagine: You have just moved to a new country. How will you come to understand this culture? Figure out 
the local transportation system? Learn how to go see a doctor, or what to do in an emergency?

Activities that may be second nature to you may be completely unfamiliar to a refugee. Remember that 
many refugees will arrive in the United States with the limited orientation they received overseas, and the 
pre-conceived notions they have learned from movies or the internet.

Part of cultural orientation includes learning about practical differences in the U.S. that the refugees 
may need to navigate. These may include things like how to use household appliances, computers, cell 
phones, central air and heating, plumbing, smoke detectors, escalators, buses, subway trains, and 911. 

Questions about day-to-day activities usually only come up when a refugee is faced with an unfamiliar 
situation. Some families will feel uncomfortable asking for assistance; you may need to take the initiative 
to help explain as much as possible. 

Below is a list of the 15 topics that the State Department requires all local resettlement agencies to train 
refugee clients. See page 59 in the appendix for more details on each topic. These are some of the topics 
you may provide additional support on. 
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 1.  Role of the Local   
  Resettlement Agency

 2. Refugee Status

 3. English

 4. Public Assistance

 5. U.S. Laws

 6. Your New Community

 7. Employment

 8. Health

 9. Budgeting and 
  Personal Finance

 10. Housing

 11. Hygiene

12.  Safety

 13. Cultural Adjustment

 14. Education

 15. Transportation



EXPLAINING U.S. CULTURE

In order to be able to supplement and support your local U.S. cultural orientation, you will need a certain 
depth of understanding of U.S. culture, and how it contrasts with refugees’ home cultures. If you were born 
here and lived here all your life, it can be difficult to know how U.S. culture is different from other cultures. 

Educate yourself and the entire Circle of Welcome Team on the culture of the refugees before arrival. 
This will help you understand where they are coming from and will give you an idea of how their culture 
differs from living in the United States. 

The Circle of Welcome Team Coordinator can be a valuable resource in explaining a refugee’s home 
culture and what the refugees may or may not be familiar with before arrival. Please reach out to the 
coordinator to learn more about the refugees you will be assisting. 

Below are some of the major characteristics of U.S. culture that will be important for refugees to be aware 
of as they begin life in the U.S. Depending on where the refugee family comes from some of these may 
be very similar to their culture, while others may be very different.

1. Equality: In the U.S., this is evident most in that bosses and subordinates, husband and wives, 
parents and children, engage with each other often on an almost equal footing. This is a characteristic 
established in the Declaration of Independence, and in the American emphasis on ‘Equal rights.’ 

2. Independence: This is seen in U.S culture in a number of ways, such as exercising the freedom to 
change jobs, or to move away from one’s family; the concept of taking action before asking for 
permission; adhering to rules until we see them to be inappropriate; etc. “Go for it.” “It is easier to 
ask for forgiveness than beg for permission.” 

3. Individualism: In U.S. culture, there is a high value placed on the individual and individual 
accomplishments and actions. We give less thought as to how our individual actions may impact 
others, such as our family or other groups, than some refugee cultures do. “Looking out for number 
one.” “Stand on your own two feet.”

4. Success and Hard Work: In U.S. culture, there is a high value placed on being successful, and 
that is often tied in with working hard. This commonly is achieved through an assertive pursuit of a 
successful career and money. “Nothing succeeds like success.” “The American Dream.”

5. Truth and Honesty: In U.S. culture, we place a high value on there being a difference between what 
is false and what is true. We expect people to be honest, to speak the truth regardless of its impact, 
even if it will bring shame or guilt. In other cultures, shame is so powerful that it is to be avoided at 
all cost. People from some other cultures may tell you what they think you want to hear, rather than 
something that may bring you shame. In U.S. culture we do not often take that into consideration 
when speaking the truth. “Honesty is the best policy.” “Honest Abe.”

6. Time: In U.S. culture, there is a very high value placed on time and on being on time. If you have an 
appointment to be somewhere at a given time, you are expected to be there either early or exactly 
at that time. If you are 10 minutes late, you will likely need to reschedule your appointment or 
possibly even pay a penalty. “Time is money.” “Make every minute count.” 
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7. Self-Focused: U.S. Culture is very much focused on itself and often knows very little about what is 
happening in other countries or the world at large, with the exception of major events or disasters. 
Generally, people from the U.S. think the world turns around all things U.S., and that most new 
inventions come from the U.S. “Made in America,” “America First.”

8. Privacy: Americans can be intensely private people when they are at home or do not wish to be 
disturbed. Refugees may need to learn to avoid asking too personal questions, such as about 
religion, money matters, illnesses, relationship status, or other matters.

9. Informality: In many cultures, people are much more formal with each other in public that Americans 
tend to be. For example, Americans tend to use each other’s first names, regardless of age, gender, 
or social status differences.

10. Personal Hygiene: Americans can be very particular about personal hygiene, body odor, and the 
concept of what is ‘clean.’ Depending on where they are from, refugees may have different notions 
of hygiene, such as what is socially acceptable in terms of the frequency of bathing or doing laundry.

To help with this cultural adjustment, ensure that one or two people from the Circle of Welcome Team 
visit the refugee often for the first couple of weeks to help them navigate U.S. culture and technology. 
This will help make them feel welcome in their new community as well as reiterate the information from 
their initial cultural orientation trainings. However, your team should be careful not to overwhelm the 
family. When visiting with refugees, you may want to select one or two of these U.S. characteristics per 
visit and discuss it with them in some detail, while also asking them if it is different in their culture. Life 
events may also naturally lead into a conversation about some of these U.S. characteristics. Try to discuss 
as many of these U.S. characteristics as possible over your one-year engagement with the refugees. 

The following are a few suggestions about very specific things that you can help refugees understand 
about living in the U.S. 

PRACTICAL ORIENTATION TO LIFE IN THE U.S.

• Post a calendar in the refugees’ home to record appointments.

•  Explain fire, ambulance, and police services. Provide emergency numbers and explain when they 
should be used.

• Explain that, by law, drivers must be licensed and insured, and that a car must have a 
 valid registration.

• Explain that, by law, young children may not be left unattended.

• Explain and practice using public transportation as soon as possible.

• Explain methods of communication, such as Skype, WhatsApp, Facebook chat, Line and other 
 social media communication platforms, telephone use, long-distance calling, and bills. Often,  
 Circle of Welcome Teams will explain how to purchase or provide refugees with their first 
 international calling card to call friends and relatives in their home country. These cards are   
 considerably less expensive than traditional long-distance services.  
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• Accompany the refugees to the post office. Explain stamps, mail delivery, etc.

• Explain washers and dryers; accompany refugees to the laundromat if necessary.

•  Explain hygiene practices, especially the disposal of baby diapers, feminine hygiene products, and 
medical devices; use of deodorant; and garbage removal.

•  Explore community opportunities for the refugee. Go on outings to community venues such as a 
local park, the YMCA, free museums, and the public library.

•  Work with the agency and ensure that males age 18-25 register for Selective Service as soon as they 
receive Social Security numbers.

• Explain the value of punctuality in U.S. culture.

Keep in Mind:

• Be sensitive: the refugees’ culture may be their strongest link to their past and family.

• Your role is to make them more comfortable living in a new environment while not stripping them 
 of their individual cultural practices. 

FINANCIAL EDUCATION AND LITERACY

Refugees will come to the United States with a wide variety of backgrounds, particularly with regard to 
money and finances. Some refugees have never used a bank, while others may have been bankers in their 
home country. Be sure to gauge what level of support is necessary for the family to learn financial literacy 
and get their finances in order. Consult with the resettlement agency to see what financial literacy classes 
or opportunities are available to the family.

They may need assistance with any or all of the following:

• Learning the U.S. currency system

•  Understanding the U.S. banking system including opening a savings or checking account, how to 
write checks and balance a checkbook, and how to use an ATM.

• Understanding how to cash or deposit paychecks and read pay stubs

• Understanding income taxes and employer withholdings

• Learning financial record-keeping

• Understanding the difference between money orders and checks

•  Understanding how credit cards work, the consequences of not paying off credit card bills each 
month, and why establishing a stable banking account is preferable before taking on credit card 
responsibilities. 
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•  Understanding the importance of paying back their IOM travel loan to establish good credit (see the 
Appendix for more information on travel loans)

•  How to keep necessary costs low, e.g. through using phone cards and coupons, conserving water 
and heat (often a particular challenge for refugees adapting to an unfamiliar climate), shopping at 
discount stores, etc.

• Learning the importance of paying rent, bills and travel loans on time

• Creating a budget

Creating a budget is an important way to help the refugee family understand the full extent of their expenses 
and the necessity of employment in securing the resources to cover all the expenses. See the Appendix for 
a sample household budget worksheet that you may want to use to train the refugees in creating a budget 
and monitoring their expenses. Make sure to check with the resettlement agency to see what tools they 
have in place for explaining budgeting and expenses to families. 

A top priority for resettled refugees is learning to manage their own finances by paying bills on time. This 
will prevent them from going into debt and will help in building their credit by paying off their refugee 
travel loan. The necessity of good credit can be explained in terms of being able to purchase a car in the 
future; however, car ownership is only a priority once the refugee is stable financially. 

If you do not have a financial expert on the Circle of Welcome Team, you may want to invite an accountant, 
banker, or financial professional to share the basics of financial management with the refugee family.  

It is common for refugees to send money back to family members who remain in their home country or in 
refugee camps. This is known as sending a “remittance.” Many refugees will see remittance as their duty 
and responsibility to those who were left behind. Rather than trying to dissuade those who want to send 
money home, honor their desire to be responsible and loving toward their families, and help them to factor 
in the remittance as they plan their budgets.

Always remember that self-sufficiency is the goal, but that your role as a Circle of Welcome Team is not to 
enforce the specifics of the path to self-sufficiency. Your role is to offer advice, counsel, and discussion 
regarding budgetary decisions, but do not dictate to the refugees what they can or cannot do with the 
money they receive or earn.
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Building Support for Refugees in Your Community 
through Advocacy 

Advocacy is a key part of providing support to your refugee family as well as the broader refugee and 
migrant community. By becoming an advocate for migrants and refugee rights, you are helping create 
an environment at all levels for welcoming refugees and caring for their needs. At its core, advocacy is 
any form of speaking or acting together with, and/or on behalf of, others to ensure their well-being and 
rights are protected, and that they are not taken advantage of or exploited in any way.

Your team’s desire to serve refugees and migrants is likely rooted in a love of justice and compassion for 
the oppressed, the poor, the marginalized, and the disenfranchised. Welcome, hospitality, and friendship 
for our newly arrived neighbors is supported by the sacred texts of all faiths, and is a long standing 
American tradition. Our Lutheran faith tradition and the core mission of LIRS motivates us to advocate to 
policy makers to preserve programs that serve the needs of refugees and migrants, protect the rights of 
asylum seekers, keep families together, and care for unaccompanied children. We encourage you to be 
motivated by that love of mercy, justice and compassion to go beyond direct ministry and work toward 
righting the injustices that cause this suffering in the first place. 

Does my voice matter?

Yes your voice matters! Your experience of working alongside a refugee family provides you an invaluable 
perspective that others may not have. By sharing the stories of this experience, you connect your volunteer 
experience with advocacy that can lead to positive change for others.

Meeting with elected officials at all levels of government (local, state and federal) is one of the most 
important components of advocacy. Policy makers need to understand that their constituents care about 
refugees, and that refugees are their constituents, too. Refugees live, work, and contribute to the social, 
economic and political life of their communities. As our government leaders consider proposals that 
will impact refugees, the time is now to urge them to stand with those seeking safety. Taking the time 
to meet, call, or write your elected officials is a necessary and important action that complements your 
volunteer experience. When you build relationships with your elected officials through advocacy, you 
play a pivotal role in bringing about the desired change. 

How do I advocate for my refugee family?

Short-term advocacy for refugees, generally during their first six months after arrival, may take the form 
of ensuring refugee families and individuals can secure basic, essential rights and services. For instance, 
your team may help a refugee family secure fair rent for lodging and fair treatment by their landlord, 
show them how to use and pay for mass transit, defend their legal right to work, help enroll their children 
in public school, or go with them to open a bank account. 

Between six months and a year after a refugee has arrived, your advocacy may take on broader issues. 
Your team might help them understand the importance of paying off their travel loan to establish good 
credit, and work with them to determine how to do so. Your team could provide them with references or 
connections so they can go down the path to secure advanced employment that aligns with their skills 
and experience. Or it could mean assisting them in purchasing a vehicle and help them understand the 
advantages of home ownership and how they can work towards that goal. As advocates and supporters 
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along their journey, be sure to listen to the needs of the refugees themselves. They may need your voice 
and support in entirely different areas then you may expect or assume. 

Throughout the course of the year, refugees will develop a greater understanding of their legal rights 
and the cultural norms of their new home. However, it is still important to listen to their needs and help 
them navigate various obstacles or new, unfamiliar, experiences they encounter along their integration 
into their new community. 

What then – how do I advocate to policy makers?

There are countless ways for your Circle of Welcome Team to engage in advocacy that will compliment 
your volunteer activities with the refugee family. To achieve your advocacy goals, your team might:

• Conduct in-person visits with your state, local, or federal government officials

• Invite your government officials to visit or speak at a church or service organization

• Call or write to your members of Congress

• Organize sign-on letters or other messaging campaigns from faith or service groups. 

Just as your team’s activities will vary based on the needs of the family throughout your year-long 
commitment, advocacy on behalf of the refugee family and the wider refugee community will also take 
on different forms.

Your advocacy actions may encourage local organizations, congregations, and other communities to 
welcome refugees as well. In this process, refugees themselves can be a powerful voice for change. 
Empowering former refugees that have already been here for a while to become advocates for issues of 
importance to their communities, can greatly enhance your advocacy efforts.     

Here are a few simple ways to get involved and lift your voice to build welcoming communities:

• Receive updates on key legislation and opportunities for engagement by joining LIRS regular 
Stand for Welcome email list. Visit http://lirs.org/act/campaigns/sfw/

• Read and learn from LIRS Congressional Toolkit, found on the Circle of Welcome Program 
page on LIRSConnect. 

• Educate your team on issues affecting immigrants, refugees, and asylum-seekers, listen to 
stories of impacted migrants, and learn what is happening at the local, state and federal levels 
at http://www.rcusa.org/ or http://lirs.org/learn. 

• Write a letter, email, call, or tweet at the decision makers that influence the issue and encourage 
your colleagues to do the same. Call 1-866-961-4293 to be connected to both your Senators 
and 1-866-940-2439 to reach your representative. Don’t forget to let the President know your 
views as well! Visit https://www.whitehouse.gov/contact.

CIRCLE OF WELCOME   |   WELCOME TEAM VOLUNTEER GUIDE   
30



• Importantly, don’t forget to call your Governor, state legislators, and other local leaders. At the 
national and state levels, individuals who oppose refugee resettlement are making their voices 
heard loudly and frequently to policy makers. It is critical that policy makers hear from refugees 
themselves and supportive community members. We want policy makers to support positive 
legislation and oppose proposals that would turn our backs on refugees and violate our values 
of welcome and hospitality.

• Educate others about refugees and the benefits they bring, be they congregational or 
community members, or others. One way to do this in a church is through hosting a Refugee 
Sunday. Resources for hosting a refugee Sunday can be found at http://lirs.org/refugeesunday. 

• Recruiting additional CoW teams. Ideally every refugee coming to the U.S. would be supported 
by a CoW team and part of your advocacy efforts can be encouraging others to create a 
CoW team. 

• Join LIRS in taking action through the LIRS Action Center at http://lirs.org/act/campaigns/sfw.

Regularly visit LIRS online at www.LIRS.org and 
the Circle of Welcome Program page on LIRSConnect for more ways to get involved.
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Summary

This section provides important guidelines for interacting with the refugee family in a variety of areas. 
In this section, there are four key concepts that allow the Circle of Welcome teams to help promote 
self-sufficiency with the refugee family: Setting healthy boundaries, managing expectations, practicing 
self-care and preventing burn-out, and promoting refugee self-sufficiency rather than dependency. The 
next part of the section defines proselytizing, which is not allowed under any circumstances, and explains 
the care that needs to be taken when discussing any type of faith matters with the refugee family. It then 
introduces important concepts for how to learn about the culture of the refugee family, differences that 
may exist between their culture and U.S. culture, and how those differences can impact the refugee 
family. As part of this process, it is important to recognize the impacts of trauma. This section also gives 
a basic introduction to working with survivors of trauma and the role of the Circle of Welcome Teams 
in this context. The section concludes with information on how to protect the refugee family through 
maintaining confidentiality. 

After reading this section, you should be able to:

1. Avoid some of the most common pitfalls when volunteering with refugees by promoting refugee 
self-sufficiency and balancing your good intentions with reasonable expectations. 

2. Understand what proselytizing is and why it is strictly not allowed in the Circle of Welcome Program. 
Learn what is appropriate when talking with refugees about their faith. 

3. Identify some common cultural differences and ways to learn more about the refugee family’s culture.

4. Learn some basics about working with survivors of trauma and loss.

5. Understand the importance of protecting the family’s confidentiality, especially when it comes to 
talking to the media or helping the family with their medical needs. 

CIRCLE OF WELCOME   |   WELCOME TEAM VOLUNTEER GUIDE   
32

IV. Tips for Success: Key Concepts for Circle of Welcome Teams

• Burn-Out
• Proselytizing

•  ConfidentialityKEY TERMS

CHARTS AND GRAPHS • Cultural Adjustment Curve



Promoting Self-Sufficiency for Refugees and 
Understanding of Your Role

Managing the expectations of both your teams and the family you are working with will go a long 
way to avoiding confusion and frustration. It will also help you achieve one of the principles goals of 
resettlement, moving refugee families towards self-sufficiency and long-term integration. 

At times it may be a challenge to balance your desire to help the family with the need to step back and 
give them space to be independent. Or you may find it difficult to see how the family can succeed given 
the limited resources that refugees receive when they first arrive. 

Sometimes volunteer groups can get overly involved and try to solve every problem that refugees 
encounter. This can prevent refugee families from learning how to be self-sufficient, exhaust volunteers 
and can overburden local affiliate staff with calls and requests. 

Learning how to effectively balance your time and expectations will be an ongoing learning process and 
is a natural part of doing this work. There are often no clear answers, but you can use this section of the 
guide, your fellow volunteers, and the Circle of Welcome Team Coordinator as a resource. You may need 
to re-read this section of the guide a few times over the course of your work with the family as situations 
change. 

Throughout your work in the Circle of Welcome Program remember to:

1. Set healthy boundaries

2. Manage your expectations

3. Practice self-care and prevent burn-out

4. Promote refugee self-sufficiency, not dependency 

SETTING BOUNDARIES

Establish clear boundaries early on and be consistent in following them. It is very difficult to undo a problem 
that has been created by unclear boundary lines. The Circle of Welcome Team Coordinator will gladly help 
facilitate the boundaries conversation with the refugee family. 

Do not be afraid to say “no” to the family. This can be very difficult at first, but it is essential. Is the refugee 
asking you to make a phone call even when his or her English is sufficient to do it alone? Are they asking 
you for money or material goods? As a volunteer, you have the right to say no. If you find yourself being 
asked to do something multiple times after saying no, please let the Circle of Welcome Team Coordinator 
know. Sometimes refugees have a hard time differentiating between agency staff and volunteers and they 
expect the same of both.  

Boundaries help prevent burnout. Refugee resettlement work can be stressful, even for volunteers who do 
it once or twice a week. It is a high burnout field and the primary way to prevent that is to care for yourself. 

WELCOME TEAM VOLUNTEER GUIDE   |   CIRCLE OF WELCOME
33



Do not feel bad if you need to take a week off for a little personal time. The best helpers know how to keep 
a balance between themselves and the people they are helping. If you start to feel yourself burning out, 
please let the Circle of Welcome Team Coordinator know as soon as possible.

A few ways to recognize that there are boundary issues:

•  Your gut says, “Oh no not again!” to a refugee request but your mouth says, “One more time 
can’t hurt.”

• You begin to feel the refugees’ fear or sense of urgency as your own.

• You find yourself wanting to “fix” refugees’ feelings of anger, disappointment or loss.

• You want to create a “buffer” for refugees from the very real difficulties of starting life over again.

• You insert yourself as “middleman” into a refugee’s relationship or disputes.

•  You realize that you are afraid that refugees won’t like you or might be angry if you don’t 
meet their expectations.

•  You try to force solutions to a problem rather than giving the refugees the information and tools 
needed to solve it for themselves.

• You start to think that no one can solve a refugee’s problems as well as you can.

• You catch yourself thinking, “It feels so good to be needed.”

•  Your own family, work and/or relationships are suffering because of time or emotional attention 
given to refugees.

Questions to consider when setting boundaries:

•  Which phone numbers do I want to provide to the family? Which days and times are 
acceptable for them to call?

•  Do I want to go places with the family that costs money? How much am I willing to spend per 
week? (Spending money is NOT a requirement of volunteering.)

•  Do I want them to visit my home? Is there a possibility I will feel uncomfortable about the 
differences between our homes?

•  Will I meet with the family only certain times each week or will it be flexible? What if they call 
and ask me to help them today?

•  What will I do if I begin to feel stressed about the relationship? (Hint: call your team leader or 
the Circle of Welcome Team Coordinator)
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MANAGING EXPECTATIONS

It is important that your team discusses expectations for your experience before the refugee family arrives.

Each member of your team should answer these questions regarding expectations:

• Why do I want to volunteer with refugees?

• What does it mean to be volunteering as a team, instead of on my own?

• What do I expect the refugee family’s lives to be like at the end of our time as a 
 Circle of Welcome Team?

• How much time can I commit to the team?

• How will I know that we are making a difference?

• Am I prepared to say “no” to the family when I need to?

• When will I feel that I am no longer needed as a volunteer in the refugees’ lives?

It is very important that you maintain realistic expectations of what you can do for the refugee family. 
The family will always have unmet needs. As a Circle of Welcome Team, you are only being asked to do 
what you can while still maintaining a healthy balance with the rest of the responsibilities and activities in 
your life. If you have any questions around your expectations, please engage with the Circle of Welcome 
Team Coordinator on those questions.

One area that is important to understand is the refugees’ economic status. Many refugees come into this 
country on the lower end of the economic scale and often it is not until the second generation that they 
begin to move up the economic ladder. There are a number of factors that contribute to this, including 
their English language proficiency, the different academic standards and practices in their country of 
origin or in the refugee camp, the lack of recognition in the U.S. of their academic degrees or specialized 
certifications, and their lack of past U.S. work experience. 

It is common for volunteers to want to see refugees move quickly up the U.S. economic ladder, but 
that is far more difficult than most people realize. Refugee parents often work hard with the hope that 
their children will be able to achieve a higher economic standard than they were able to achieve for 
themselves. Every effort should be made to help refugees advance economically, but caution needs to 
be exercised not to put refugees in situations that they are unable to sustain themselves. Examples of 
this would be encouraging them to live in housing that is too expensive, purchasing a car before they are 
ready, or taking out other loans that their income would be insufficient to cover.  
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Another area where expectations need to be managed is what the local resettlement agency is able 
to do in terms of support and services provision to refugees. It is still possible that your team and the 
refugee family may expect more than is possible from the local resettlement agency. The capacity of the 
staff at the local resettlement agency is often limited and completely full. While we are all on the same 
team and have the refugee’s best interests in mind, please respect each other roles and responsibilities.  

PRACTICING SELF-CARE AND PREVENTING BURN-OUT

One of the most important aspects of volunteering with a refugee family is self-care. Taking care of 
yourselves is an important part of being able to continue helping the refugee family in a rewarding, life-
enriching way. If your relationship with the family is one of unlimited availability, you will not be able to 
sustain it over time. In addition, such a relationship could inhibit the family’s growth towards self-sufficiency. 

It is key to remember that your task is to empower the refugee family to take care of their own needs. This 
will not be possible if you are doing too much for them. Those instances when the family would find things 
easier if they had your assistance are often the most essential to their growth toward self-sufficiency. In these 
next sections, we will discuss practical self-care in three parts: setting boundaries, realistic expectations, 
and preventing burnout.

Burn-out is becoming so tired and unhappy with the way the Circle of Welcome Program is going, that one 
quits the team or views the experience with overall negative feelings.

These guidelines will help in preventing burnout:

• Conduct regular team meetings and review team expectations and boundaries.

o Honestly discuss times when boundaries have been challenged or violated.

• Create an open environment where feelings of frustration or conflict among team members  
 can be addressed constructively.

o Frustrations within the group should not be ignored.

• Celebrate team successes.

o   Seeing a refugee family reach their potential can take years; take the time to remember 
your goals and to celebrate what you have accomplished.  

PROMOTING REFUGEE SELF-SUFFICIENCY VS. DEPENDENCY

Throughout this guide, you will read about the importance of encouraging refugee self-sufficiency. In the 
context of refugee resettlement, this means empowering families to take charge of their own lives and 
cultivate the resources and skills they need to effectively navigate their communities, workplaces, and 
schools. Self-sufficiency will look different for each person and is ultimately based on their abilities and 
needs. In thinking about how your team can walk alongside refugees as they develop increased self-
sufficiency, below are some common pitfalls to avoid. 

CIRCLE OF WELCOME   |   WELCOME TEAM VOLUNTEER GUIDE   
36



Ultimately, we are all inter-dependent on one another. Refugee self-sufficiency doesn’t mean that they will 
never ask for or receive help, instead, it means that over time they will slowly move away from depending 
on the local resettlement agency or the Circle of Welcome team to build their lives in the United States. 

Here are some common types of dependencies which could develop between your team and the refugees 
you serve. As a team, ask yourself how you can minimize dependency and place a natural time limit on 
when services or support will be provided. 

Financial Dependency

One role of your team is to provide initial financial support to the family. To help ensure that the 
support you are providing doesn’t lead the refugee to be financial dependent on you, all financial 
transactions between the Circle of Welcome Team and the refugees are required to be channeled 
through the local resettlement agency. Otherwise, the refugee may regularly approach the Circle 
of Welcome Team for financial assistance and thereby create an unhealthy dependency that can go 
on for months or years.

Transportation

In addition, Circle of Welcome Teams will need to find the proper balance in terms of providing 
transportation to the refugees. There will be occasions when the local resettlement agency may 
request assistance in getting refugees to health or public assistance appointments; however, 
transporting refugees for any number of other reasons can create an unhealthy dependency. The 
refugees need to learn how to use public transportation or establish other means to get around.  

Communication

Circle of Welcome Teams should not provide their personal cell-phone numbers to the refugee. 
A Circle of Welcome Team Leader will be identified and communications can be channeled 
through the leader to the local resettlement agency staff or the refugee based on an agreed upon 
methodology. Providing cell phone numbers can result in repeated calls, or texts, at any time of 
the day or night. 

Balancing Good Intentions

When doing something for the refugee family, always ask yourself, is this something they could do 
for themselves? Could I help them to do this for themselves in the future? Do they really need this? 
Giving time and resources to refugee families is tremendously rewarding and transformational. 
You will enjoy what you do, and because of that, you must continually ask if your gifts of time and 
resources are benefiting the family? What they may need during the first few months, may be very 
different once they have had time to settle in. 

Romantic Relationships

Circle of Welcome Team members should not engage in romantic relationships with the refugees. 
This is especially important during the one-year Circle of Welcome Team period as this can be a 
very vulnerable time for the refugees. 
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While it would be near impossible to identify all potential dependencies that can be created between the 
Circle of Welcome Team and the refugee, the objective here is to give you some examples of unhealthy 
dependencies, and guidelines on how to avoid them. 

When in doubt, ask yourself if what you are doing is something the refugee would be doing themselves 
if they were self-sufficient, and if so, how do you move them toward that self-sufficiency. 

Talking About Faith and Proselytizing

 
It is natural to share what is important to you, including your faith, with a refugee family. However, the 
purpose of refugee resettlement is to offer caring support to a family regardless of what they believe. 

Proselytizing, is to induce or coercively change the religious beliefs of someone, and is strictly not 
allowed for staff and volunteers working with refugees. LIRS and its partners have made a commitment 
with ourselves, the federal government, our communities, and the refugees whom we serve, not to 
proselytize during any of our activities, programs, or events, including the Circle of Welcome Program.

Many refugees have spent years fleeing persecution because of their faith. For this reason, it is especially 
important that they understand their right to practice their faith in the United States.

For others, religious beliefs and traditions may be one of the few elements of their heritage that they have 
not lost in their flight. These practices are one of the threads that connect them to their home, and it is 
important to understand refugees’ beliefs and their desire to hold onto it as you help them to adjust to so 
much change in their new home.

Some Circle of Welcome Teams host a welcome reception for the refugee family at their faith and community 
group or other location. This is a good way for the refugee family to meet faith and community group 
members without pressuring them to attend a faith-based service. In all that you do, make sure that they 
understand your help is not contingent on their participation in your faith and community group or on a 
declaration of faith.

Many refugees will speak openly about their faith and likewise, may engage you about your faith. 
Follow the lead of the refugees you are working with. If they bring up their faith or ask you about 
yours, it is acceptable to talk about, but be respectful if it is clear the refugees you are working with are 
uncomfortable with the discussion. 
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Understanding Cultural Differences
 
The Circle of Welcome Program offers a unique experience of volunteering with people who are from 
another culture. This cultural exchange allows the refugees to learn about U.S. culture and the Circle of 
Welcome Team to learn about another culture.

Before the refugees’ arrival, the Circle of Welcome Team and the faith and community groups need to learn 
about the refugees’ home culture. 

LEARNING ABOUT THE CULTURE OF THE REFUGEE FAMILY

•  Have a community member from that country or region, possibly a former refugee, speak during 
a service or education hour about the culture. Ask the Circle of Welcome Team Coordinator for 
contact information.

•  If no one from that country or region is available, ask a professor from a local college or an individual 
who has traveled to that country to come and share their experiences.

• Learn about the culture through books and magazine articles.

• Host a dinner with popular foods from that country, followed by a learning session.

•  Consult online resources such as The Center for Applied Linguistics (CAL), the CIA World Fact 
Book, or the CORE (Cultural Orientation Resource Exchange) refugee backgrounders.

•  Involve youth groups: encourage them to learn about and share their knowledge of the culture of 
the refugee family.

• Religion is an integral part of many people’s cultures. Take time to learn about the family’s religion. 

•  After the family arrives, encourage cross-cultural activities together with team members or the faith 
and community group as a whole. Host meals with other faith and community group members, go 
to movies, etc. 

•  Show interest in their culture and traditions. Ask questions as you share experiences; many refugees 
will appreciate talking about their homelands, and it will show that you care. But be sensitive as 
you do this. For some, it may be too painful to discuss the past. Pay attention to their interest or 
disinterest in sharing their experiences; they may not be comfortable telling you certain things. 

• Cook meals together, incorporating dishes from both their cultural background and yours.

• Spend an evening listening to music from their culture.

• Acknowledge and respect the holidays they celebrate, and celebrate with them as appropriate. 
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COMMON CULTURAL DIFFERENCES 

Through your time with the Circle of Welcome Program you will learn more about U.S. culture and how 
it differs from the culture of the family. While every culture is different, there are some common trends. 
Four areas that you may encounter where there could be cultural differences are: 1) thanks or gratitude, 
2) time orientation, 3) gender dynamics, and 4) family financial responsibility and remittances. 

Thanks and Gratitude

There are cultural differences in when and how gratitude is expressed. In the U.S., we place a high value 
on verbally expressing our thanks for anything someone else may do for us - from buying us something 
of great value to picking up something we dropped. In U.S. culture we also use visual cues to express our 
thanks, such as a smile or an expression of surprise. That is not the case in all cultures, so if someone does 
not say thank you or smile don’t take offense. Some cultures do not use verbal expressions to convey 
thanks, but rely more on non-verbal cues. Some cultures don’t use verbal or non-verbal cues to express 
thanks because it would be seen as an insult. It would suggest that your relationship is not that of friends, 
but rather that of complete strangers conducting a business transaction. These cultural difference can 
create confusion and therefore it is important to understand the culture of the refugee family. 

Time Orientation

There are two general ways to describe one’s perception: time-oriented and event-oriented. In the U.S. 
we value time very highly, which is best captured in the common expression “time is money”. Generally, 
the U.S. functions as time-oriented. However, for some cultures, relationships rank higher than time. If 
someone is engaged in a conversion with someone else or visiting with another person, that has priority 
over making another appointment. In addition, time may be defined more by when something begins 
and ends, not by the actual hour of the day or night - this is called event-oriented. 

Gender Dynamics

With male/female relationships, there are cultural differences as to how men and women are to engage 
with each other. This is particularly true in regards to dating and marriage. In some cultures, marriage 
partners are determined by the families and not by the individuals. There can also be strict regulations 
about how they engage with each other before marriage. It will be important to understand these cultural 
differences in male/female relationships; otherwise, you may unknowingly communicate your interest in 
someone, while that was not the message you had intended. 

Family Financial Responsibility and Remittances
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Remittances are amounts of money a refugee will regularly send back to their family members in their 
home country, or elsewhere, to help them in whatever way possible. This is a fairly common practice 
among refugees, and in some cultures is an expectation. It is especially important to recognize this 
cultural practice when attempting to establish a budget for the refugee family; if this is something they 
do, make it a line item in the budget. Additional information about remittances can be found in the 
finance section of this guide.

With regard to other cultures, as well as our own culture, there is much to learn. It can be very eye-
opening and helpful to understand situations that may otherwise prove unusual or awkward. Do not 
be overwhelmed by what you do not know, but rather adopt an attitude of curiosity and learning. In 
general, people like to talk about their own culture and appreciate when others express genuine interest 
in learning about it. Take advantage of this and learn as much as you can.
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Cultural Adjustment Curve

Understanding the typical cultural adjustment curve will help you relate to the culture shock the family 
may be experiencing as they integrate into the United States. There are different examples of adjustment 
curves, and this one was developed by the University of Ohio and captures the difference between 
“surface adjustment” and full integration. 

CULTURAL ADJUSTMENT CURVE
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The first month or two are considered the honeymoon stage when adjustment experiences are new and 
exciting. Shortly after, things move downhill, with a low point or “culture shock” occurring between the 
3rd and 6th month. Finally, comes the uphill climb, which commonly occurs between 6 months to 1-year 
post-arrival where surface adjustment is achieved. 

In working with refugees, it is important to understand this cultural adjustment curve as it will help in 
recognizing the mental, psychological, and emotional state of many of the refugees you will be working 
with.  

The cultural adjustment curve will also help the Circle of Welcome Team understand the importance of 
the psychological and emotional support they can provide to the refugee over the course of this long 
period of adjustment. While it is difficult to avoid this process, the Circle of Welcome Team can play a 
vital role in supporting the refugee as they go through the integration process and potentially shorten 
the time it takes to reach full integration. 
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Understanding the Impact of Trauma
 
Many refugees have experienced some type of trauma, which can have a long-term impact on their 
wellbeing. While overall, refugees demonstrate remarkable resilience, it is important to keep in mind the 
potential impacts of trauma when working with the family. 

It can be a significant adjustment for some refugees to live with the tremendous loss of family and friends. 
Refugees often have to leave behind loved ones in their country of origin or in refugee camps. Some 
refugees do not know where all their loved ones are and whether or not they are alive or safe.

Others must grapple with the painful grief of the death of loved ones who died in the war or during their 
escape to another country. Some have experienced sexual exploitation and/or gender or sexual orientation 
related violence. Some have been the victims of torture at the hands of oppressive governments.

People process trauma and loss differently. Below are some common trends seen in people 
who experience trauma: 

• Hyper-vigilance, always being on alert and frightened easily

• Loss of interest in things

• Chronic exhaustion

• Distorted negative view of the world

• Physical pain: such as headaches, irritable stomach 

• Nightmares or recurring dreams

• Difficulty sleeping

• Sudden anger

• Overwhelming distress

• Hopeless perspective of the future

Here are some tips for working with people who have experienced trauma:

1. Do not ask the family you are working with questions about possibly traumatic events, such as why 
they left their home country, how they came to America or if they still have family abroad. Follow 
the family’s lead, and only talk about traumatic events if they bring up the topic themselves. If they 
share with you about past traumas, keep their story confidential unless you are given permission to 
share it with others. 
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2. Remember that you are working with the family as a friend, not as a trained social worker or therapist. 
As a friend, you can provide support by listening and offering companionship, but you do not need 
to take on a more significant role in helping the family process their trauma. Also be mindful about 
how these conversations may be impacting you. If you find that after talking with the family about 
their experiences that you feel emotionally depleted, consider stepping back from having similar 
conversations in the future.

Protecting Confidentiality
Confidentiality is an important aspect of working in the refugee resettlement program. For the purposes of 
this guide, confidentiality means to keep certain information private, and not share it with others. 

This is particularly true for specific aspects of the program that most closely involve the refugees themselves. 
You will find throughout this guide different areas that will require your privacy. If you are in doubt about the 
confidentiality of an issue, it is best to err on the side of discretion. 

It is natural to want to share your experience and the experience of the refugee family with your own family, 
friends, and faith community. It is important to keep in mind that the refugee family’s confidentiality is 
extremely important. While you should talk about the work of your Circle of Welcome Team, you should 
do so in a way that respects the privacy of the family and not share personal information without specific 
permission. Please refer to your local resettlement agency for more information on confidentiality, or if you 
have any questions or concerns. 

This means not sharing any personal information about the refugee family without their consent, 
including their:

• Names

• Address

• Health and medical information

• Emotional state (or your opinion of it)

• Pictures.

This includes the use of photographs and information in stories for faith and community group bulletins, 
corporate newsletters, and local newspapers, as well as all forms of online social media, including 
Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Vine, etc.

Check with your local resettlement agency regarding its confidentiality policies and release forms. 
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Tips for Respecting Confidentiality:

• Ask the refugees what you may tell others and what they consider private.

• Do not share the refugees’ names, addresses, phone numbers or personal circumstances 
 without consent.

• Do not share information in the faith and community group bulletin or newsletter 
 without consent.

Client confidentiality comes down to one basic principle – respect for the dignity of our refugee clients.

We must offer our refugee clients the highest level of respect for their privacy and the right to share only 
the information that they choose with the people they choose. We do this by following basic rules to 
protect confidential information about our refugee clients and by empowering them to make decisions 
on their own about how, when, and with whom they share information.

Health Care/Social Services and Confidentiality 

Confidentiality is an especially important in regards to health care and social services. Agencies that have 
access to a refugee client’s private information are legally and ethically bound to keep that information 
restricted to those who “need to know.” Your local resettlement agency has a responsibility to honor the 
privacy of each refugee, and you will not have access to information about your family that is not integral 
to completing your duties as a Circle of Welcome Team. 

By law, health care professionals cannot share a person’s medical information unless approved by a 
patient in writing. The refugees you are working with may not want you to know about their medical 
condition, and it is their right to keep this information private. If a healthcare professional wants to share 
confidential information with you, stop them and remind them of the refugees’ rights as patients.

Any information that is essential to completing your duties will be entrusted to you with the understanding 
that you will not share it with anyone else.

Media Communication and Confidentiality 

At some point, you may find that the media would like to interview you and the refugee family. Media 
interviews may have consequences for you, the refugee family, and the entire ethnic community of the 
family, the local resettlement agency, and the national resettlement program. Please defer all media 
requests to your local resettlement agency. They have professional communications staff that can 
assist in working with the media. Both you and the refugee family have the right to decline being 
photographed or being interviewed.

When you do communicate with the media or anyone in the general public, it is important to respect the 
broader federal government system that makes U.S. resettlement possible. Please refrain from voicing 
strong personal feelings about resettlement policy. Focus conversations on your personal Circle of 
Welcome experience rather than on government policy. 
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If you are involved in a media interview with the local resettlement agency, consider these tips:

•  Prepare for the interview. Discuss the slant of the story. If it is to be a broadcast, practice answering 
sample questions ahead of time.

•  Share information such as what your faith and community group has done to prepare for the arrival 
of the refugees, what types of activities you are doing to assist the refugees and other unique 
stories of how your faith and community group is involved in refugee resettlement.

• Share how helping someone new to our country makes you feel and why you are motivated to help.

• Share ways in which viewers can get involved in similar Circle of Welcome work. 
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Summary

A key aspect to any program is the ability to measure and evaluate it. A critical component of this is the 
communication, documentation, and data collection of the key participants. This section will look at the 
role of the Circle of Welcome Team in maintaining open communication and proper documentation. 
First, the section details how the Circle of Welcome Teams will maintain records of their interactions with 
the refugee family and participate in regular check-ins with the Circle of Welcome Team Coordinator. 
During the course of the one-year commitment, there will inevitably be challenges and issues that will 
need attention. This section provides a process for communicating about these problems. Finally, the 
section provides a list of documentation and leadership responsibilities for both the Circle of Welcome 
Team Leader and the team members.

After reading this section, you should be able to:

1. Describe the ways in which you will be involved in evaluating the Circle of Welcome Program. 

2. Understand the process for communicating with your team and the Circle of Welcome Team 
Coordinator about your weekly activities with the refugee family. 

3. Describe the communication procedures for when problem arrives and understand mandatory 
requirements for issues you observe in the refugees home. 

4. Identify your personal responsibilities and the responsibilities of your team towards documenting 
the required activities and data. 

 
 
 
Communication and Data Collection

The Circle of Welcome team is at its essence a partnership grounded in communication. Just as you will 
need to communicate with the refugee family, you will also need to carefully communicate with others 
on your team and the local resettlement agency. 

Your formal communication with your team and the local resettlement agency will serve a dual purpose, 
both to help you to be more successful, and to feed into the overall evaluation of the program. 

How do we know if we were successful? A key aspect of any program is being able to measure and 
evaluate it. One of the most important contributions you can make to refugee resettlement is assisting 

WELCOME TEAM VOLUNTEER GUIDE   |   CIRCLE OF WELCOME
47

V. Communication, Documentation, and Data Collection

•  LIRSConnectKEY TERMS



in the collection and reporting of information. At a local and national level, we want to learn from and 
improve the Circle of Welcome Program and benefit the refugees involved. There are three areas where 
recording information will be critical: (1) your day to day activities with the refugees, (2) check-ins where 
we learn what is working and what is not working, (3) and lastly reporting on problems or challenges that 
need to be addressed. In this section, we have also included some of the specific responsibilities of the 
Circle of Welcome Team leader and team members. 

LIRSConnect- The Circle of Welcome Communication Platform

When you sign-up as a Circle of Welcome Team, you are given access to LIRSConnect, a communication 
platform that serves as the official platform for the Circle of Welcome program. On LIRSConnect, you 
have access to Circle of Welcome materials, additional education and advocacy resources, and access 
to the national network of other Circle of Welcome Teams. It is important to familiarize yourself with this 
platform, as you will use it to receive updates about the program, communicate with your team members 
and coordinators, and record important data about your refugee family. 

There are two main sites on LIRSConnect that you will be interacting with. The first is the Circle of 
Welcome Program page. This page was designed to serve the national network of Circle of Welcome 
partners. On this page, you will find the general introduction to the Circle of Welcome, along with all 
the materials you will need throughout your year. You can ask questions on the blog, view FAQs about 
the program, and share and read success stories from other Circle of Welcome Teams across the country. 

The second site is your team page. This is a page that was developed specifically for your Circle of 
Welcome Team. Here, you can find the links to the critical materials such as the volunteer guide, additional 
training and help documents, contact information for your team members and coordinator, and the tools 
for communication and documentation. 

In the sections below, we will reference LIRSConnect and how specifically it will be used to aid 
communication and data collection for the Circle of Welcome program. 

Recording Your Activities with the Family 

One of the best ways to document the work that you do is by creating an activity note. Whether you are 
taking a client to an appointment or simply visiting a family in their apartment, record that activity in an 
activity note to make sure that there is official documentation on the services you have provided.

Please keep a record of the things you do, including:

• Date of activities. 

• Number of hours (including travel time).

• Number of miles you drive. Names of the refugee(s) you help.

• Any donations that you may have provided and the value of those donations (Please save 
 and attach any receipts). 

• A general description of your activity (Activity Note). 
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We have found that the best notes are created within 24 hours of providing the service – that way you 
remember all of the details.

Here are a few examples of Activity Notes:

Please note these are examples of the text portion of the notes and do not include dates, miles, and the 
time spent. That data must also be included as is evident in the sample chart below. 

English conversation practice

Volunteer Robert met Ali at his apartment to practice conversational English on Friday, January 5. 

Food stamps and Medicaid

Volunteer Katie took Seung-Yen to the department of Social Services to apply for food stamps and 
Medicaid. The client received the receipt and Katie drove her home. Katie left the receipt with the client 
and advised her to keep it in a safe place and to give it to her case manager the next time they meet.

Phone call confirming medical appointment

Based on refugee’s previous request, volunteer Ben called physician’s office to schedule an appointment 
for Rose on _/_/_ at _:_.

Volunteer then called the client to inform her of the appointment date and time and encouraged her to 
arrive early.

Tb testing

Volunteer Bonnie met the Turabian family at their apartment to follow up on their TB test appointment. I 
explained the TB test in detail and reminded the family that they need to return to the doctor’s office to 
have the test officially read next week.

REGULAR CHECK-INS WITH CIRCLE OF WELCOME TEAM COORDINATOR 

The role of the local resettlement agency and case manager is not to provide every service a refugee 
needs, but rather to ensure that a standard set of services is provided in order for the refugee to reach 
self-sufficiency. Most often these services are completed by collaboration among case managers, other 
community service providers, volunteers, and Circle of Welcome Teams such as you.

As the Circle of Welcome Program is a 1-year commitment, and there are a variety of influences on the 
case, there will be quarterly check-ins between the local resettlement agency and the Circle of Welcome 
Team, where specific data will be collected. You may be asked to participate in additional meetings with 
the local resettlement agency. 

These check-ins will occur at approximately each quarter, around 3 months, 6 months, 9 months, and at 
the one-year mark of the Circle of Welcome period. At the 6 month and one year marker there will also 
be assessment reports. At the time of these check-ins, there will be a review of the past quarter as well 
as some guidance and training for the upcoming quarter. 
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As previously mentioned, the intensity of the engagement with the refugees will start out heavy during 
the first 90 days and diminish over the 1 year period, as the refugees become more self-sufficient. Each 
quarter will have some specific areas of engagement based on the progress and integration needs 
of the particular refugee family. Those areas of engagement and activities will be highlighted and 
reviewed during the quarterly check-ins. These areas of engagement and activities will focus on achieving 
the goal that refugees become self-sufficient through early employment. These changes in the engagement 
with the refugee family will be captured in the notes and documentation coming out of these quarterly 
check-ins.

Communicating about Problems

PROCESS FOR RESOLVING CHALLENGES 

There will inevitably be challenges and issues that will need to be resolved during the course of the 
program. Problems are best resolved right away. Little problems tend to turn into big problems, facts 
become confused, and resentment and anger build up. It is always best to get problems solved before 
they get out of hand. Whenever a Circle of Welcome Team member has a problem or complaint, the 
expectation is that the team member will communicate directly with the Circle of Welcome Team leader, 
who will, in turn, communicate the problem with the Circle of Welcome Team Coordinator. 

A team member should take the following steps:

•  First, the team member must talk to the team leader. The team leader will engage the Circle 
of Welcome Team Coordinator. The Circle of Welcome Team Coordinator is most familiar with 
the team and is in the best position to assist them. (If the problem is with the Circle of 
Welcome Team Coordinator, the team leader may first contact the local resettlement 
agency Resettlement Program Manager).

•  If the Circle of Welcome Team Coordinator cannot help to resolve the matter, the team leader can 
speak to their supervisor who will give the problem or complaint prompt consideration.

•  If the situation warrants further review, the issue may also be reviewed by the Resettlement 
Program Manager.

MANDATORY REPORTING REQUIREMENTS

As you enter refugees’ homes and lives, you will see and hear a lot. If you see anything that makes 
you uncomfortable or concerned, you must contact the Circle of Welcome Team Coordinator staff 
immediately. This especially includes abuse and neglect of children, spouse, or self. If you feel that there 
are things in the home environment that are unsafe, we require that you report these issues immediately. 
We do not expect teams to handle serious issues with refugees, but these issue must be reported to the 
local service provider. The issues must remain confidential and are not to be shared with others. Case 
Managers will follow-up with the refugees. 
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Some examples of problems that teams are not expected to resolve, but must report, include:

• Mediating domestic violence.

• Addressing child abuse or neglect. 

• Assisting refugees who have expressed an intent to hurt themselves or others.

• Resolving alcohol or drug use.

• Providing financial assistance or housing for evicted clients.

• Making big decisions such as moving the family to a new city or children to a new school.

• Making decisions regarding financial impacts, such as a client quitting a job.

*** THESE MUST BE IMMEDIATELY REPORTED TO THE CIRCLE OF WELCOME TEAM COORDINATOR 
OR LOCAL RESETTLEMENT AGENCY DIRECTOR. ***

Mandatory Reporting of Child Abuse

The pool of mandated reporters of child abuse and/or neglect include volunteers whose duties entail 
attending to children in virtually all settings. If the refugee family has children, all team members are 
now a mandated reporters. This means that you must report to the designated person in at the local 
resettlement agency any suspicion, accusation or disclosure of abuse.

As a mandated reporter, it is your legal obligation to report your suspicions to your local county Division 
of Family and Children Services (DFCS) office or to your local resettlement agency’s designated reporter. 
Most schools or child care facilities have a designated individual who will take the information and make 
sure a report is made to the local county DFCS office or to police as necessary. It is not your role to 
investigate injuries or anything the child has told you.

If you have any questions about reporting, do not hesitate to ask. If there is a serious emergency 
after business hours, contact 911 as appropriate. 

Other problems that Circle of Welcome Teams can assist with but that should also be reported are:

• Family does not have any food.

•  Safety issues in the home, such as alcohol abuse, medications or chemicals stored within children’s 
reach, or insect infestation.

•  Unsupervised children, being left home alone or unsupervised around the apartment complex 
or community.

If you have any questions about reporting, do not hesitate to ask. If it is an emergency, you can contact 
the Circle of Welcome Team Coordinator or the Local Resettlement Agency Director. If there is a serious 
emergency after business hours call 911 as appropriate. 



*Note: when calling the site staff after hours, please leave a message. Staff does not always answer on 
first ring, but do immediately listen to messages and return calls..

Team Leader Documentation Responsibilities

• Keep updated contact information of all team members (name, phone, address, email address).

• Provide this list to local resettlement agency.

•  Keep lists of any financial contributions from the team. All financial contributions should go through 
the local resettlement agency and not be given directly to the refugee.

• Names of donors and amounts donated.

• Remind team members to complete their activity notes and to maintain proper records of donations 
 on LIRSConnect. 

•  Collect receipts for all items purchased by team members (e.g. rent payments, utilities, bus passes, 
clothing, school uniforms, groceries, etc.) Tip: Take a picture immediately after purchase in case 
you lose the receipt!

•  Activities Note– keep a record of everything you do as a volunteer (dates, # hours, # miles, client 
name(s), and description of activity) and submit the activity note on LIRSConnect. 

• Check-in documentation- keep all notes, surveys, and other documentation from the quarterly 
 check-ins.

•  Problem records- keep a record of all problems that are brought to the attention of the Circle 
of Welcome Team Coordinator via the Problem Reporting Form found on the team page in 
LIRSConnect. 

• Regularly check the LIRSConnect Circle of Welcome Program page and Team Page for important 
 updates and messages regarding your program. 

•  Provide all documentation to the Circle of Welcome Team Coordinator within the time frames 
that have been established.
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Team Member Documentation Responsibilities

• Keep all receipts for any items you purchase. Give these to the team leader.

• Keep lists of the following and give them to the team leader:

o Donated clothing

o  Clothing purchased for the refugees either with the team’s money or with donated money – 
keep receipts

o Donated furniture and household goods

•  Activities Note – keep a record of everything you do as a volunteer (dates, # hours, # miles, client 
names, activity note). Submit records using the Volunteer Activity Log on LIRSConnect. 

•  Assist with data collection, check-ins, and problems documentation-as requested by the Circle of 
Welcome Team leader.

• Regularly check the LIRSConnect Circle of Welcome Program page and Team Page for important 
 updates and messages regarding your program.  

• Submit all documentation to Circle of Welcome Team leader and on LIRSConnect as needed to meet 
 all agreed upon deadlines.
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Advocacy: any form of speaking or acting together with, or on behalf of others, in order to assure their 
well-being and rights are protected, and that they are not taken advantage of or exploited in anyway

Burn-Out: becoming so tired and unhappy with a situation that one quits or views the experience with 
overall negative feelings

Circle of Welcome Team Coordinator: the staff person in the local resettlement office that is responsible 
for the Circle of Welcome Program 

Circle of Welcome Team: a group of trained volunteers working together as a team to assist a refugee 
case during a one year period

Confidentiality: to keep certain information private, not to share it with others

Core Services: specific services that are required to be provided to refugees by the federal R&P program 

Country of First Asylum: the country that permits refugees to enter its territory for purposes of providing 
asylum temporarily, pending eventual repatriation, local integration, or resettlement.

Durable Solutions: solutions that enable refugees to live their lives in dignity, peace, and with legal 
status

Economic Self-Sufficiency: income exceeds projected and budgeted expenses; the ability of an 
individual or family to financially cover all their living costs

Initial Resettlement Period: the first 90 days, of a refugee’s arrival during which all the core services as 
specified by PRM must be provided by the local resettlement agency assigned to resettle the case

USCIS: United States Citizenship and Immigration Service

Integration: the third stage of resettlement; newcomers belong to and are engaged with their local 
communities; encompasses strong social connections and opportunities for economic success

LIRS: Lutheran Immigration and Refugee Service; a national refugee resettlement agency that partners 
with the U.S. Department of State to resettle refugees

LIRSConnect: a communication platform that serves as the official platform for the Circle of Welcome 
program.

Local Integration: in the context of durable solutions, refugees are legally permitted to stay in the 
country where they have found refuge or asylum and work

Local Resettlement Agency: private local offices that are recognized by the U.S. government to provide 
resettlement services to refugees   
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The Long Welcome: process by which newcomers are received and integrated into their communities 
and are recognized as productive and contributing members of society; core elements include protection, 
stabilization, and long-term integration 

Matching Grant Program: is a partnership between community organizations and the U.S. government 
Office of Refugee Resettlement to work with refugees for up to 180 days to empower them to achieve 
economic self-sufficiency through early employment

PRM: Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration

Proselytize: The attempt to induce or coercively change the religious beliefs of someone. 

Protection: the first stage of resettlement; newcomers are safe from harm and have access to both legal 
and physical support, protection of human rights as understood by international law

Reception and Placement Program (R&P): a partnership between community organizations and the 
U.S. State Department to provide initial support to refugees for up to 90 days after a refugee’s arrival

Refugee: someone who, owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, 
nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country of his 
nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that 
country; or who, not having a nationality and being outside the country of his former habitual residence 
as a result of such events, is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it 

Remittances: gifts of money that are regularly send back to family members in their home country, or 
elsewhere, to help them in whatever way possible.

Resettlement: the process of welcoming refugees, from a country in which they have sought protection, 
to a third country where they are granted legal status.

Stabilization: the second stage of resettlement; newcomers are able to independently meet their basic 
needs in their communities through access to information and resources

UNHCR: United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, the U.N. agency for refugees

Voluntary Repatriation: refugees make the choice on their own to return to their home countries, with 
the understanding that they will be safe and free from further persecution

 
VII. Appendix
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Additional Background on Refugee Resettlement 
in the United States

RESETTLEMENT AND INTEGRATION STAGES

Resettlement is the process of welcoming refugees from a country in which they have sought protection 
to a third country where they are granted legal status. This is different from the asylum process, where 
people already in the United States or at the United States border are granted protection. Through 
resettlement people are granted permission to enter the Unites States as refugees prior to arrival. In the 
resettlement process, three key stages have been identified: protection, stabilization, and integration. 
These three stages are defined below. In addition, LIRS advocates for the idea of “The Long Welcome”, 
which is also defined below.

Protection: Newcomers are safe from harm and have access to both legal and physical support (including 
access to basic needs such as food, clothing, shelter and healthcare), and protection of human rights as 
understood by international law. 

This is the stage where basic necessities must be addressed and met. Those life-sustaining necessities 
include food, clothing, shelter and health care. However, they extend beyond physical items to include 
some form of legal status within a country so that the individual has legal rights and the protection of 
the country. In the case of refugees, they are granted immediate legal status upon entering the U.S. that 
allows them to work and receive certain protections. They are strongly encourage to apply for permanent 
residence status (Green Card) one year after entering the country. This protection stage often takes place 
during the first three to six months after their arrival.

Stabilization: Newcomers are able to independently meet their basic needs in their communities through 
access to information and resources.

This stage goes beyond meeting basic needs and into stabilization areas such as securing employment 
so that they can achieve a level of self-sufficiency. Learning the English language so that they feel 
comfortable engaging with society at large. The establishment of family and of friendships, and the 
possibility of home ownership. This stabilization stage often takes place from about 6 months to beyond 
one year after arrival.   

Integration: Newcomers belong to and are engaged with their local communities. Healthy integration 
encompasses strong social connections and opportunities for economic success.

This stage goes beyond meeting the physical, safety, and social needs of the refugee, and enters in the 
areas of esteem and self-actualization. It is in this stage that refugees’ self-esteem is established often 
due to their familiarity with the new culture and because of the mutual respect that they have for others 
and others have for them. They have established friendships outside their own ethnic group. They see a 
future for themselves and for their children. It is at this stage that refugees begin to see the U.S. as their 
new home. They have become comfortable enough to express themselves fully and to use their creativity 

CIRCLE OF WELCOME   |   WELCOME TEAM VOLUNTEER GUIDE   
56

  VII. Appendix



and gifts. This stage often takes the longest time and often begins after the first year of arrival and can 
extend out for years.   

Long Welcome: “The Long Welcome” is the process by which newcomers are received–and eventually 
integrated into–their communities. Successful protection and stabilization are core elements of “The 
Long Welcome”, which envisions successful integration as a long term endeavor, encompassing the 
efforts of newcomers and the receiving community, professionals and volunteers. Through the “The Long 
Welcome”, refugees become valued and contributing members of the community that welcomed them.

One of the key elements to the concept of “The Long Welcome” is the important role that the community 
plays in the resettlement process. It is not uncommon for that community to place the full responsibility 
of the resettlement process on the arriving refugees. Questions arise, such as why don’t they learn 
English, why don’t they assimilate more quickly? However, the efforts of the community to welcome the 
refugees are crucial to the success and the speed of the resettlement process. Many of the goals in both 
the stabilization and integration stages require the intervention, engagement, and social relationships 
of the welcoming community. That is why LIRS places such a strong emphasis on “The Long Welcome”.  

REFUGEE’S LEGAL STATUS 

The following information is to help familiarize volunteers with the legal status of refugees, and to help 
explain how refugees can become U.S. citizens.

Persons admitted to the U.S. under the provisions of the Refugee Act of 1980 are protected by the 
same laws, subject to the same obligations and penalties, and entitled to most of the basic rights 
enjoyed by U.S. citizens. Volunteers can help inform refugees of their rights as well as responsibilities 
when explaining the basic laws that govern this society. There are many laws which refugees from some 
cultures will be unfamiliar. 

Refugees are each issued an I-94 document which must be printed electronically by the local resettlement 
agency staff upon arrival. This document is the refugee’s proof of legal entry and status as a refugee. 
This document indicates the refugee’s name, date of birth, country of citizenship, identification number, 
employment authorization, and date of arrival. If the refugee family you are working with has informed 
you that their I-94 has been lost or stolen, please alert the local Circle of Welcome coordinator. 

Upon arrival in the US Refugees are automatically eligible to enter employment. In their initial weeks 
local resettlement staff will help them apply for a social security card. With their I-94 and Social Security 
card, refugees are ready to work in the U.S. Refugees also receive an Employment Authorization 
Document (EAD) card known popularly as a “work permit”. This card is often used as another form of 
picture ID, or as an additional proof of work eligibility but make note, refugees do not need this card 
to work.

Lawful Permanent Residency (Green Card)

After having lived in the U.S. for one year, a refugee is eligible and required by law to apply for permanent 
residence status. According to United States Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS), in order 
to apply for a green card, refugees need to file form I-485, Application to Register Permanent Residence 
or Adjust Status. Instructions on how to apply, eligibility and the I-485 application can be found on the 
USCIS website.   
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Refugee Travel Outside of the U.S. 

Refugees who wish to travel outside the U.S. as a refugee or green card holder must secure travel 
documents. They should consult with a lawyer or legal aid office before attempting travel outside of the 
country. Volunteers should not assist refugees with obtaining travel documents without legal counsel.

Applying for Citizenship

After five years of residency (Green Card) in the U.S., a refugee can apply for citizenship (naturalization.) 
Form N-400 (Application to File Petition for Naturalization) is used for citizenship application. A person 
applying for citizenship must meet some basic requirements:

1. Applicants must be at least 18 years of age (children may derive citizenship through the naturalization 
of their parents).

2. Lawful permanent residence: Applicants must be a lawful permanent resident and have been in the 
country five years, except in the case of a person married to a U.S. citizen, who may be eligible to 
apply after three years.

3. “Good moral character” and attachment with the principles of the Constitution.

4. Willingness to take an oath of allegiance to the U.S. and renounce all allegiance to his or her former 
country (there are exceptions to this stipulation).

5. Knowledge of the English language.

6. Knowledge of U.S. government and history.

There can be certain exceptions, with a doctor’s determination, for those who are unable to learn English 
and/or the civics information. Refugees are not required to become citizens. They are permitted to 
remain in the United States as permanent residents (green card holders) if they choose.

MATCHING GRANT

Some local resettlement agencies participate in a federally funded program called Matching Grant. If you 
are working with one of those agencies, and the refugees you are assigned to in the are enrolled in the 
Matching Grant program, the local resettlement agency will let you know. If so, please review the below 
information about the program. 

The Matching Grant program is a partnership between these community organizations and the U.S. 
government Office of Refugee Resettlement (ORR) to work with refugees for up to 180 days to empower 
them to achieve economic self-sufficiency through early employment. Not all resettlement agencies have 
a Matching Grant program. Refugees enrolled in this program receive additional support adjusting to 
American culture, paying rent, and preparing to be a successful part of the American workforce. This 
program is an alternative to public cash assistance; self-sufficiency must be achieved without accessing 
public cash assistance. Federal funds are required to be matched in a 2:1 ratio through community 
support, such as private donations and volunteer hours. If you are working with a family enrolled in this 
program, it is especially important that you report all volunteer hours and donations, as community 
support is an essential part of this initiative. 
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MG policy requires that refugees are to be placed in jobs as soon as possible and strives to have clients 
hired in at minimum “entry level” positions. Clients are not deemed self-sufficient unless income exceeds 
projected and budgeted expenses. It is expected that, through the provision of intensive, front-loaded 
services, at the end of the four to six months, adult clients will be job-ready, and as many as possible 
will have already found employment. MG aims to provide the tools needed during the service period so 
refugees do not have to access public cash assistance after the Matching Grant period is over.

REQUIRED CULTURAL ORIENTATION TOPICS

The State Department requires all local resettlement agencies to train refugee clients on a set of 15 topics, 
with 64 subtopics. Below is the full list. 

1. Role of the Local Resettlement Agency

• The local resettlement agency is not a government agency.

•  Assistance provided by the local resettlement agency and public assistance is limited and benefits 
vary across agencies, locations, and cases.

•  A number of organizations will work alongside local resettlement agencies to assist with access to 
locally-available programs and provision of services.

•  The local resettlement agency provides assistance to refugees through the provision of items and/
or money to meet initial needs, a limited scope of services, and advocacy on refugees’ behalf to 
receive service for which they are eligible.

• The quality and quantity of items provided will vary.

• Refugees and the local resettlement agency are responsible in partnership for successful   
 resettlement.

2. Refugee Status

• There are rights related to refugee status.

• There are responsibilities related to refugee status.

• Applying for permanent residency and naturalization are important steps in the 
 adjustment process.

• There may be immigration consequences to breaking U.S. laws.

•  Refugees may be eligible to file for family reunification, which would allow family members overseas 
to come to the U.S.
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3. English

• For both adults and children, learning English is critical to successful adjustment in the U.S.

• Learning English will take time and the process may vary from person to person.

• There are a variety of ways to learn English. 

4. Public Assistance

• Public assistance is available to help refugees pay for their needs, but is limited in amount  
 and scope.

• There are a variety of types of government assistance.

• The local resettlement agency will provide help in accessing public assistance services.

• There are responsibilities associated with some types of assistance.

5. U.S. Laws

• The U.S. is governed by the rule of law.

• The U.S. has many laws governing behavior in public.

• There are legal rights and restrictions related to family life.

• There are rights and responsibilities related to U.S. residency and citizenship.

6. Your New Community

• There are community and public services that are available to support residents.

• The local resettlement agency will assist refugees in becoming acquainted with their 
 new community.

•  Members of the refugee’s ethnic or religious group who live in the area may be a good source  
of support.

7. Employment

•  Early employment and job retention are essential to survival in the U.S., and must be the primary 
focus for all employable adults (men and women).

• A person’s initial job might not be in their chosen profession.

• The refugee himself or herself plays a central role in finding/obtaining employment in the U.S.
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• A crucial way of finding better paying jobs is learning how to speak English.

•  There are general characteristics of U.S. professional and work culture to which refugees must 
adapt in order to be successful in finding and maintaining employment.

• Employees have rights as well as responsibilities in the workplace.

8. Health

• Only critical and immediate health care needs may be met in the initial weeks of resettlement.

• Initial health screenings and immunizations will be scheduled within thirty (30) days of arrival.

•  The U.S. has no universal healthcare system and refugee medical assistance (RMA) differs state by 
state. In many cases, RMA is available for eight months.

• A variety of health care services are available in the U.S.

• Preventative health care plays a large role in maintaining good health.

• There are norms associated with health care services in the U.S.

• U.S. health practices may differ from those of other cultures or countries.

• There are local resources available to support refugees’ mental health. 

9. Budgeting and Personal Finance

• Refugees are responsible for managing their personal finances.

• In the U.S., financial transactions are mostly conducted through the banking system.

• Paying taxes is a legal obligation in the U.S.

10. Housing

• There are a variety of types of housing arrangements depending on affordability and the local 
      context (including shared housing, apartment, house, etc.).

• The local resettlement agency provides assistance in home orientation, after which housekeeping 
      and home maintenance are individual and family responsibilities.

• Understanding basic safety considerations and use of appliances and facilities will promote safety 
      in the home.

• There are additional domestic life skills that facilitate independent living.
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11. Hygiene

• There are norms for personal hygiene in the U.S.

12. Safety

• Attention to personal safety is an important consideration for all people.

• Police and law enforcement agencies exist to help people if they become a victim of a crime.

• It is important to be prepared for emergencies.

• It is important to be familiar with safety procedures.

13. Cultural Adjustment

• There are core characteristics that define the American experience.

• There are cultural norms and expectations that are fairly widespread throughout the U.S.

•  The philosophies of self-sufficiency and self-advocacy are central to American culture and to 
refugees ‘ cultural adjustment.

• There are numerous phases of cultural adjustment.

• Resettlement may have an impact on family roles and dynamics.

• Expectations regarding parenting practices may differ in the U.S. from what refugees are used to.

• There are some basic coping mechanisms to deal with the stress of adjustment.

• There are ways to seek assistance from others in your community.

14. Education

• There are legal and normative expectations regarding schooling in the U.S.

•  The value for adults and teenagers to continue formal education should be weighed against the 
need to work.

• There are many options for continuing education and training beyond compulsory 
 K-12 schooling.

15.  Transportation

• Public transportation options exist in most communities.

• Owning or having access to a personal vehicle comes with benefits and responsibilities.
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Practical Resources for Circle of Welcome Teams

SAMPLE GROCERY LISTS
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IRAN
Apples
Black tea
Carrots
Cooking oil 
Cucumber
Eggplant 
Eggs 
Fresh okra 
Garlic 
Green beans
Jam 
Lettuce
Pita bread 
Plain yogurt
Potatoes
Raisins
Salt 
Sugar
Tomatoes 
Turmeric
White long-grained rice
White onions
Whole halal chicken 

IRAQ
Apples 
Bananas 
Black pepper 
Black tea 
Bread, regular and/or pita 
Cooking oil
Eggplant 
Eggs
Garlic
Green peas 
Hummus
Lentils
Onions 
Potatoes 
Raisins 
Salt
Spinach 
Tomatoes 
White cheese
White rice
Whole halal chicken 

SYRIA
Apples 
Bananas 
Black pepper
Black tea
Bread, regular and/or pita
Cooking oil 
Eggplant 
Eggs
Fava beans 
Garlic
Green peas
Hummus
Jam 
Lentils
Onions 
Potatoes 
Raisins 
Salt
Spinach 
Thyme
Tomato paste
Tomatoes 
White cheese
White Rice
Whole halal chicken



APARTMENT SET-UP CHECK LIST

All BOLD items are mandatory per the Department of State requirements for refugee housing. 
Consider quantity appropriate for family.

FURNITURE
Kitchen table 
Kitchen chairs, 1 per person
Chests of drawers
Sofa
Upholstered chair(s) 
Coffee table
End tables
Double bed with mattress 
 and linens
Twin beds with mattresses 
 and linens
Night tables

BATHROOM
Bath towels, at least 1 per person
Hand towels
Wash cloths, at least 1 per person
Bath mat
Shower curtain and liner
Shower curtain hooks 
Wastebasket
Toilet tissue
Toilet brush 
Bathroom cleanser 
Sponges

ELECTRONICS
Microwave Radio/clock radio TV
Telephone
Computer

APPLIANCES
Washing machine 
Dryer (electric only)

OTHER ITEMS
Vacuum cleaner 
Ironing board 
Iron
Lamps
Light bulbs 
Alarm clock
Paper, pens/pencils

BABY SUPPLIES (If needed)
Crib
Crib linens 
Diapers 
Car seat 
High chair 
Stroller
Bottles 
Blankets

PERSONAL HYGIENE
Tissues
Toilet Paper
Combs and brushes 
Bars of soap 
Shampoo
Shaving cream 
Razors
Deodorant 
Toothbrushes, 1 per person
Toothpaste
Feminine hygiene products 
Band-Aids
Thermometer
First Aid kit
Antiseptic Cream
Shower cap
Laundry detergent 
Laundry basket 

KITCHEN
Dishes, at least 1 set per person 
Glasses, at least 1 per person
Mugs or cups, at least 1 per 
person
Flatware, at least 1 set per person
Salt & pepper shakers
Serving bowls
Food storage containers 
Can opener
Mixing bowls
Baking Dish
Cookie sheet 
Muffin tin
Cake pans & loaf pans 
Mixer
Frying pans
Cooking pots
Rice cooker 
Coffee pot
Coffee filters 
Mixing/serving spoons 
Spatula
Large (carving) fork 
Knives of various sizes 
Dish towels & cloths 
Pot scrubber  
Sponges
Paper towels 
Paper napkins
Toaster or toaster oven
Broom and mop
Dust pan 
Dish drainer 
Trash cans 
Trash bags
Dishwashing liquid
Kitchen cleaner
Pot holders
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TRAVEL LOANS INFORMATION

Important Facts:

• Good credit shows that you pay your bills on time

• You will need good credit to buy a car, get a student loan, or buy a house.

• A bad credit report may keep you from getting some jobs.

• Missed payments can stay on your credit report for as long as 7 years!

IT MAY TAKE UP TO FIVE YEARS TO BUILD A STRONG CREDIT HISTORY. THE FIRST TWO YEARS ARE 
VERY IMPORTANT!!!

Make a small payment every month; it will help you in the future. 

Please call your Travel Loans Specialist to talk about payment options. 

RESOURCES

www.consumer.gov 
Information on building credit, common scams, applying for loans, do not call list, preventing identity 
theft, and more!!

www.annualcreditreport.com 
Get free credit reports by phone, mail, or on-line.

The chart below shows how much more money you could pay for an $8,000 used car if you have bad 
credit.

Credit Score 780-850 680-759 620-679 580-619 300-579

Credit Rating Excellent Good Fair Poor Bad

Interest Rate 6% 10% 15% 19%

Monthly Payment $188 $203 $223 $239

Total Paid $9,018 $9,739 $10,687 $11,482

Interest Paid $1,018 $1,739 $2,687 $3,482

Disclaimer: These numbers are for educational purposes only. Check with a lender for the rates.  
Lenders may use different credit score ranges. 
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HOUSEHOLD BUDGET WORKSHEET

Below is a sample household budget worksheet you can use to start a conversation about budgeting with 
the family you are working with. Always make sure you are working closely with the local resettlement 
agency, they may already have a budget for the family they would like you to use. 

MONTH  

MONTHLY 
EXPENSES

Agency
Responsibility

Co-Sponsor/US 
tie Responsibility

Refugee 
Responsibility

CLIENT 
INCOME

RENT 0 0 Petty cash 0

UTILITIES  0 Employment 
1

0

     Gas 0 0 Employment 
2

0

     Electric 0 0 Employment 
3

0

     Water 0 0 Food 
Stamps**

0

     Phone 0 0 Other 0

TRANSPORTATION 0 0   

IOM LOAN 0 0   

OTHER 0 0   

  0   

SUB-TOTAL 0 0   

  0   

FOOD* 0 0   

    

TOTAL EXPENSES 0 0 0 0 TOTAL 
INCOME

0
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CONTACT LIST

Please fill out this form with the correct contact information and keep it handy. We also recommend adding 
these contacts to your cell phone. Please ask your Circle of Welcome coordinator to identify their best form 
of communication (text, phone call, email, etc.)

Local Resettlement Agency

Name: _______________________________________________________________________________________

Address: ______________________________________________________________________________________

Phone Number: _______________________________________________________________________________

Email: ________________________________________________________________________________________

Resettlement Program Manager or Resettlement Director

Name: _______________________________________________________________________________________

Address: ______________________________________________________________________________________

Phone Number: _______________________________________________________________________________

Email: ________________________________________________________________________________________

Circle of Welcome Team Coordinator

Name: _______________________________________________________________________________________

Phone Number: _______________________________________________________________________________

Email: ________________________________________________________________________________________

Circle of Welcome Team Leader

Name: _______________________________________________________________________________________

Phone Number: _______________________________________________________________________________

Email: ________________________________________________________________________________________
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