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This special issue of Advances in Social Work focuses on current challenges and best
practices with migrants and refugees, in an increasingly difficult global context. Over the
past decade, forced migration and displacement reached record numbers, while complex
geopolitical, economic, and environmental factors contributed to escalating current
challenges. International human rights and migration laws provide a framework too narrow
and too limited for these recent developments. Political pressure and a growing identity
crisis add to the xenophobia and climate of fear, in which security has in some cases
become the primary rationale underpinning rapidly changing migration policies. Social
work as a profession — in education and practice — has an important (if largely unfulfilled)
role to play in advancing the human rights of migrants and refugees. In this commentary,
we outline the macro contexts that shape social work practice with migrants and refugees,
highlighting the great potential for social work to do much more to advance the rights and
interests of those fleeing conflict, economic or natural disasters, or other upheavals.

Setting the Stage: Global Context of a Governance Crisis on Migration and
Refugees

Over the past 10 years, the public discourse on migration in general and forced
migration in particular was shaped by the ongoing armed conflict in Syria, the postwar
volatile situation in Afghanistan and Iraq; famine, increased poverty and armed conflicts
in several regions in Africa (e.g., South Sudan, Eritrea, and Yemen); civil unrest, drug
wars, and violence in Central and South America; and large magnitude natural disasters
throughout the world. These events led to a sharp increase in forced migration, with 68.5
million people being counted as forced migrants at the end of 2017 (United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees [UNHCR], 2017). Of these, a total of 40 million were
internally displaced people (IDPs) and afforded limited international protection and 28.5
million had crossed nation-state borders seeking refuge, either as refugees (25.4 million)
or as asylum seekers (3.1 million). Political reconfigurations of nationality or citizenship
also have contributed to an increased number of stateless people, who are either internally
displaced or migrants. They navigate between the interstices of a nation-state system that
fails to recognize their rights claims and makes them invisible and extremely vulnerable.
One example is the most recent change in the Dominican constitution following the 2010
earthquake in Haiti, and the decision to apply changes retroactively, to 1929, rendering an
estimated 250,000 people stateless, or, as Amnesty International report noted, “ghost
citizens” (Amnesty International, 2015).
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Within this global migration context, many national governments revised migration
policies— but instead of aiming to increase protection for the forced migrants, they added
layers of restrictions. Moreover, exclusionary asylum policies have become increasingly
shaped by discretionary national political decisions rather than norms of international
humanitarian and human rights standards (Greider, 2017). The quotas for resettlements
dropped significantly, leading to a 54% drop in resettlement requests by UNHCR in 2017
compared to 2016. Increasingly restrictive immigration policies continue to threaten
resettlement programs as an option for refugees. With over half of all the displaced people
globally being children, and an increasing number of children traveling alone, the effects
of current population movements caused by forced migration carry long-term implications.
In 2017 alone 173,800 children were either unaccompanied or separated from adults
(UNHCR, 2018).

Two significant larger migration movements, from Syria and other countries in the
Middle East and Africa to Europe; and from Central and South America into the United
States and Canada have led to increasingly politicized and polarizing national responses in
Europe and North America. In 2015, these large movements created what was framed in
the political discourse as a “migration crisis” with over 1 million people aiming to find
refuge within the European Union (EU). As this is a global crisis of governance, to which
nation states either had no appropriate response or responded through ad hoc and often
unjust policies, the United Nations became an important forum for attempting to establish
a substantive global response. These efforts were symbolically initiated by the New York
Summit (September 19, 2016) which aimed to establish forced migration as a global issue
and discuss potential global strategies to address it. An immediate product of the summit,
the New York Declaration (United Nations, 2016) created a framework for future
deliberations. Two distinct strategies were to be developed as part of this framework: one
focusing on safe and regular migration and the protection of migrants within specific legal
definitions of “regularity” (Global Compact on Safe and Regular Migration), and the
second one focusing on refugees and asylum seekers (Global Compact on Refugees)
(Hansen, 2018).

Yet, despite the swift response at a global level, several major challenges remain: there
is little to no cohesion or agreement between countries on a global response on migration;
the New York Declaration has no legally binding power; and these frameworks do not
explicitly align with human rights principles, aiming to limit access to protections rather
than recognize and protect the rights of all migrants.

Anti-Immigrant Attitudes and a Rise in Nationalism and Xenophobia

The main reason for these challenges emanates from national and regional political
reactions to large-scale forced migration (Polakow-Suransky, 2017). In 2015, the waves of
refugees fleeing the Syrian War and other regional conflicts seeking refuge in Europe
elicited a significant commitment to provide refuge in EU member countries. Germany
made the boldest political move, by announcing that they would take in 1 million refugees
and work to provide relief and safety for incoming migrants. Yet, shortly after Germany’s
statement, throughout the European Union a new rhetoric emerged, marked by xenophobia
and strong anti-immigrant attitudes. This sentiment of “backlash” fed into rising nationalist
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movements throughout Europe (Polakaw-Suransky, 2017).

Even the most liberal EU member countries increasingly defined migration policies
within a securitization framework. This led to an externalization of borders to ensure
control and limit access, not only in Europe, but also in Australia and the United States,
pushing immigration control into international territories (Peterie, 2018). Among the
European nations, most restrictive immigration policies were pursued by Hungary
(infamously closing its borders in 2015 and criminalizing support for asylum seekers and
migrants in 2018). These actions in turn triggered similar anti-immigrant responses in
Poland and Serbia and were followed by more restrictive border control imposed
(temporarily) by Germany and Austria (European Commission, Migration and Home
Affairs, 2018), with Italy and other EU countries aiming to follow suit (Deutsche Welle,
2018).

Noteworthy, the closed borders and restrictive policies prevalent throughout Europe,
Australia and the United States, has motivated other countries to provide an alternative
response and work on sustainable solutions for migrants and refugees. Canada, under the
lead of Prime Minister Justin Trudeau, introduced a new strategy on immigration in 2016,
aiming to increase support through welcoming refugees and allocating funds for better
integration in the Canadian society as well as through regional and local supports in the
fight against ISIS and local governmental oppression (Trudeau, 2016). France, through the
French Office for the Protection of Refugees and Stateless Persons (OFPRA), and working
closely with UNHCR, adopted an innovative approach to preventing smuggling and
perilous journeys of forced migrants to and throughout Europe, by vetting asylum seekers
on African soil and expediting resettlement into France (Brice, 2018).

In this context, it is important to note that in Europe and the United States, civil society
actors are deeply engaged in challenging anti-immigrant sentiments and working with
international and local non-governmental organizations (NGOSs) to protect migrants. Yet
there is a need for better collaboration between the volunteers and the NGOs, and for an
increased focus in preparing a qualified workforce to effectively work with asylum seekers.
Social workers are not as deeply engaged as they should be in governmental levels of
response or within local or international humanitarian non-governmental organizations.
This special issue aims to address some of these gaps by increasing awareness among social
work educators, scholars, and practitioners of the complex migration issues we face today
and pointing to areas of research and practice requiring further attention.

Radical “Restrictionism” in the United States

The United States has long touted its record for resettling refugees and welcoming
immigrants through a range of programs (U.S. Department of State, Refugee Admissions,
n.d.). Yet that “history” has always been mixed — reflecting moments of heightened
xenophobia or opposition to accepting immigrant or refugee groups (Haines, 2010;
Zolberg, 2006). Immigration has always been a deeply political process; during the Cold
War the United States prioritized accepting refugees who were from the Soviet Union or
other Eastern Bloc states. Refugees from Southeast Asia and Irag, for example, were
accepted only in the face of strong political pressure to address the consequences of U.S-
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led war (Harding & Libal, 2012).

Throughout U.S. history, immigration and refugee policies have swung between
restriction and relative access, reflecting White House and/or Congressional priorities. As
guest editors, we recognized as we issued the call for papers in 2017 that opposition to
immigration and refugee resettlement had gained a strong ally in President Donald Trump
and that support for immigrants and refugees had few visible champions in Congress.
While restrictionism is a global phenomenon, its manifestation in the United States under
the Trump administration represents one of the most radical shifts; unfortunately the
administration’s decision to severely limit refugee resettlement encourages other
governments to implement exclusionary policies.

As of June 2018, the current administration has moved to effectively close borders,
limiting access to immigration and refugee resettlement from several countries including
North Korea, Venezuala, Syria, Iran, Libya, Somalia, and Yemen. This restriction
systematically refuses to provide timely due process rights to refugees claiming asylum at
U.S. borders; enforcing a “zero tolerance” policy that separated parents and guardians from
children at the U.S.-Mexico border, and later detained families together; and increasingly
criminalizing undocumented migrants and subjecting them to inhumane treatment during
detention and deporting migrants without observing laws protecting due process rights
(Blitzer, 2018; Pierce, Bolter, & Selee, 2018). The Attorney General, Jeffrey Sessions, has
reinterpreted established standards for grounds for asylum in the United States, including
gender-based violence and gang violence (Blitzer, 2018). Immigration and Customs
Enforcement has ramped up targeting of businesses and communities where undocumented
migrants live and work, detaining and deporting record numbers of migrants who have not
committed crimes. A new interpretation of the “public charge doctrine” promises to punish
immigrants without permanent residence for accessing benefits they have a legal right to
use (Shear & Baumgaertner, 2018). And, notably, under the White House leadership,
admissions have been cut in the refugee resettlement program to historic lows
(International Crisis Group, 2018). These policies must be taken within a broader shift that
celebrates “U.S. exceptionalism,” including the decision by the Trump administration to
withdraw from the Paris Accord, the negotiation of the Global Compacts, and, more
recently, its membership in the Human Rights Council at the United Nations.

A core concern that we share with a number of authors in this special issue is how to
foster advocacy at local, national, and international levels that advances the human rights
of migrants and refugees. The enforcement of “zero tolerance” — whether through policies
to separate families as they enter the United States or to incarcerate families for indefinite
periods without due process — has become a focus of advocacy and action in social work
education and practice. One example of such work is demonstrated by advocacy taken on
by Finno-Velasquez and the Center on Immigration and Child Welfare at New Mexico
State University. The Center, working with colleagues across the country, has taken a lead
role coordinating social work advocacy in the wake of “zero tolerance.” Zayas’ (2015)
engaged scholarship on the experiences of children in mixed status families offers both
empirical understanding of the impacts of unjust immigration policies and a model of
effective advocacy at state and national levels. Commenting on a case filed by the
American Civil Liberties Union, he recently stated “The separation of children from their
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parents is universally regarded as one of the most unconscionable and harmful acts that
any society or government can commit” (Myers, 2018).

National Association of Social Workers (NASW), inthe U.S., issued a strong statement
in the wake of ramping up “zero tolerance” and the policy to separate children from their
parents or guardians at the U.S.-Mexico border. NASW stated that “The decision to
separate children from their parents as soon as the parent crosses the border into the United
States is both harmful and inexcusable. More concretely, the policy imperils the health and
safety of immigrants. It is wholly un-American to weaponize children as a deterrence
against immigration” (NASW, 2018). And, while this statement is an important step in
staking a position vis-a-vis this unjust policy, it is time for a renewal of solidarity work in
alliance with targeted groups of refugees and migrants in the United States. One place to
start — a modest place that is only a first step — is to foster deeper understanding of current
social work practice with (im)migrants and refugees.

Overview of the Organization and Contents of the Special Issue

The articles in this special issue address a range of concerns central to social work. As
a collective they speak to the importance of integrating exemplars and approaches to social
work practice on migration as a matter of advancing social justice and human rights. A
majority of articles address social work practice in the United States, though a number of
contributions address social work practice in other global contexts, including Sweden,
Canada, Thailand, and Greece.

The first set of articles examine rights-based approaches to addressing structural
inequalities facing newcomer immigrant communities in the United States. Roth, Park and
Grace tackle the challenges of carrying out policy advocacy in a state that is not
“welcoming” to immigrants, examining the indirect tactics of service providers in doing
advocacy in the face of increasingly restrictive anti-immigrant policies in South Carolina.
Carillo and O’Grady highlight the importance of community-based work from a structural
and rights-based social work lens, focusing on labor rights and access to mental health
services in the Chicago area.

The second section of this issue takes up themes of social work practice with children
and youth. Finno-Velasquez and Dettlaff tackle the increasingly punitive U.S. government
practice of separating immigrant children from families. They outline the critical role that
social workers should play in leading efforts to respond to immigrant families’ rights and
needs, focusing especially on developing social work expertise; cross systems and cross-
disciplinary collaborations; leveraging resources and supports; documentation and
collection of data; and targeted advocacy. Reynolds and Bacon examine the role of schools
in supporting integration of refugee children in the United States. Regarding schools as a
primary driver of integration, the authors provide insights from a systematic review of
literature on school-based programs to support refugee integration. They highlight the
importance of successful programs being responsive to the cultural and linguistic
backgrounds of refugee subpopulations; informed by the experiences of resettlement,
including all stages of the migration process; “embedded in community” and “coordinated
across multiple systems.” Pryce, Kelly, Lawinger, and Wildman examine the role of a
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Canadian conversation club for refugee youth in three locales in Ontario. Their evaluation
demonstrates the promising practice of conversation clubs in increasing participants’ sense
of hope and belonging. Finally, Evans, Diebold and Calvo launch a call to action for social
workers, in regards to the rights of, and protections provided to unaccompanied minors
(UAM) in the United States. In light of the increasing numbers of UAMs, the authors
identify available services for children in this category. They also highlight the gaps in
services, and provide a list of recommendations for social workers aimed to address the
gaps and improve practice.

A third group of articles focuses on health, mental health, and well-being of refugees.
Drawing on findings from a larger qualitative study with Cambodian genocide survivors
in the United States, Berthold, Kong, Ostrander, and Fukuda find that isolated elderly
Cambodian survivors benefit from efforts to promote social connectedness and support
networks. Yalim and Kim provide a review of the state of scholarship on mental health and
psychosocial needs of Syrian refugees, while Naseh, Potocky, Burke, and Stuart provide
the first systematic assessment of poverty and capabilities of Afghan refugees in Iran. In
the latter study, the authors point to the limits of measuring poverty by income or monetary
levels, given the fact that many Afghan refugees who could not be categorized as “poor”
in Iran were still unable to meet basic needs.

While community-based approaches to social work practice with refugees and
immigrants is addressed throughout the special issue, the fourth set of articles spotlights a
number of different community-based interventions to foster greater social inclusion and
well- being among newcomers to the United States. Dubus and Davis focus on the
importance of community health centers in providing services to refugees resettled in the
United States. Presenting findings from interviews with 15 mental health workers in six
New England states, the authors highlight three crucial elements of best practices with
refugees in such centers: client engagement; collaboration with interpreters; cultural
competence. Deckert, Warren and Britton maintain the focus on service providers, writing
about the tension between the politics of migration at the state level, the increasing anti-
immigrant sentiments, and community engagement in welcoming and supporting migrants.
The authors focus on the perspectives of service providers on migrants’ vulnerability to
exploitation and trafficking, and highlight the need for an expanded definition of
trafficking, increased cultural competency among service providers, and the importance of
social networks in building communities that will support migrants. McCleary and
colleagues introduce the readers to community-based approaches to dealing with refugee
chemical dependency, proposing a framework for sustainable collaborations between
refugees and health and social service providers to reduce chemical dependency. Pointing
to the prevailing unidirectional practices with resettled refugees, the authors call for
participatory practices that will lead to mutual learning and adaptation. The role of
community involvement and peer support, and the importance of recognizing and building
on refugees’ capacity are further highlighted by Block, Aizenman, Saad, Harrison, Sloan,
Vecchio, and Wilson. Presenting the findings of a program evaluation of a peer-support
program adopted by the Jewish Family and Community Services, the authors talk about
the effectiveness of the support group with Iragi and Buthanese (ethnic Nepali)
communities, particularly in increasing the refugees’ autonomy and their ability to access
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services. This section of articles concludes with Frost, Markham and Springer’s article
on creating effective health education programs for refugee communities. Based on a
program evaluation of a community-based program for Burmese refugee women in
Houston, TX, the authors stress the need for participatory, bottom-up approaches to health
education; the engagement of community health workers in health education trainings
(with an emphasis on the cultural fit and relevance of such trainings for refugee women);
and the importance of incorporating a social work ecological model to frame health-
focused interventions for women refugees.

The fifth group of articles spotlights the role of social workers and others working to
support refugees and immigrants. Articles in this group provide insight into international
work with refugees from Greece, Sweden, and Thailand with the common thread of social
work roles and responsibilities in the migration context. Guskovict and Potocky present a
case study of humanitarian staff working with the Danish Refugee Council in Greece. The
authors emphasize the importance of training and education on the impact of stress on
humanitarian workers, the contribution that social work professionals can make in
assessing the impact of secondary trauma, working with humanitarian agencies to develop
training on the main stressors and effective self-care techniques, and providing mental
health care services to aid workers, normalizing the need for such services, and facilitating
access throughout their work. Gustaffson and Johansson write about social work’s
ambivalence towards refugees and migrants in Sweden, and the impact of current asylum
policies on reception practices. Making the distinction between ability (as affected by
shifting migration policies and resources) and willingness (influenced by individual
perceptions and biases, as well as personal experiences), the authors propose a shift from
providing “minimum standard” services towards a “worthy reception” of asylum seekers
and refugees. The article discusses the complexity of the reception structure in Sweden,
and identifies three essential barriers to such a shift: the lack of attention to the essential
needs of refugees; the lack of gender-sensitive practices (and an overall gender-sensitive
framework); and the perception of “worthiness” of refugees amongst service providers.
Keeping with the concept of “worthiness” and the tension between security and human
rights and social work values, Tecle, Byrne, Schmit, Vogel-Ferguson, Mohamed,
Mohamed, and Hunter write about the absence of a legal framework for asylum seekers
and refugees in Thailand, and the lack of protection for urban refugees in Bangkok —
particularly women and youth from Pakistan and Somalia. Using both refugee and service
providers’ voices to reflect on the challenges in accessing and providing services to
refugees, the article highlights the need for collaborative work between different
stakeholders and the importance of social work-led innovation in improving services.

One critical domain of social work research remains a “new frontier.” Powers,
Schmitz, Nsonwu, and Matthew examine climate change as a factor that pushes migrants
to leave their homes and communities. They argue for the creation of “transdisciplinary,
community-based response systems which are holistic, multi-pronged, and inclusive of
migrants’ voices and strengths” and point to the importance of storytelling as a
methodology to highlight the voices of migrants and advocate for change. The approach
suggested by the authors is one that could be heeded for many domains of social work
practice, building on testimonio and witnessing methodologies being adapted and
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pioneered by other practitioner-scholars (Delgado Bernal, Burciaga, & Flores Carmona,
2016).

Overall interest within social work has gained momentum in recent years, as is
demonstrated by the number of initial submissions for this special issue and the interest of
social work educators in participating in emerging networks working on migration issues.
Yet, the current issue reveals several gaps in research focus and interest. Notable is that we
received few submissions that addressed the differential and uneven global and local
policies governing asylum requests and limited access to services for asylum seekers.
Another gap within social work literature concerns examining immigration detention
practices and the role of social work in addressing widespread human rights violations
occurring in the United States, Australia, and sites throughout Europe and North Africa.

More research is sorely needed on a number of topics within social work practice
globally. This includes developing a clearer understanding of where and to what extent
trained social workers are contributing to programs within the migration sector, whether in
terms of policy advocacy, community organizing, or direct practice as service providers
working with immigrants and refugees. Developing new approaches to grappling with
ethical dilemmas when participating in the implementation of unjust policies; pioneering
responsive methods for social workers to engage in dialogue with varied stakeholders to
address xenophobia, nationalism, restrictive migration policies; and promoting innovative
practices for the integration of asylum seekers and refugees are all vitally needed.
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Advocating for Structural Change? Exploring the Advocacy Activities of
Immigrant-Serving Organizations in an Unwelcoming Policy Context

Benjamin Roth
Seo Yeon Park
Breanne Grace

Abstract: The growth of the immigrant population in the United States has prompted a
recent increase in the number of restrictive immigration policies at the state and local
levels. The literature on policy advocacy and social service organizations suggests that
these local providers can engage in political activities that challenge the restrictive nature
of these contexts. This qualitative study explored how immigrant-serving social service
organizations engage in policy advocacy in a state with restrictive, anti-immigrant
policies. In-depth interviews with directors of 50 service providers in South Carolina
clearly indicate a tension between the need for policy advocacy and the risks associated
with engaging in such activities. Fifty percent (50%) of the providers in our sample
reported engaging in some form of policy advocacy. However, their policy advocacy
activities were often indirect, non-confrontational, and episodic. Most were engaged in
coalitions and other forms of indirect advocacy tactics. We discuss implications for the
social work profession and recommendations for future research, including the need to
further explore the impact of policy advocacy efforts on changing the policy landscape in
places that are unwelcoming to immigrants.

Keywords: Immigrants; immigration; policy advocacy; social service organizations;
immigrant new destinations

The size of the immigrant population in the United States has grown dramatically in
recent decades. For the first time in over a century, U.S. immigrants now represent 13.5%
of the total population, including an unprecedented 11 million who are unauthorized
(Migration Policy Institute, 2018). These demographic changes have converged with shifts
in immigrant settlement patterns such that immigrants are increasingly moving to “new
destinations” such as small midwestern towns and the American Southeast, injecting new
diversity into places that have not been home to immigrant newcomers in recent memory
(Massey, 2008). However, the convergence of these factors has also prompted a flurry of
restrictive immigration policies at the state and local levels (Varsanyi, Lewis, Provine, &
Decker, 2012). In effect, while federal laws exclusively control the flow of legal
immigrants into the United States, a patchwork of state and local policies regulating
processes of immigrant integration have fundamentally altered the places where
immigrants settle—i.e., the local receiving context. These laws include English-only
ordinances, agreements between local law enforcement and federal immigration authorities
that target unauthorized immigrants, and policies that restrict immigrant access to driver’s
licenses and higher education.

The assemblage of local anti-immigrant policies and practices form an influential
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aspect of the local receiving context, which shapes whether and to what extent immigrants
adapt economically, socially, and culturally to their new home (Portes & Rumbaut, 2006).
Just as more “welcoming” contexts can facilitate processes of immigrant integration, places
with restrictive anti-immigrant policies can pose an impediment. Local immigrant-serving
organizations can provide a buffer against unwelcoming policy environments, offering
services and resources that help immigrants with the process of adjusting socially and
economically (Cordero-Guzman, 2005). There is some evidence that local immigrant-
serving organizations may also engage in policy advocacy to challenge state and local anti-
immigrant laws (de Graauw, 2008), but these studies tend to focus on more traditional
receiving contexts such as San Francisco (de Graauw, 2008, 2014) or Washington, D.C.
(Frasure & Jones-Correa, 2010) where there is a relatively large concentration of such
organizations (de Leon, Maronick, De Vita, & Boris, 2009). Limited research has focused
on the policy advocacy activities of immigrant-serving organizations in new destination
areas that have adopted restrictive anti-immigrant policies.

To address this gap, we explore how immigrant-serving organizations engage in policy
advocacy activities in South Carolina, a state with some of the harshest anti-immigrant
laws in the country. In keeping with the literature on this topic, we define the term “social
service providers” to include local entities that deliver an actual service or program (such
as mental health treatment) and “immigrant-serving organizations” to be the subset of
social service providers that report delivering services to immigrants (Roth & Allard, 2016;
Roth, Gonzales, & Lesniewski, 2015). By “local” we mean that the service delivery model
is direct, not through the phone, internet, or mail. Clients must travel to these organizations
to access services (or the provider must travel to the community to meet with the client)
(see Allard, 2009). We use the terms “social service providers”, “immigrant-serving
organizations” and “providers” interchangeably throughout this article given that all of the
organizations referenced in this study identify as local organizations that deliver services
to immigrants.

We aim to address two primary questions: Why do some immigrant-serving
organizations engage in policy advocacy activities to advance the rights of immigrants in
a harsh immigration policy context, while others do not? And, among those who are active
in policy advocacy, what types of actions and strategies do they take? Our framework
draws on the literature of immigrant integration (Alba & Nee, 2003; Portes & Rumbaut,
2006) and social service providers as policy advocates (Mellinger, 2014b; Mosley, 2012).
This article provides empirical insights into the field of immigrant-serving social service
providers engaged in policy advocacy, as well as recommendations for how the field of
social work can advance immigrant rights in a restrictive policy environment.

Background

International migration and theories of integration

International migration (or immigration) is the movement of people across nation-state
borders (Massey et al., 1994). The literature on immigration spans all aspects of the
migratory process, including why immigrants leave, their experience through transit
countries, and what happens when they arrive in the destination country (Castles & Miller,
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2009). The latter is often referred to as immigrant integration: the process by which
immigrants adjust socially, economically, and politically to the places where they settle
(Marrow, 2005). Contemporary sociological theories of immigrant integration emphasize
that this process unfolds incrementally and at different rates, depending on a range of
factors at various levels, whether individual, familial, or institutional (Alba & Nee, 2003;
Portes & Zhou, 1993). Importantly, contemporary theories of immigrant integration
emphasize that this adaptive process is also impacted by the structural characteristics of the
receiving context—the places where immigrants settle. Factors such as racial
discrimination, xenophobia, residential segregation, and the uneven quality of public
schools all influence the opportunities for integration that are available to immigrants, and
they will look different depending on the national context where they settle. Thus,
according to Portes and Rumbaut (2006), the social mechanisms that perpetuate exclusion
for certain members of a given host society mean that some immigrant groups are able to
more easily integrate into different social strata depending on characteristics such as
phenotype and human capital, as well as the federal laws governing which immigrants are
allowed to enter the country. For instance, the pace of integration and opportunities for
social mobility are more constrained for labor migrants and undocumented immigrants than
for those who arrive on work visas to fill professional jobs in the tech sector (Portes &
Rumbaut, 2006).

Immigrant new destinations

Theories of immigrant integration have traditionally conceptualized the receiving
context at the national level, because federal governments are typically responsible for
enacting legislation that governs migratory flows (Portes & Rumbaut, 2006). However,
with the emergence of immigrant new destinations, a rapidly growing literature has begun
to examine how local and state authorities are passing laws that influence immigrant
settlement patterns and the process of integration. In contrast to traditional immigrant
gateways such as New York and Los Angeles, immigrant new destinations are places that
have only recently become home to immigrant newcomers (Massey, 2008; Singer, 2013).
Immigrants have moved in growing numbers to suburbs, small towns, rural areas, and
regions such as the Midwest and Southeast in search of employment and a lower cost of
living (Massey, 2008). The dispersion of immigrant settlement in the 1990s and early 2000s
rapidly changed the demographic balance across the United States (Massey, 2008), and
their presence stirred a mixture of responses from established residents.

At one extreme were state and local governments that enacted laws and policies meant
to deter immigrants from settling permanently (Mitnik & Halpern-Finnerty, 2010;
Varsanyi, 2008), a strategy referred to as “attrition through enforcement” (Kobach, 2008).
A combination of local government policies (de Graauw, 2014; Mitnik & Halpern-
Finnerty, 2010; Ramakrishnan & Wong, 2010; Varsanyi, 2008), anti-immigrant activism
(Varsanyi, 2011), and resistance by public bureaucrats (Lewis, Provine, Varsanyi, &
Decker, 2013; Marrow, 2009) has come to obstruct immigrant integration in new
destinations with a restrictivist response to immigrants. As a result, immigrants in new
destinations with harsh anti-immigrant laws experience higher levels of neighborhood
segregation than in traditional gateways (Hall, 2013; Lichter, Parisi, Taquino, & Grice,
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2010), and face pronounced barriers to services such as healthcare, bilingual education,
housing, and English-language classes (Cabell, 2007; Marrow, 2009).

Intermediary organizations as policy advocates

While poverty and legal status create common obstacles to the social and economic
inclusion and well-being of immigrants, immigrant-serving organizations can play a
significant role in aiding immigrants’ lives as they provide immigrants with practical help,
represent immigrants for political or cultural purposes, and advocate for them as needed
(Cordero-Guzman, 2005). Such organizations provide services related to educational,
medical, religious, and other practical needs, but they can also be agents of political
incorporation, as they work to shape political agendas and facilitate immigrants’ political
participation (de Graauw, 2008). Therefore, understanding these local organizations and
their impact is critical to how we conceptualize immigrant integration in unwelcoming
policy environments, and by extension, how we understand the role of social service
organizations in advocating for and protecting immigrant rights.

There is general agreement among scholars about the importance of policy advocacy
by “nonprofit organizations” (a broad term that is often used in this literature which
includes local social service providers as we defined them) (Berry, 2005; Reid, 2000). Yet,
there appears to be less consensus on what policy advocacy actually is. Reid (2000) states
“there is no agreement on which activities constitute advocacy,” but “it broadly describes
the influence of groups in shaping social and political outcomes in government and society”
(p. 6). Boris and Mosher-Williams (1998) argue that the definition of advocacy is often too
narrow, restricted to rights-oriented groups, and limited to legislative advocacy. For
example, many organizations assume that policy advocacy is limited to lobbying. Lobbying
is one type of policy advocacy, defined by the IRS as direct or indirect appeals to governing
bodies in order to influence specific legislation (Mosley, 2013). However, the growing
literature on this topic suggests that nonprofit organizations engage in a wider range of
activities related to policy advocacy. Although nonprofits cannot engage in certain
lobbying activities, such as endorsing specific candidates, they are allowed to advocate for
causes, programs, and populations and to lobby elected officials to adopt certain positions
on particular policies or issues. While nonprofit organizations are able to hold forums,
sponsor debates, host candidates at their offices, register voters, and engage in other
nonpartisan activities, these organizations tend to find such rules vague (Mosley, 2013).
To avoid any unintentional violations, they tend to steer clear of political advocacy
altogether (Berry, 2005). The potential implications of this inaction are significant given
that, in our current devolved welfare state, “these are the only organizations that have an
incentive to organize, mobilize, and advocate on behalf” of marginalized groups (Berry,
2005, p. 571).

For the purposes of our study, Mosley (2013) adopts a broader definition of policy
advocacy among social service organizations as “advocacy that is directed at changing
policies or regulations that affect practice or group well-being” (p. 231). This definition of
policy advocacy is not necessarily confrontational. Berry and Arons (2003) contend that
less aggressive tactics (through partnership with government, for example) are still an
effective way to shape policies and programs. Based on Mosley’s (2013) definition, then,
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policy advocacy might be focused on getting additional funding to serve clients, or on the
interests of clients themselves. Policy advocacy may also take place within organizational
collaborations, coalitions or associations, particularly for smaller organizations with fewer
resources to participate in policy advocacy (see Mellinger, 2014b).

Mosley (2013) identifies three trends in contemporary policy practice that are
influencing the way social service providers engage in advocacy and help explain why a
growing number are doing so. First, increased reliance on government funding means that
these providers are more often interacting with political actors whose decisions impact the
clients they serve (Mosley, 2010, 2011). Second, shrinking availability of government
funding, especially state and local units, means that the local safety net must increasingly
rely on social service providers for assistance and expertise (Allard, 2009; Mosley, 2013).
Third, the growth of public agencies working together with private stakeholders is
associated with growth in the number of advisory boards, task forces, and other such
partnerships (Mosley, 2013). The goal of this type of collaborative governance is to
improve transparency, efficiency, and government accountability, but a byproduct is that
social service providers have more influence in the policy process.

Based on this broad definition of policy advocacy, many organizations engage in these
types of activities. Mosley (2010) found that 57% of social service organizations report
some type of advocacy involvement, and qualitative interviews revealed that the majority
(93%) were involved in policy advocacy in some way (Mosley, 2013). Similarly, Mellinger
(2014a) found that 65% engaged in advocacy. However, the service providers in these
studies do not engage in policy advocacy very frequently (Mellinger, 2014a; Mosley,
2013)—a pattern corroborated across the literature (Almog-Bar & Schmid, 2014)—despite
its importance for the well-being of the clients they serve.

While important scholarly work has advanced our understanding of policy advocacy
and why social service providers engage in it (or not), these studies tend to focus narrowly
on specific service domains (such as homelessness) in large cities (Mosley, 2010), or more
broadly across organizations in a given region with little consideration for the specific
policy context that may be the focus of their advocacy efforts (Mellinger, 2014a). We are
unaware of research that has examined the policy advocacy activities of local immigrant-
serving organizations in restrictive policy contexts, how they interpret the particular local
and national challenges they face, or how they integrate advocacy into their array of
organizational activities.

South Carolina context

South Carolina is a new immigrant destination that has adopted restrictive, anti-
immigrant policies in response to rapid growth of its immigrant population. The number
of immigrants in South Carolina doubled from 2000 — 2015. This was nearly three times
the national rate during this period (39%), and five times the rate of the state’s native-born
population (20%) (See Table 1; Migration Policy Institute, 2018). Nearly one in five
immigrants in South Carolina (18%) has arrived since 2010; 61% are non-citizens, and an
estimated 42% are unauthorized. Immigrants in the state are more likely than their native-
born neighbors to be poor, and 37% do not have health insurance. While the data for
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unauthorized immigrants is not available, the disadvantages are even greater for
immigrants who are non-citizens (Marrow, 2013; Yoshikawa & Kalil, 2013).

Table 1. South Carolina Immigrant Demographics, 2015

SC United States
# % # %

Demographics

Immigrant (foreign born) 232,749 5% 43,290,372  14%

Non-citizen 140,748 61% 22,593,269 52%

Unauthorized 98,000 42% 11,009,000 25%

Immigrant % change 2000 - 2015 101% 39%

Native born % change 2000 - 2015 20% 11%
Region of Birth

Africa 8,771 4% 2,062,257 5%

Asia 58,362 25% 13,249,179  31%

Latin America 118,663 51% 22,111,409 51%
Period of Entry

2000 — 2009 81,288 35% 12,069,227 28%

Since 2010 42,100 18% 6,746,822  16%
Poverty rate

Foreign born 21% 17%

Foreign born - non-citizen 28% 23%

Native born 17% 14%

Source: Migration Policy Institute, 2018

In response to the rapid growth of the immigrant population and in the wake of federal
inaction on comprehensive immigration reform, South Carolina enacted the Illegal
Immigration Reform Act in 2008 and Senate Bill 20 in 2011. The first law restricts
undocumented immigrants from public benefits and bars them from public higher
education (lllegal Immigration Reform Act, 2008). The second law is fashioned after
Arizona Senate Bill 1070, and includes a “papers please” provision which requires police
to report individuals who do not have identification indicating they are in the country
legally (National Immigration Law Center, 2014). The law also includes a provision for a
statewide immigration enforcement unit—the only one of its kind in the U.S. (Largen,
2012). In 2014 a civil rights coalition successfully challenged Senate Bill 20, permanently
blocking key provisions that criminalized interactions with unauthorized immigrants
(National Immigration Law Center, 2014). However, other aspects of the law were not
overturned, and both laws remain. In sum, South Carolina provides a useful empirical
window into the policy advocacy activities of immigrant-serving social service providers
because it has one of the fastest-growing immigrant populations in the country and some
of the most hostile anti-immigrant policies of any state in the nation.

Data and Methods

Data for this analysis comes from the Immigrant Access Project (IAP), a mixed
methods study of social service providers conducted by the authors in 2015. The
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guantitative portion of the project was an on-line survey of immigrant-serving
organizations across South Carolina. We then conducted in-depth interviews with
executive directors and program coordinators from a purposive sub-sample of 50
immigrant-serving organizations. This paper is based on analyses from the qualitative
portion of the study.

Sample

It can be difficult to identify immigrant-serving organizations (Gleeson & Bloemraad,
2012), in part because so few identify as such when reporting to the IRS (Hung, 2007).
This is also the case in South Carolina because there is no comprehensive database of
immigrant-serving organizations in the state. Therefore, we used a range of data sources to
identify immigrant-serving organizations (Allard & Roth, 2010), which we defined
functionally as direct service providers that serve immigrant clients (Cordero-Guzman,
2005; Martin, 2012). This definition includes both ethnic and immigrant organizations
(Hung, 2007), as well as mainstream providers (Roth & Allard, 2016). Sources for building
our sample included IRS 990 data that identified immigrant and ethnic organizations;
regional and state resource guides that listed organizations that serve immigrants; and the
referral database of a statewide immigrant-serving organization. This yielded a database of
599 service providers comprised primarily of nonprofits (both secular and faith-based), as
well as a small number of public agencies (such as county food pantries) and for-profit
entities. We then narrowed the sample to 319 entities by eliminating organizations that did
not provide direct services in South Carolina, or for which no current contact information
was available. We emailed executive directors of these 319 entities with an invitation to
participate in the on-line survey. In all, 183 providers responded, for a response rate of
57%. Data for this study came from in-depth interviews with a purposive sample of 50
survey respondents which we selected based on organization type, size, and primary
service focus (e.g., anti-poverty, education, legal services, etc.) to maximize variation
(Table 2).

Table 2. Sample Characteristics of Organizations in Qualitative Phase (n=50)

# %

Type of organization

Public 11 22%

Secular non-profit 31 62%

Faith based non-profit 6 12%

For-profit 2 4%
Type of service provider

Health (health, mental health and substance abuse) 10 20%

Anti-poverty (housing, employment, cash assistance, food, general referral) 14  28%

Education (GED, afterschool, parenting classes, early childhood, ESL) 16  32%

Legal services 4 8%

Child and family welfare (youth programs, domestic violence, etc.) 6 12%
Organization size

Small (fewer than 5 full-time employees) 20  40%

Medium (between 5 - 20 full-time employees) 19 38%

Large (more than 20 full-time employees) 11 22%
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Data collection and analysis

We conducted in-depth interviews with executive directors, program administrators,
and other leaders at these organizations. All interviews were conducted by phone.
Interviews ranged in length from 30-60 minutes and were audio-recorded and transcribed.
Interview questions addressed organizational history and mission; capacity (budget,
revenues, and number of clients served); and details about general services. We also
explored the nature and scope of their services for immigrants, and how these programs
had evolved. Finally, and most relevant to this analysis, we asked questions about their
view of South Carolina as a receiving context for new immigrants, their involvement with
policy advocacy, and their involvement with coalitions that address immigrant rights
concerns.

All transcripts were coded by the authors and analyzed using NVivoll, a qualitative
data analysis software. Our codebook was informed by theories of immigrant integration
(Portes & Rumbaut, 2006) and social service organizations as intermediaries (Mosley,
2013). Codes included “advocacy,” “barriers,” “mediating role,” “strategies,” and
“organizational partnerships.” Analysis focused on text where respondents discussed their
view of South Carolina as an immigrant-receiving context and policy advocacy broadly
defined (Mosley, 2013). This included respondents’ answers to questions such as “How
would you describe South Carolina and the welcome that it gives to immigrants?,” as well
as several questions about advocacy, including “Have you ever participated in
organizational activities or conversations related to immigrant rights in South Carolina?”
and “Do you think advocating for immigrant rights differs from advocacy for other issues
or populations in South Carolina?” These broad questions were followed by a series of
probes that asked respondents to describe the nature of these activities, their motivation for
participating in them (or not), and their perceptions of the effectiveness these efforts.

Looking across code domains we constructed a series of matrices to identify themes
and patterns that guided subsequent analyses (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Themes emerged
using the constant comparative approach (Glaser, 1965) which involved comparing data
from different respondents to identify common indicators. We structured our findings
section based on the themes that emerged from this analysis. Themes include structural
barriers to advocacy that are conditioned by the restrictive context of South Carolina, as
well as the strategies organizations take in response to these barriers, including indirect
advocacy through coalitions and networks.

All three authors were intimately involved with each stage of the data collection and
analysis phases. The first two authors were primarily responsible for the coding process.
This included weekly meetings to discuss the development of the theory-informed
codebook and inconsistencies in how each author applied it to the data. Regular meetings
during all phases of the project addressed code book development, the coding process, and
interpretation, ultimately enhancing the confirmability of the research findings (Lietz &
Zayas, 2010).

Findings
We have organized our findings based on the key themes that emerged from our data.
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In this section, therefore, we begin by providing insights into the context of South Carolina
from the perspective of the social service providers in our study. This provides an important
backdrop for understanding whether they engage in advocacy activities. We then
summarize the types of advocacy activities they identify, as well as the barriers they
perceive to engaging in advocacy on behalf of immigrants. The final theme addresses their
strategies for overcoming these barriers.

South Carolina: A context for immigrant advocacy

There was general agreement among the providers in our study that South Carolina is
an unwelcoming receiving context for immigrants. Some respondents said the receiving
context is nuanced rather than monolithic, describing South Carolina as a place that, while
primarily unwelcoming, has—as one respondent stated—*“pockets of welcome.” These
providers tended to describe parts of their respective city as more receptive to discussing
immigration and immigrant rights. However, the majority of our respondents were more
sweepingly negative in their assessment. For example, the Executive Director of an anti-
poverty organization explained that the climate towards immigrants is “hostile” in South
Carolina so you need to “tread lightly” before even broaching the topic. Because tension
over the issue “involves everything from religion to politics,” he explains, “sometimes you
feel like your hands are tied or your mouth is taped closed.” The Director of a small health
clinic stated that the unwelcoming nature of the state context means that “people don’t fight
for immigrant rights as much as they do for other people’s rights.” Respondents repeatedly
emphasized that the biases against immigrants are pervasive. The Executive Director of a
child welfare agency stated the predominant perspective in South Carolina is that “all
immigrants are from Mexico [and] they think all immigrants are illegal...so it’s just the
fact that we have so much to teach.”

Advocating for immigrants

We asked respondents “Have you ever participated in organizational activities or
conversations related to immigrant rights?” We probed for more information, asking about
the nature of their involvement and why they got involved, or why they have not gotten
involved. We also asked whether they are involved with any coalitions that engage in
advocacy for immigrants, followed by a similar series of probes. Consistent with other
studies of social service providers and policy advocacy activities (Maclndoe & Whalen,
2013; Mellinger, 2014b; Mosley, 2012), 50% of the providers in our sample reported
engaging in some form of policy advocacy (Table 3). We organized these activities into
“independent” and “coalition” based on whether organizations were engaged in policy
advocacy on their own or in collaboration with other entities. Some organizations reported
both types of activities, but certain types of organizations were more likely to report
involvement in at least one type. Among faith-based providers, for example, 67% reported
engaging in at least some type of policy advocacy, and anti-poverty and legal service
providers were more likely than some other provider types to report involvement in policy
advocacy. Some organizations stated that they were involved in immigrant rights
coalitions, while others stated their organization independently engaged in advocacy
efforts to address immigrant rights. Still other participants reported engaging in both
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independent activities and coalition-based activities.

Table 3. Types of Immigrant-Serving Organizations and Their
Advocacy Activities

Engaged in Policy
Advocacy Activities
n # %

Type of organization

Public 11 3 27%

Secular non-profit 31 18 58%

Faith based non-profit 6 4 67%

For-profit 2 0 0%
Type of service provider

Health 10 5 50%

Anti-poverty 14 8 57%

Education 16 6 38%

Legal services 4 4 100%

Child and family welfare 6 2 33%
Organization size

Small 20 8 40%

Medium 19 12 63%

Large 11 5 45%
Total 50 25 50%
*Percentages represent the share of organizations of a given type that reported
at least one type of advocacy activity (independent, coalition, or both).

However, while half of the immigrant-serving providers in our sample reported
engaging in some form of policy advocacy, many qualified the nature or extent of their
involvement. Therefore, in the sections that follow we explore first why more providers do
not participate in policy advocacy. We then take up the case of those organizations in our
sample that engage in advocacy to better understand the types of advocacy activities they
engage in, and how they are able to avoid common barriers to advocacy.

Why some providers do not engage in policy advocacy

If there is general agreement among the organizations in our sample that immigrant
rights in South Carolina are particularly vulnerable, why do half of the providers report
that they do not engage in policy advocacy to address these structural concerns? The most
common reason was a lack of resources. The Executive Director of a small child welfare
organization said that she is aware of some current anti-immigrant legislation but has not
stayed abreast of the larger question of policy advocacy and immigrant rights. She has “not
had the time, [and has] chosen not to be stressed out by it,” even though she views that
these policies are problematic. Her view is that they “are written by people who have no
idea” of the reality experienced by immigrants. Another respondent stated more bluntly
that her organization does not have the resources: “I really think that an agency like ours
should be involved in advocacy, but you need support for that and you need time to do that
and you need to dedicate a staff person to that.” She is the Executive Director of an
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organization that addresses the basic needs of immigrants and other clients, but has only
three full-time staff members.

Consistent with other studies (Mellinger, 2014a; Mosley, 2010), larger providers in our
sample were more likely to engage in some form of policy advocacy (see Table 3), but the
rationale for noninvolvement among these organizations was similar—even for
involvement on local coalitions focused on immigrants and immigrant rights. According
to the Director of a literacy center, he refuses to join a coalition if he cannot be actively
involved. Contributing in this way would demand time that he currently does not have:
“Right now | work about 60 hours a week and, you know, just stepping into another group
is hard.”

Several organizations stated that it would be politically risky for them to speak out
about immigrant rights, inconsistent with their organizational mission, or potentially
problematic for (some) members of their board. This was the case for the program manager
for an organization that provides ESL services for immigrants. She pointed out that
immigration is “controversial” at the state and federal levels and “that’s why we’re not
involved.” Another Executive Director stated that some organizations in her city plan
advocacy events, but, from her perspective, “there is some fear about doing that and how
that is going to end up representing the organization.”

Engaging in policy advocacy can also be perceived as risky for the organization,
especially if it is a departure from what has been done in the past or outside the scope of
the organization’s mission. In South Carolina’s relatively small cities and towns, an
organization’s activities are noticed. Advocating for immigrant rights has implications for
how the community in general—and potential clients, in particular—view one’s
organization and who it serves. The literacy center Director introduced above stated, “It’s
not a spoken rule here, but the previous director didn’t want us branching into [advocacy]
because we had such a public relations problem about being viewed as a, you know, an
immigrant-only resource.” Another respondent avoids policy advocacy because
immigration is controversial, particularly because much of the debate concerns legal status.
Taking a position on this issue can be problematic, she explains. By advocating for
immigrant rights, she is concerned she might be “advocating for unlawful behavior” of
unauthorized immigrants, with the implication that the community will view her and her
organization as morally inconsistent. Another respondent balked when asked if she is aware
of state or local policies that affect immigrants in South Carolina. She answered that she
knows of these policies but “would rather not comment.” She is concerned that answering
that question would affect the reputation of her organization as “neutral” and “impartial.”

Similarly, other reasons for noninvolvement in policy advocacy boil down to a
calculation of risk rather than ignorance of need. For example, a school social worker stated
“I’m working for a school district—I could get in trouble.” Another respondent explained
“as a state employee sometimes it's not—sometimes it can be very uncool to be politically
active. And not necessarily dangerous for you as an individual, but dangerous for your
institution.” A few respondents said that policy advocacy activities were outside of their
role or their organization’s mission. A medium-sized health services organization had been
involved with statewide coalitions in the past, but was too busy at the time of our interview
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to be involved. The Executive Director sees the topic of immigration “as controversial right
now with some of the dialogues going on at the state level and national level,” but his
organization does not engage “in the justice stuff” because “we don’t really see that as our
focus.” He explains that the controversy itself is not the reason why his organization chose
not to engage in policy advocacy. Rather, “we’re trying to focus on our mission.” Until the
board decides that this is an issue which falls within their organization’s purview, the
organization will not pursue it. Another Director clarified that advocating for immigrant
rights requires an understanding of “the legacy of the politics of oppression here [in South
Carolina], and the stereotypes and how people are pretty comfortable with the stereotypes.”
Miscalculating these politics can be risky for an organization.

One program manager stated that she has not participated in organizational activities
or conversations related to immigrant rights because her role is to “teach and manage the
English as a second language program,” not engage in advocacy. Like many respondents
who are not involved with coalitions, she knows about a local coalition and her
organization has a relationship with them but is not involved. In other instances of non-
involvement, however, respondents stated that they had not been “invited” to join, or had
not even heard of any such coalitions. Although these organizations serve immigrants,
respondents were unaware of efforts in their area or across the state to coordinate services,
build network connections, and address structural factors impeding immigrant access to
support. These organizations may still be reluctant to join, for some of the same reasons
described above. A manager of a local food pantry explained that their organization might
be open to attending a future event aimed at helping the immigrant community, but not at
the cost of prioritizing one client group over another. As an organization, they are
“concerned with making sure everybody gets food,” not just immigrants. Similar to the
concerns articulated earlier about misrepresenting an organization’s mission, allocating
time and resources to join a coalition focused on immigrant rights might signal that a
provider is more invested in this demographic than other groups they serve. In sum, there
are important stakes these organizations take into consideration when it comes to policy
advocacy: capacity of an organization, political and organizational risks involved in
political activities in the immigrant-restrictive context, and recognition of their roles in a
limited manner.

Overcoming barriers to advocacy

Immigrant-serving organizations in South Carolina that participate in policy advocacy
also acknowledge that there are barriers to this form of work, but they tend to find ways
around these obstacles, or identify the extra steps required to addressing them. The Director
of a legal advocacy organization explained that policy advocacy efforts in South Carolina
require challenging the perception that civil rights belong only to citizens: “When we’re
advocating for the civil rights of the undocumented community we have to have that extra
step of explaining that the reason that these are rights is that they’re human rights.” For
others, explaining why they engage in advocacy is less about additional steps, and more a
shift in tactics. For example, the lead case manager at one organization generally adopts a
“positive perspective” to the possibility of changing the larger structures that impede
immigrant integration. Her perspective is guided by the belief that individuals who are
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opposed to immigrants and immigration may reconsider their views. However, she admits
“l can’t just be positive all the time. There are times when we have to fight for our clients’
rights.”

Among the 50% of organizations in our sample that participate in policy advocacy
activities, the majority take an indirect approach to influencing policy. If insider tactics aim
to change policy through direct contact with policymakers, indirect tactics represent a
category of policy advocacy activities that aim to raise awareness about a policy issue and
to help shape a possible solution through means such as public education, writing letters to
the editor, and joining advocacy coalitions (Mosley, 2011). This indirect approach is not
uncommon among organizations in other service sectors. For example, Mosley (2011)
finds in her study of homelessness service providers that 84% participated in coalitions for
the purposes of influencing public policy, and 58% provided public education on policy
issues.

Coalitions and public education were most common forms of policy advocacy among
immigrant-serving providers in our study. The organizations who have been engaged with
advocacy state that they have reaped numerous benefits from these partnerships, including
information sharing, knowledge building, efficient labor division, organizational growth,
and bringing about more structural changes. For example, a nonprofit organization that
primarily serves children and families reported working closely with the local police
department to raise awareness about immigrant rights. They also organize outreach events
and information sessions to improve community relations with immigrants, started a local
group aimed at promoting higher education among immigrant youth, and held a week-long
conference on the topic.

Coalitions can provide networking opportunities that facilitate other forms of indirect
advocacy. This can be particularly useful for small organizations that lack the resources to
engage in advocacy, or providers that may perceive policy advocacy as risky, outside their
organization’s mission, or both. Among these organizations are those that were able to
engage in advocacy because they partnered with other coalition members that were more
outspoken about immigrant rights. One organization that provides educational services
explained this indirect approach offers some “cover” given that advocacy is not strictly part
of her organization’s mission:

It's tricky because our organization—we're not an advocacy organization, so those
conversations [about policy advocacy] don't really take place here. But | have
definitely had those kinds of conversations with other organizations and other
community partners. It's interesting the way that [my organization] is moving. We
can't directly advocate, but one thing that I'm very excited about that we're doing
is in conjunction with [another local provider]. We’re hosting a community
forum...that is geared towards business leaders...[to] educate those business
leaders about the economic contributions of a Latino community—which is not
advocacy, per se, but at least it is a kind of awareness-building for people who
may not be very knowledgeable about the [immigrant] community.

As this Project Coordinator notes, she did not view her collaborative efforts to raise
awareness about the immigrant community as “advocacy” per se. However, her more
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narrow definition of advocacy also allows her to justify that this indirect tactic is still within
(or at least not in contradiction with) her organization’s mission.

Similarly, many of the respondents that reported participating in indirect forms of
advocacy explained that more direct forms of advocacy were out of reach, or did not view
their coalition work as advocacy. For example, a medium-sized provider that works with
children and families participates in a local provider networking meeting aimed at serving
Latino immigrants. However, the organization is wary of more direct forms of policy
advocacy, or of even describing their coalition work as a form of policy advocacy at all.
The Executive Director explained that they have to “answer to a board” and advocating
more publicly for immigrant rights would be politically contentious. Doing so would
“probably hurt my organization from a private funding perspective...and then, ultimately,
that would hurt the families that I’m trying to serve.” As a result, their organization does
not “take a stance on immigrant rights.” Indeed, this rationale is an echo of why the non-
involved organizations (described above) do not engage in advocacy at all.

To overcome this barrier to joining coalitions focused on immigrant services and
immigrant rights, some respondents who joined coalitions sometimes did so personally
rather than as representatives of their organization. The Executive Director of a medium-
sized nonprofit was hesitant to engage in advocacy because his organization is affiliated
with the county. This fact, combined with the problem that there were no existing coalitions
in his county that addressed the policy advocacy concerns of immigrants, prompted him to
personally start his own coalition. He was careful to explain that this effort was unrelated
to his capacity as Executive Director: “Actually, I shouldn’t mention the [name of his
organization]—it’s just something that I’m doing on my own as a private citizen.” His
strategy is to work with the Latino community rather than other organizational
partnerships:

I have a 9 to 5 job like everyone else. I’'m passionate about the [immigrant]
community, but things change. People go, positions change, organizations come
and go. But if we could ignite that passion for advocacy in our clientele...1 think
we are leaving the community better off.

He views this grassroots approach to coalition-building as a way to give immigrants
“voice” so they can “rise up and take ownership of the situation.” His grassroots approach
might also help avoid the possibility that coalitions, however well-meaning, may
erroneously assume that they rightfully speak on behalf of the interests of immigrants
(Mosley, 2013). However, his primary motivation for starting his own coalition is because
the organization with which he is formally affiliated would be unwilling to let him do so.

Respondents in our sample were organizations involved with local coalitions do not
even attend monthly meetings regularly. At times, limited involvement was attributable to
organizational capacity, but others stated that the coalitions themselves were inconsistently
active or ineffective. Coalitions are not always able to keep member organizations engaged
and involved. One program manager stated that she is interested in working with a
statewide coalition on policy advocacy, “but since I signed up probably a year and half ago
I have not heard anything. | don’t know if there’s a glitch with that or if they haven’t done
anything.” A number of providers stated that they had been involved with local or state-
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wide coalitions in the past, but no new information had been shared about coalition
activities, so they were not sure where things stood. For others, the added burden of
coalition-related tasks is untenable. The court liaison for an organization that addresses
domestic violence explained that she feels inspired when she attends statewide coalition
meetings, and finds the conversation productive. However, upon returning to her office the
weight of other demands makes it difficult for her—and other coalition members—to carry
that momentum out: “I’ve gone there [to coalition meetings] and really gotten excited about
some new ideas, and then just come back and been so overwhelmed that | can’t concentrate
any of my time on it.” Others admit that they have dropped out of some coalitions,
especially if they do not seem to be “really moving forward on things.” An attorney at a
nonprofit legal justice organization admits that this is a difficult bar for many policy
advocacy coalitions in the state to meet, but this particularly true in the case of immigration
rights. Her organization helped to found a statewide coalition in response to the anti-
immigrant legislation that was passed in South Carolina in 2011. The coalition was
successful because there was a clear target, but when the threat of this policy subsided the
coalition lost momentum:

It [the coalition] was very effective because we had something going on. We had
something tangible for people to do...I do think that when people have something
to do, when there is something big going on, they will pull together. But it’s that
down time where people have a hard time getting together.

As a result, several organizations in our study that have a history of involvement with
coalitions express an openness to future collaborations even if they are not currently
engaged in policy advocacy. For example, the Director of a large health services
organization said he is familiar with the work of some local coalitions engaged in political
advocacy on behalf of immigrants and has partnered with some members of a local
coalition in the past. However, his organization was not formally involved in the coalition
at the time of the interview. He stated that he would be willing to host a community event
related to immigrant rights advocacy, but another organization would need to initiate the
event and plan the details. That is, like other organizations in our sample, their involvement
in policy advocacy is only periodic. This could change, however, if the issue of policy
advocacy becomes more salient in the future. The same Director reflected that his
organization joined a statewide advocacy effort when South Carolina enacted anti-
immigrant state policies: “And so it [immigration] seemed to be more of a divisive issue,
and we continued to treat people and to work with them as we had before, but the
conversation and all things changed.” Policy shifts in the future may trigger more coalition
involvement because there is a clearly-defined issue around which coalition members can
rally.

Discussion and Conclusion

In this paper, we explored the policy advocacy involvement of immigrant-serving
organizations in South Carolina, a state with restrictive immigration legislation. The
process of immigrant integration can be difficult and destabilizing for immigrant
newcomers no matter where they settle, but those who live in receiving contexts with harsh,
anti-immigrant laws such as South Carolina may be in even greater need of support. Our
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study is premised on the notion that local organizations that engage in political activities
can influence public policy (Marwell, 2004; Mosley, 2012). To the extent that this is the
case, these organizations can function as intermediaries between vulnerable groups and
restrictive policy structures (Reid, 2000)—minimizing this barrier to immigrant
integration.

Consistent with the literature on social service organizations as intermediaries, we find
that immigrant-serving social service providers in our study are positioned to mediate
between immigrants and the restrictive policy context. However, not all organizations
engage in advocacy activities to advance the rights of immigrants in South Carolina. We
find that organizations that engage in advocacy adopt a variety of tactics, but most
respondents reported that their advocacy approach was indirect and non-confrontational.
Coalition membership was one of the most common forms of advocacy, but even this was
limited. Consistent with other studies, we find that involvement depends on factors such as
organizational size, funding sources, the willingness of organizational leaders, and their
willingness to collaborate (Mosley, 2010, 2013). We also find that while some local social
service providers may engage in policy advocacy, others engage in advocacy efforts
focused only on the needs of the clients they serve rather than the larger community of
which their clients are a part—a common pattern among service providers in other contexts
(Garrow & Hasenfeld, 2014). Still other providers in our study do not engage in policy
advocacy at all, despite their acknowledgement of harsh anti-immigrant laws in South
Carolina.

The limitations of our study prevent us from generalizing these findings to immigrant-
serving organizations across the entire state. Our sample of immigrant-serving
organizations is not representative, and the self-report nature of the data introduces the
possibility of response bias. In addition, our study does not measure the impact of these
policy advocacy activities on the laws and other structures that impact immigrant
integration in South Carolina. However, other studies suggest that participation in
coalitions can be an effective indirect form of policy advocacy (Fyall, 2016), particularly
when individual organizations see more independent forms of advocacy to be risky. Indeed,
these types of collaborative practices have increased within the field of policy advocacy
(Mosely, 2013), and this is common practice for many organizations in our sample.
However, because of data limitations in this study, it is unclear the extent to which these
coalitions are actively pursuing a social justice agenda to advance immigrant rights in the
state. Rather than engaging in serious policy advocacy activities, it is possible that these
coalitions merely provide opportunities for sharing information about resources and
discussing case-specific problems concerning immigrant clients. Yet, given that many
organizations in this study report episodic involvement in policy advocacy, it is possible
that the coalitions are similarly responsive to changes in the policy environment. For this
reason, staying involved with coalitions when there is a “lull” may lead to more policy
advocacy activities in the future if and when the coalition is compelled to take up a policy
advocacy cause. Likewise, organizations that are not currently active in coalitions may
rejoin when the coalition rallies around a pressing need for policy advocacy. For these
reasons, coalition meetings focused merely on networking may perform an important
function in the service of future policy advocacy activities by maintaining organizational
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ties and working relationships. Given this possibility, future research should explore the
elasticity of policy advocacy activities in response to changes in the policy environment.

Consistent with other studies, we also find that many organizations in our sample do
not participate in policy advocacy. Some respondents stated that they do not participate in
advocacy at all simply because they do not think advocacy involvement should be central—
or even peripheral—to their activities. Other reasons they offered were also consistent with
the literature, including a lack of knowledge about policy and the policymaking process,
organizational capacity, concern for displeasing an external funder, and fear of violating
laws (Bass, Arons, Guinane, Carter, & Rees, 2007; Mosley, 2010; Schneider & Lester,
2001). Recognizing the general trend that advocacy is regarded as a peripheral function of
a service provider’s operations, future research must continue to assess noninvolvement
among immigrant-serving organizations by comparing different receiving contexts. This
includes examining differences between new destinations and traditional immigrant
gateways, as well as places with active statewide coalitions, such as Illinois and Tennessee,
relative to places without a unifying mechanism that can channel resources and
strategically address immigrant rights concerns. Finally, research should explore whether
there is a tipping point for immigrant-serving organizations—when the balance of
cost/benefit considerations prompt a provider to decide to engage in advocacy. If so, what
are the factors and conditions that predict this type of organizational behavior?

It is critical for the social work profession to pursue these questions in light of current
immigration trends and policy. Social workers uphold social justice as a defining feature
of professional practice, yet social service organizations are only modestly engaged in
policy advocacy vis-a-vis immigrant rights. Through their daily work, social workers often
directly witness or hear about the injustices immigrants face and are well-situated to
explain these injustices to the broader society. Consequently, social workers and the
administrators of social service organizations should be actively engaged in coalitions that
advocate for immigrant rights. This is particularly important in places such as South
Carolina with restrictive anti-immigrant laws. Providers should also continue to expand
their policy advocacy actions to more directly address policy inequalities facing
immigrants. For some organizations that assume certain types of advocacy activities are
impermissible, this might require that they begin by reviewing what types of direct and
indirect actions are allowed within the laws which govern what is defined as “lobbying”
by the IRS.

Given the importance of policy advocacy to challenging and improving the structural
conditions for immigrant integration, it is critical that social workers bridge the gap
between what we profess to be important and what we prioritize in practice. This yawning
gap is particularly noticeable in the face of immigrant rights. Social work practitioners need
to raise awareness about policy advocacy and encourage their organizations to engage in
advocacy practice that protects and enforces these rights.
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Using Structural Social Work Theory to Drive Anti-Oppressive Practice
With Latino Immigrants

Arturo Carrillo
Caitlin L. O'Grady

Abstract: Social work practice with marginalized populations not only requires
intervention to address individuals’ immediate service needs, but also requires
intervention to address the larger structural context that impacts well-being. Critical
theoretical frameworks, such as Structural Social Work (SSW) theory, are essential in
helping social workers to develop a comprehensive understanding of the manner in which
social systems are intentionally designed to oppress marginalized populations, including
immigrant and refugee communities. SSW serves to both understand how society’s
structure causes social problems and to identify how these structures must be changed in
order to alleviate harm. Focusing specifically on Latino immigrants, this article presents
an overview of SSW theory and discusses its relevance to social work practitioners. This
SSW framework will then be applied to analyze two U.S. social systems, the labor
regulatory and mental health systems, that are integrally connected to Latino immigrant
well-being. Finally, drawing from two case examples of research conducted in Chicago,
alternative models of practice in the realms of labor and mental health are presented.
Findings from these case examples illustrate how social workers can engage in anti-
oppressive practice when they implement interventions that promote personal healing
while simultaneously challenging oppressive elements of social systems.

Keywords: Structural social work theory; labor; mental health; Latino immigrants; anti-
oppressive practice

Hide nothing from the masses of our people. Tell no lies. Expose lies whenever
they are told. Mask no difficulties, mistakes, failures. Claim no easy victories...

(Cabral, 1970, p. 89)

These words of Amilcar Cabral (1970) remind us of the necessity to engage in a
genuine way with those with whom we seek to work. As social workers, if we are truly to
work for the emancipation and empowerment of those we serve, we must be cognizant of
the challenges we are faced with in practice, including both the realities of the “client” and
that of the profession. In the same way that Amilcar Cabral used his professional training
to support the struggle for liberation of the people of Bissau-Guinean and Cape Verde from
the colonization of Portugal, as social workers we are positioned to engage in the complex
and at times turbulent work of anti-oppressive practice. Anti-oppressive practice requires
that we recognize how individual well-being is integrally connected to larger social
institutions. Considering that social institutions in the U.S. perpetuate systems of power,
privilege, unequal access, and oppression, anti-oppressive practice intends to alleviate the
negative impacts of oppressive social systems on individuals while simultaneously
transforming these social structures that perpetuate oppression (Mullaly, 2007). As
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Amilcar Cabral pushes us to understand through his words, we must be honest in the
complexities of engaging in anti-oppressive practice and must not claim easy victories that
fall short of structural transformation.

Social work with immigrants and refugees presents an important space to engage in
anti-oppressive practice. Immigrants and refugees enter a U.S. sociopolitical context where
nativist sentiment and rhetoric is pervasive (Ayon, 2014; Collinson & Diamond, 2016;
Salas, Ayon, & Gurrola, 2013). Members of these populations commonly experience
multiple forms of oppression, including exploitation, marginalization, exclusion from
social and civic spaces (i.e., powerlessness), pressure to assimilate to dominant cultural
norms (i.e., cultural imperialism), and violence (Young, 2013). These experiences of
oppression are manifested in both their interactions with U.S. social structures and in their
daily interpersonal interactions (Aguilar-Gaxiola et al., 2012; Garcini et al., 2016;
Raymond-Flesch, Siemons, Pourat, Jacobs, & Brindis, 2014). The labeling of the
immigrant population in reference to categories of legality and illegality is used to
legitimize oppressive acts (Menjivar, 2016). Considering that experiences of oppression
are central to the experiences of immigrants and refugees in the U.S., it is essential that
social workers are prepared to assess the impact of oppressive structural contexts on well-
being and to challenge oppressive social structures in their daily practice.

Focusing specifically on Latino immigrants, this article will introduce Structural Social
Work, a critical social work theory. Following this theoretical overview, we will use a
Structural Social Work lens to analyze the U.S. labor regulatory and mental health systems,
two systems that are integrally connected to the well-being of this population. As part of
this analysis, we will discuss how these systems are intentionally designed to perpetuate
oppression. Finally, drawing from two case examples of research that the authors
conducted in Chicago (Carrillo, 2017; O’Grady, 2017), we will discuss how social workers
can practice outside of oppressive systems. Recognizing how oppressive interactions with
social systems negatively impact well-being, the highlighted practice models in the realms
of mental health and labor organizing are intentionally designed to promote alternative
patterns of interaction. These spaces serve as refuges where community members are
supported in reframing their understanding of themselves and their environments, with the
aim of empowering them to advocate for structural change in their communities. After
highlighting how these alternative practice models both promote personal healing and
cultivate spaces of resistance, we will discuss the implications of these local level practices
for the social work profession.

Structural Social Work Theory and the Role of Critical Frameworks
in Practice

Critical theoretical frameworks provide an important foundation for guiding social
work practice grounded in principles of social justice. Critical theoretical frameworks assist
social workers in developing a comprehensive understanding of the structural context that
impacts the immigrant population and provide a lens for identifying practice solutions that
challenge this context. Attending to the larger structural context ensures that individuals,
families, and communities are not pathologized for the challenges that they experience. A
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Structural Social Work (SSW) critical theoretical framework is of particular relevance for
informing anti-oppressive practice with the Latino immigrant population. First, SSW
theory provides a descriptive understanding of how oppressive dominant ideologies inform
political, economic, and social systems and patterns of interpersonal interactions. Second,
SSW offers a prescriptive approach for supporting individuals who have been harmed by
social systems and challenging these oppressive social systems and underlying ideologies
that cause harm (Mullaly, 2007). While we recognize the breadth of scholars contributing
to the body of critical social work literature, we focus primarily on Mullaly’s (2007) work
in our overview due to the fact that Mullaly’s (2007) bridge model of society is central to
our subsequent analysis of both the U.S. labor regulatory and mental health systems and
the presented alternative practice models.

Structural Social Work Theory

SSW, as first postulated by Maurice Moreau in Canada in 1979, was created in reaction
to the "medical and disease model" which seeks to work with people in a dependent
position, emphasizing change at the individual rather than the sociopolitical level. SSW
seeks to focus the intervention on the direct interactions between individuals and social,
political, and economic systems (Moreau, 1979). Stemming from Radical Social Work,
which is grounded in socialist ideologies, SSW criticizes conventional social work for a
lack of critical self-awareness and pathologizing the oppressed by opting for individual
diagnosis at the expense of addressing large social problems (Mullaly, 2007). Even with
the attention given to societal level concepts, SSW is meant to be a generalist model of
practice for social work with individuals, families, groups, and communities, while not
losing sight of the interaction between the personal and larger cultural and political forces
(Mullaly, 2007).

As conceptualized by SSW, society is envisioned as a bridge structure, whereby the
bedrock, or substructure, on which the bridge is erected is the ideology that underpins
society. The foundation of a bridge is not visible, yet it is essential to support the structure
on which it is built. The ideologies of society provide a similar foundation. The pillars
holding up the bridge platform are the various social institutions created to manage
society’s primary functions, including but not limited to economic, political, social welfare,
labor regulatory, educational, and health systems. The platform of the bridge on which the
general population exists and interacts is largely defined by the lower portions of the
structure. As Mullaly (2007) explains, "the substructures or foundation of society consists
of a dominant ideology, which is transmitted to all members of society through the process
of socialization and determines the nature of a society's institutions and the relations among
its people” (p. 245). To achieve social transformation, change must happen at all levels and
social workers must be ready to navigate throughout the three levels as outlined by the
SSW model. Mullaly’s (2007) bridge model is displayed below.

At its core, SSW is meant to be both descriptive and prescriptive. The model serves to
both understand how society’s structure causes social problems and to identify how these
structures must be changed in order to alleviate harm. To achieve this goal, an immediate
focus on relief must also be accompanied by a long-term focus on structural and
institutional change. Utilizing a dialectical understanding, SSW understands that social
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welfare and social work contain opposing forces of social care and social control. Given
this understanding, the focus of practice is meant to “maximize the emancipatory potential
of social welfare and social work and to neutralize or minimize the repressive elements”

(Mullaly, 2007, p. 238).

Figure 1. Mullaly’s Structural View of Society (Bridge Model)
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Reproduced with permission from Mullaly (2007, p. 246)

Recognizing that critical analysis of social systems is central to SSW, in the following
section we will analyze two U.S. social systems through a structural lens. In particular, we
will analyze both the U.S. labor regulatory and mental health systems. Based on our
synthesis of the literature, we contend that not only does the Latino immigrant population
have unmet needs in the realms of labor and mental health, but also that these systems are
designed to perpetuate structural oppression rather than to address unmet needs.

U.S. Social Systems Through A Structural Lens

U.S. Labor Regulatory System

The labor regulatory system falls within the economic system of our society. It is
intended to be the mechanism that checks the detrimental impacts of exploitation on
workers by employers in their pursuit of profit and efficiency within the capitalist economic
system. The labor regulatory system encompasses laws and policies that regulate
workplace standards, the state and federal worker protection agencies established to
enforce workplace policies (including among others, the Department of Labor, Equal
Employment Opportunity Commission), and collective bargaining agreements set by labor
unions. In order to understand the structural causes of the workplace exploitation on low-
wage immigrant workers, an analysis of the U.S. labor system must be contextualized in
relation to both the U.S. labor regulatory system and the immigration system.
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The immigration system and labor regulatory system: The connection between
“illegality” and substandard working conditions. The literature has long emphasized
the role of immigration policy in regulating the flow of foreign labor into the United States
(Borjas, 1989; De Genova, 2005; Gomberg-Mufioz, 2011; Massey, Durand, & Malone,
2002; Sassen-Koob, 1981). Decades of increasingly restrictive U.S. immigration policy,
culminating with the passage of the Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986,
established a present day political reality in which 11.1 million people live in the United
States without legal status (Passel & Cohn, 2016). The political creation of “illegality”
establishes a vulnerable and “temporary” population that is often exploited in the
workplace and made to live in fear within their communities (Gleeson, 2010). The Mexican
migrant community has for generations served as a continued and expendable pool of labor
for the United States (De Genova, 2004). By creating a system of deportation targeting
undocumented workers, the nation creates what is essentially a disposable commodity (De
Genova, 2002).

Even though undocumented immigrant workers maintain many of the same legal
protections as documented workers in the workplace, their undocumented status places
them in a relatively powerless position. Various studies have identified that undocumented
workers face a higher likelihood of experiencing wage theft (Bernhardt et al., 2009; Fussell,
2011), wage disparities (Hall, Greenman, & Farkas, 2010; Rivera-Batiz, 1999), unsafe
workplace conditions (Mehta, Theodore, Mora, & Wade, 2002), and workplace injuries
and fatalities (Orrenius & Zavodny, 2009; Sanchez, Delgado, & Saavedra, 2011).
Substandard wages and workplace conditions plague entire industries and communities
that employ a high percentage of immigrant workers (Bernhardt et al., 2009; Levin &
Ginsburg, 2000).

Among the most pervasive experiences of immigrant workers is the loss of owed
wages. Violations of wage and hourly laws are commonly referred to as wage theft (Bobo,
2009). It occurs through various forms including: failure to pay minimum wage, failure to
pay overtime (i.e., paid less than 1.5 times the regular rate of pay for all hours over 40 per
week), “off-the-clock violations” (i.e., work not compensated before or after regular shift),
meal break violations (i.e., work during break without compensation), or illegal deductions
taken from workers' pay. A study by Bernhardt et al. (2009) of 4,387 workers in the three
largest cities in the U.S., New York, Chicago, and Los Angeles, identified the industries
with the highest rates of wage theft, as measured solely by minimum wage violations.
These industries included apparel and textile manufacturing (42.6% violation rate),
personal and repair services (42.3%), private households (41.5%), retail and drug stores
(25.7%), grocery stores (23.5%), security, building and ground service (22.3%), food and
furniture manufacturing, transportation and warehousing (18.5%), restaurants and hotels
(18.2%), residential construction (12.7%), home health care (12.4%), and social assistance
and education (11.8%). The same analysis of minimum wage violations by demographics
identifies undocumented immigrants as reporting the highest percentage of wage
violations. Within this demographic, there is a marked difference by gender; nearly half
(47%) of undocumented female respondents reported minimum wage violations compared
to 30% of undocumented men, by far the highest rate among workers interviewed.
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The need for and limitations of federal and state labor enforcement agencies. The
relatively powerless position of vulnerable workers makes them less likely to report
substandard work conditions (Fussell, 2011). As a result, there is a considerable role for
federal and state regulatory agencies to ensure compliance of wage and hourly laws for all
workers, including undocumented workers. At the federal level, the Department of Labor
is tasked with, among other responsibilities, regulating workplace conditions. Specifically,
the Wage and Hourly Division (WHD) “enforces Federal minimum wage, overtime pay,
recordkeeping, and child labor requirements of the Fair Labor Standards Act” (U.S.
Department of Labor, n.d.). However, analysis of the WHD has shown continued
reductions in the investigative staff since its inception. In 1941 when it was first created,
the WHD employed 1,769 investigators, compared to 1,544 in 1962 and 750 in 2007.
Investigators have decreased despite the fact that the number of businesses covered by the
WHD has seen a dramatic increase from 360,000 to 1.1 million to 7 million in the
respective years (Bobo, 2009). Separate analyses demonstrate similar findings; between
the years of 1975 and 2004 the number of investigators decreased by 14% from 921 to 788,
while the number of workers covered increased by 55% and the number of businesses
covered increased by 112% (Bernhardt & McGrath, 2005). The limited availability of
investigators has led the WHD to be a worker-initiated complaint driven agency instead of
one designed to conduct proactive investigations (Weil, 2008). Beyond the federal labor
regulatory agencies, states can establish their own labor protection agencies in order to
increase the level of protections for workers. However, the enforcement capacity and role
of each state agency varies widely throughout the country (Meyer & Greenleaf, 2011).

The absence of labor unions. The erosion of union density in the private sector over
the last 50 years is striking (Bui, 2015). This has had a marked impact on working standards
within the United States labor market. Without union representation, workers lose the
ability to use collective bargaining to increase wages, benefits, and improve working
conditions. As a result, in a 44 year span the share of the nation’s income taken home by
the middle class has declined, with the aggregate household income having shifted from
middle-income households, 62% in 1970 to 43% in 2014, to upper-income households,
29% in 1970 compared to 49% in 2014 (Pew Research Center, 2015). The decline in union
membership accounts for 35% of the falling share of workers within the middle class and
explains nearly half when adding in the union equality effect (Freeman, Han, Madland &
Duke, 2015). It has also played a role in limiting upward mobility among low-income
children, especially when parents are low-skilled workers (Freeman, Han, Duke, &
Madland, 2016).

Within the current labor regulatory system, various factors make it unfeasible for labor
unions to organize low-wage workers. Mehta and Theodore (2005) identify the obstacles
that employees and organizers commonly experience during their efforts to organize labor
unions. Findings from their analysis of 25 union organizing campaigns indicated that
companies engaged in a variety of legal and illegal tactics to discourage union organizing
(Mehta & Theodore, 2005). While legislative solutions such as the Employee Free Choice
Act would serve to lower the hurdles for workers to unionize and would increase
opportunities for collective bargaining in more workplaces, more and more states adapt
“Right to Work” legislation, which purpose is to weaken union membership by making
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union dues optional by union members and prohibits union membership as a condition of
employment. The limited support that unions are able to offer to low-wage immigrant
workers, coupled with the shortcomings of federal and state labor regulatory agencies,
point to the ineffectiveness of the U.S. labor regulatory system in protecting immigrant
low-wage workers from workplace exploitation.

The psychological harm of the labor regulatory system’s failings. Not only do
immigrant workers have unmet needs in the realm of labor protections, but experiences of
workplace exploitation have also been found to negatively impact emotional well-being.
Lesniewski and Drucker (2017) conducted a mixed-methods research project that explored
the psychosocial impact of wage theft on low-wage immigrant workers. Findings revealed
that two-thirds of respondents were likely or highly likely to suffer from depression.
Immigrant workers who took part in this study reported that they often had to take on
additional jobs to compensate for lost wages and experienced psychological distress,
family conflict, and nutrition and health issues as a result of working long hours and coping
with financial hardships and housing instability (Lesniewski & Drucker, 2017).
Synthesizing the literature on the labor regulatory system, it is not only evident that the
system fails to address the needs of immigrant workers coping with workplace exploitation,
but it is also evident that the system intentionally creates an expendable workforce who is
vulnerable to exploitation. Furthermore, these experiences of workplace exploitation
negatively impact immigrant workers’ mental health.

U.S. Mental Health System

The negative impact of workplace exploitation on emotional well-being is part of a
growing body of literature exploring the effects of structural oppression on the mental
health of Latino immigrants. For example, research has attributed living in a hostile, anti-
immigrant political climate to mental health challenges including depression, anxiety, and
chronic trauma among Mexican immigrant adults and their children in Arizona (Salas et
al., 2013). Similarly, Flores et al. (2008) found that experiences of interpersonal
discrimination were associated with depression among Mexican immigrant adults in
California. Evidence also indicates that the experience of being undocumented in the
oppressive structural context of the U.S. negatively impacts mental health. Research cites
specific examples of experiences that are associated with mental health symptoms,
including limited access to employment, education, healthcare, and social services; living
in constant fear of deportation; and exposure to negative stereotypes about undocumented
immigrants (Garcini et al., 2016; Raymond-Flesch et al., 2014).

A structural analysis of the U.S. mental health system not only indicates that oppressive
social systems and discriminatory patterns of interpersonal interactions negatively impact
mental health, but also that the system is intentionally designed to limit access to mental
health services and inadequately address the mental health needs of Latino immigrants. In
accordance with Mullaly’s (2007) bridge model of society, underlying capitalist ideologies
inform the development of a mental health system that ignores the impact of structural
oppression on well-being and limits access to services based on an individual’s ability to
pay. First, the limited attention paid to the impact of structural oppression on well-being is
reflected in the dominance of what Saleebey (2005) describes as the ‘“medical-
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psychiatric/pharmaceutical/insurance cartel” (p. 23) model of mental health. Saleebey
(2005) defines this model as one in which “a group of institutions...control a particular
market or social sector through a melding of their interests and exercising of their social
power” (p. 23). By framing mental health in relation to biochemical responses, illness,
deficits, and pathology, this biomedical model of mental health service delivery advances
the interests of psychopharmaceutical companies while failing to address the structural
context that impacts well-being (Saleebey, 2005). Second, according to Rylko-Bauer and
Farmer (2002), the mental health system is part of the larger

...market-based [healthcare] system shaped by forces of competition,
commercialization, and corporatization...The orientation is increasingly one of
selling ‘product’ rather than providing care, to ‘consumers’ and ‘clients’ rather
than to patients, with a reliance on competition to control costs and encourage
‘efficiencies’. (pp. 478-479)

For underinsured and uninsured individuals who are unable to pay out of pocket for mental
health services, treatment options are limited.

The structure of the mental health system results in disparate rates of mental health
service access and lower quality services for Latino immigrants. There is a well-established
body of literature identifying cost and lack of insurance coverage as barriers to service
access (Bridges, Andrews, & Deen, 2012; Cabassa, Lester, & Zayas, 2007; Santiago-
Rivera et al., 2011). These access barriers translate to lower rates of service utilization
among Latino immigrants in comparison to both non-Latino Whites and U.S.-born Latinos
(Cabassa, Zayas, & Hansen, 2006). In addition, evidence indicates that immigrant and
U.S.-born Latinos are less likely than non-Latino Whites to receive depression treatment
in accordance with established care guidelines, thus pointing to disparities in treatment
guality (Lagomasino et al., 2005). Horton (2006) further illustrates the negative impact of
the market-based care system on service quality in her case study of a mental health clinic
serving primarily uninsured and Medicaid insured Latino immigrants in the northwestern
U.S. Because the mental health clinic’s parent hospital was facing budget difficulties due
to limited reimbursement for the provision of charity care to the uninsured, the hospital
placed increased demands on clinician “productivity” (i.e., meeting specified billable hours
guota). In order to meet these demands, clinicians were pressured to implement practices
including shortening appointment times, limiting or denying services to uninsured
individuals, double booking appointments, and stopping service provision to program
participants who “no showed” three appointments, meaning that they missed appointments
without providing 24-hour notice (Horton, 2006). Clinicians identified these practices as
conflicting with their beliefs about high quality service provision (Horton, 2006).

Within the city of Chicago, the site of the case studies highlighted in this article,
research has documented similar disparities in mental health service access and quality for
Latino immigrants. Over the past decade, there has been a disinvestment in publicly funded
mental health services throughout the city. While there were 12 free mental health clinics
operated by the Chicago Department of Public Health (CDPH) in the year 2011 (at one
point 19), the number has been reduced to five currently operating clinics (Coalition to
Save Our Mental Health, n.d; Lowe, 2015; Spielman, 2017). The only two bilingual
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English and Spanish CDPH clinics were among those that closed (Fecile, 2012).
Furthermore, a mixed methods study surveying 2,859 primarily Latino community
residents on Chicago’s southwest side found that 57% of respondents identified cost, 38%
identified lack of insurance coverage, and 34% identified a lack of services in close
geographic proximity as posing service access barriers. Stigma, by comparison, was
reported by only 11% of those surveyed (Collaborative for Community Wellness, 2018).
In addition, qualitative data from this same study indicated that when service providers do
not consider the impact of structural context on well-being, they are limited in the extent
to which they can truly address community residents’ mental health needs (Collaborative
for Community Wellness, 2018). At both the national and local levels, the mental health
system contributes to and reinforces Latino immigrants’ experiences of structural
oppression by systematically denying access to high quality services.

Challenging Structural Oppression in Practice: Empirical Case Examples

SSW not only emphasizes the importance of assessing social systems from a critical
perspective, but it also highlights the importance of challenging structural oppression. The
following section will present two empirical examples of practice approaches that
challenge oppressive structural contexts based on the authors’ research in Chicago. The
section will begin with a description of Carrillo’s (2017) empirical analysis of innovative
practice approaches in the labor realm and a summary of key findings from this analysis.
The section will then provide an overview of O’Grady’s (2017) case study of a mental
health program and highlight findings pertaining to the program’s anti-oppressive practice
approach.

Alternative Practice Model: Labor

The emergence of the worker center movement has served as a novel approach to
organizing workers in the low-wage labor sector who are largely excluded by organized
labor. It is in this space that innovative strategies have developed to organize the
"unorganizable."

Study methodology. The study by Carrillo (2017) was conducted as research for a
doctoral dissertation, with IRB approval. The research focused on the following two
research questions: 1) How are the various factors present in the lives of low-wage
immigrant workers, excluded workers, and the excluded workforce, in particular, elements
of personal, cultural, and structural oppression understood by the worker center organizers?
2) How does this understanding shape and determine the interventions of the worker center
organizer and the maturing worker center movement in the Chicagoland area at the three
different levels of society; superstructure (interpersonal), structural (social institutions) and
substructural (ideologies) in support of this vulnerable workforce? Carrillo (2017)
contributes to the literature by examining and developing a conceptual understanding of
this organizing process through in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 18 worker center
organizers at eight worker centers in the Chicago metropolitan area. Data were analyzed
by the author using a modified grounded theory approach to understand the dimensions,
properties, context, actions and their consequences related to the process of organizing
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vulnerable workers across a variety of low-wage industries and throughout distinct
communities in the Chicagoland region.

Study findings. Interviews with the organizers provided space for an examination of
the structural elements that are perceived as oppressive in the lives of the workers. The
following structures are listed in the order of mentions received within the interviews: labor
regulatory (governmental regulatory and enforcement agencies, labor unions, labor policy),
immigration (lack of immigration reform, threat of deportation), economic (neoliberal
capitalism, the fissured workplace, temp staffing agencies, the informal economy),
criminal justice (incarceration, lack of rights for ex-offenders), housing (lack of housing
assistance, limited affordable housing options), political (established political parties),
educational (school system), welfare (social safety net programs), and health care (access
to health care). Many of these structural elements were not only understood through their
interconnections, which increase vulnerability to exploitation, but also added to
contentious relationships of workers often along racial lines. One respondent captured this
notion in the following way:

Latino workers, immigrant undocumented workers, are the preferred group for
many of these factory owners. They do not... and if you think about why right. It is
not knowing regulations, it is not knowing laws, it is like a very obedient workforce
that does not cause problems for the boss. People do what they are told right. And
it because a fear of retaliation right, fear of deportation, a fear of, if you lose your
job you do not have a safety net. You cannot file for unemployment right. So, on
the other end, native-born people, if they lose if they are at a place for you know a
certain amount of days then they can file for unemployment right. And then the
unemployment insurance goes up for the temp agency right. And then you get the
factory owners and just say I don’t want any Black people I want Mexicans, you
know.

Although each worker center organization is unique, common features exist. Worker
centers are often hybrid organizations that take on various functions, including service
provisions, advocacy, organizing and formation. The organizations do not exclusively
focus on workers from only one company but instead are place-based and work with
employees from different employers. These are often democratic organizations, rooted in
Latin American liberation movements, which employ elements of popular education.
Worker centers often employ a broad agenda that involves causes outside of labor, such as
education, tenant rights, and immigration-related issues, among others. They may also
involve international issues and transnational work. The centers often have a small but
dedicated membership that supports different functions of the organization (Fine, 2006).

Even though worker centers may be varied in their origin and function, they all are
grounded in the need to organize alternative local solutions where little else exists in an
effort to address the challenges faced by low-wage workers. As a result, organizers have
developed strategies to address the issue of workplace exploitation throughout entire
sectors of the labor market and within specific communities. These organizers employ a
variety of approaches, including direct action, legal action, policy initiatives, partnerships
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with state enforcement agencies, collaborations with ally organizations, and promotion of
higher workplace standards among the business community.

Understanding the function of the worker center through a structural social work lens
proved to be a fruitful endeavor. As a tool to examine oppression in the lives of low-wage
workers and prescriptive functions of assessing opportunities for intervention, the model
resonated with the worker center organizers in this study. The findings allowed for a
detailed understanding of the function that the worker center served as a space for
supporting individual workers, organizing for structural change, and engaging in the
ideological realm. Worker centers serve as a focal point of activity by workers who seek
support on workplace related injustice. However, for workers engaging with the worker
center, it also gives them access to many other types of support and possibilities for
development.

Worker center organizers shared their understanding of the work through the various
roles and functions they serve. At an interpersonal level, the function of the worker center
is not only to provide support and attempt to offer relief for the worker, but to also conduct
an assessment of other issues present in their lives so that the worker can be connected with
other resources and understand how their personal experience is linked to structural
oppression. The following respondent highlights an example of the understanding of
structural violence as the compounding effect of various oppressive systems:

So, I know a worker who has cancer and obviously can't get Obamacare because
he is undocumented, and we worked really hard to figure out what to do with him
and how to get him what he needed. Before Obamacare even existed, it was more
of a question of language access and like if he was trying to get special treatment,
could he find the clinic to go to... all of that sort of stuff. So, | think one area of
that, is access to services. Another is, and super prevalent one, is contact with the
criminal justice system. Whether that is the DUI and in Chicago DUI checkpoints
are almost all in black and brown neighborhoods. Whether that is the ways that
individual crises mix with poverty to create criminalized communities. You know,
like I grew up in an alcoholic household and I also grew up in the suburbs, so you
did not see police on a regular basis. So, the ways individual crises and class
intersect often leads to calls to the police because there is a fight or DUIs or
drinking in public, all of that sort of stuff. Not to mention the direct attack on the
workers and the direct racialized policing and that sort of stuff that you know...
you are on your way home and a cop forces you up against a wall just for no
reason. You know with day laborers a lot of them were living in homeless shelters
and a lot of those shelters were getting closed down too.

Understanding the ties between the personal and the structural, the worker center
organizer can engage with the worker in active capacity building and leadership
development. The constant presence of the worker center within the marginalized
communities they serve also provides the worker center with an opportunity to become the
content experts on worker exploitation, and together with the worker engage in developing
solutions.
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Engaging in the process of structural reform was at the heart of the worker center
model, in spite of every challenge present in this undertaking. It is clear however that
seeking structural reform requires the development of power. The respondents were all
aware of the necessity to develop worker power and would activate their membership base
in order to challenge employers and labor regulatory institutions and to reshape policy in
favor of the vulnerable worker. Worker center organizers attempt to navigate three essential
elements of power: social, economic, and political.

For us [in the Mexican labor movement] it was important [to understand]
organizing socially, the economically, and the politically, if you handle all three,
you move where you want, and you have power. If you do not handle all three you
will not have power as an organization. And here [in the American labor
movement] there is no power. The unions have the economic power but not
political or social because in the political they are dominated. In the social, they
do not do work, they do not care.

Even though challenges and limitations exist in the three areas, respondents were
optimistic of the potential for a recently established coalition of worker centers to increase
their organizational capacity, as well as to amplify their ability to engage in structural
reform. Utilizing the popular organizing axiom, “understanding the world as it is and
working towards the world as it should be,” worker center organizers must be innovative,
creative, resourceful, and above all, not lose sight of what is possible in order to actively
support the vulnerable workers. One excellent example of this is the development of the
worker cooperative as an alternative economic model, that places people before capital.

Although this study was not meant to be a thorough exploration of all the ideological
elements influencing the experiences of the vulnerable worker, capitalism and/or a critique
of capitalism was found to be a central ideology in the findings. As this respondent
articulates:

I view my goal is developing politically conscious working class leaders and that
really only happens through struggle and through struggle in a particular way that
is democratic, that is where workers own the struggle and they have to kind of
come to grips with the consequences of their actions, they have to come to grips
with the strategy themselves and through that process become aware and
conscious of capitalism, of racism of the forms of oppression that they are facing
and develop leadership over time.

Furthermore, some respondents were keen to understand the dangers of organizing
without a deep ideological grounding, as referenced in their critique of Alinsky-style
organizing and the U.S. labor movement. Quotes from two different respondents capture
this understanding:

So many problems with Alinsky in terms of race and gender and stuff like that. But
the biggest critique | have is the whole like leave your ideology at the door and |
think, when you do leave your ideology your values your beliefs at the door you
get into a situation where, what happened with Alinsky where you organized a
bunch of people to like discriminate against another set of minorities. Which you
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know, the organizing he did in the Back of the Yards, basically he does organizing
to exclude black people from the area.

[The] U.S. labor movement because it has no explicit ideology, you know gets led
down all these paths and that is part of the reason why we are where we are.

Although the respondents understood the necessity of grounding their organizing
efforts in the ideological space of what a different world could look like, they presented a
list of challenges to doing so. Challenges notwithstanding, both the potential and desire to
develop an articulation of the ideological grounding exists within the worker center
movement in Chicago.

Alternative Practice Model: Mental Health

O’Grady (2017) used a case study design to explore a branch of Saint Anthony
Hospital’s Community Wellness Program (CWP), located in Chicago, that offers mental
health services exclusively to uninsured Latino immigrant adults. Operating under the
purview of a community hospital and funded through the hospital’s operating budget, the
CWP offers mental health services in community-based satellite locations. Mental health
services are offered in conjunction with a range of supportive services including family
support, health education, and public benefits assistance. The branch of the CWP that was
examined is located in a neighborhood with a predominantly Mexican immigrant
population, and its unique focus on mental health service delivery with uninsured Latino
immigrants provides an important opportunity to explore how the structural context
impacting this population is addressed in practice.

Study methodology. O’Grady (2017) conducted a case study of the aforementioned
branch of the CWP for her doctoral dissertation research. This case study was informed by
the following research questions: 1) How do service providers and service participants
describe the services that are delivered at the CWP? 2) How do service providers and
service participants experience service delivery at the CWP? and 3) How does the program
address the mental health needs of community residents? Using a transcendental
phenomenological qualitative approach, O’Grady (2017) conducted 21 semi-structured
individual interviews with service providers and mental health program participants;
observed routine program activities; and collected 17 agency documents. O’Grady (2017)
analyzed all data independently using an inductive open coding process to identify salient
themes. Of the 10 interviews conducted with service providers, nine were conducted in
English and one was conducted in Spanish, while all 11 interviews with program
participants were conducted in Spanish. IRB approval was received prior to beginning
research activities. Findings from this case study led to the development of a new empirical
model for conceptualizing culturally competent service delivery (O’Grady, 2017). The
section below will present data demonstrating how the CWP addresses community
members’ mental health needs through its anti-oppressive practice strategies, which is one
element of the larger empirical model. Due to space limitations, only the English translation
is presented for quotes from Spanish-language interviews with program participants. The
second author translated all quotes from Spanish to English.
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Study findings. Data indicated that at both the level of the organization and the level
of individual providers, mental health practice at the CWP challenges the oppressive
structural context in which Latino immigrants are situated. At the organizational level, the
CWP is intentionally designed to create an alternative space outside of the biomedical
model of mental health service delivery. Within this alternative space, mental health
services are free and time-unlimited; program participants may start, stop, and reinitiate
services without penalty; and program participants are not assigned a DSM-V diagnosis.
Service providers explicitly describe their alternative practice model as challenging
structural oppression. Services are free and time-unlimited because community members
have traditionally been denied access to long-term mental health services when they are
unable to pay the out of pocket cost. Similarly, recognizing that program participants have
commonly experienced multiple traumas that they may not be ready to explore
immediately upon initiating services, the CWP’s model provides the flexibility for program
participants to process past trauma at a pace that feels comfortable without facing penalties
for “no showing” appointments. Service providers also intentionally do not assign DSM-
V diagnoses to avoid pathologizing program participants. As one service provider stated:

When you're dealing with communities that have been oppressed, marginalized, a
lot of this internalized oppression, you know, going to a clinical setting that then
reinforces that by giving them diagnoses and reinforcing that yes, they need to be
treated for whatever they're dealing with is very, very reinforcing of this oppressive
nature.

Another service provider described that, by framing mental health challenges in the context
of environmental conditions rather than in the context of symptomology, this alternative
model conveys that: “We are products of our environments, not just products of our
pathology.”

The alternative practice model at the CWP offers service providers the flexibility to
deliver services in a manner that aligns with their ideals about what high quality mental
health service delivery entails:

We can meet our clients as we see absolutely fit. That means absolutely minimal
paperwork. It's just a true devotion to the work being almost entirely relational,
not planned out and boxed in and meeting milestones and meeting have you met
your goals yet. No. That to me stands out.

As this quote illustrates, the alternative space that has been created at the CWP is largely
defined by alternative patterns of interaction that challenge both traditional service
interactions within the biomedical model and patterns of discriminatory interpersonal
interactions within society at large. Through these alternative patterns of interaction,
service providers dismantle power differentials in the therapeutic relationship; affirm
individuals’ strengths and provide a space where they may reclaim their self-worth; and
collaboratively work with program participants to reframe the meaning attributed to past
traumatic experiences.

Service providers described the practice of dismantling power differentials as one in
which they convey that program participants enter the therapeutic space with a set of
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strengths and expertise. This practice of dismantling power differentials is thus integrally
connected to the practice of affirming individuals’ strengths and providing a space to
reclaim one’s self-worth. In accordance with this practice of affirming individuals’
strengths, one service provider stated:

I am like the mirror. I'm just reflecting back to you what-who you are, and
sometimes | might shift the mirror a little to the side, and have you see a different
perspective of something, but it's still you, and that strength and that wisdom that
you have within yourself that's coming through.

Recognizing that program participants are systematically denied access to social spaces,
service providers described their role as offering a space where individuals can find the
answers within themselves, and in so doing can reclaim their voice and self-worth that are
silenced and denied within society at large. As program participants feel safe and
empowered within the therapeutic space, they explore and reframe past traumatic
experiences in collaboration with service providers. Central to this process is
contextualizing traumatic experiences in relation to oppressive environmental conditions:

What it looks like is... starting to slowly, respectfully, question those narratives
with curiosity, not defiantly, but sort of really start to explore the validity of those
narratives and see if there are spaces in it where rather than taking a sort of
oppression bound take on things that you can sort of insert strengths instead and
say well is it that you are truly just a useless person who can't take matters into
her own hands. Is that really true? Or is it that that has been imposed on you over
the course of your entire life? How much of a choice did you really have in that
matter and how much of a choice do you have now to start pushing back?...Then
saying maybe then you didn't have a choice to push back, but maybe now you do.

Mental health program participants described the CWP’s alternative practice model,
and the alternative patterns of interaction that took place within that space, as promoting
positive mental health outcomes. Program participants who had prior experiences with
mental health services described the CWP as being different from other places where they
had sought services:

So, my experience here in the program is that | first entered, and it wasn 't like the
others. They let me talk, or it was what | was looking for. So that caught my
attention, it wasn’t like the others where they say, and why did you come? No, they
listened to me, they said, well, what can we talk about? Or rather they didn’t
demand that I talk about certain things, or about why I'm depressed, or something
like that. No, with them, what do you want to begin talking about?

Within the context of this space where they felt the safety and freedom to explore the
answers within themselves and process past traumatic experiences, program participants
felt an enhanced sense of self-worth:

...it has helped me a lot, it is helping me a lot, because before | was, why are these
things happening to me? And I didn’t know why. But now I am understanding,
seeing, that | had always blamed myself, that it must be something that I am doing
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wrong, or something like that. But with the passage of time...they are helping me
to understand that things happen for some reason and that it is not always my fault.

Program participants also explained that as they processed past traumatic experiences and
redefined how they viewed themselves, they became increasingly aware of the need to
advocate for their rights within other social systems:

S0, the program hasn’t told me you have to do this, right, but rather in the way
that they go about orienting you, you realize as a parent and as a member of the
community what rights you have and what rights you don 't have. So, | have learned
so much. | have learned so much about everything, that | have rights, what 1 am
able to do. And there are many parents that don’t know that.

Lastly, program participants described how their personal transformation and their desire
to affect change in their communities led to their involvement in community organizing
initiatives. One service participant described how they became involved in community
level efforts to increase Latino immigrants’ access to mental health services:

...I have seen a radical change that has happened in my life, so radical. So, | said
that | could continue with these steps and involve myself with helping people so
that they become acquainted with [these services], so that they go and can solve
their problems without having a big disruption or having more serious problems...
if I saw this change in myself, | think that a thousand people are going to make this
change that they so desire.

Program participants thus identified that as they integrated new understandings of
themselves and their environments, this growing sense of critical consciousness
empowered them to advocate for structural change in their communities.

Implications

Implications for Social Work Practice

From a SSW perspective, the examples of the Chicago worker centers and the CWP
are illustrative of practice models that are situated between and span across the systemic
and relational elements of Mullaly’s (2007) bridge model (see Figure 2 below). Both
practice models are informed by an understanding of how oppressive systemic and
interpersonal interactions negatively impact the well-being of Latino immigrants in
Chicago. In addition, both models have created alternative spaces that promote personal
and structural transformation. At the personal level, the alternative patterns of interaction
promoted within these spaces lead community members to integrate new understandings
of themselves and their environments, which ultimately allows them to reclaim their self-
worth. In the context of worker centers, immigrant workers are provided with a space to
assert their rights in their place of employment, which in turn allows them to recover a
sense of self-worth that was challenged as a result of workplace exploitation. Similarly, as
program participants at the CWP engage in therapeutic encounters where their strengths
and expertise are affirmed and where traumatic experiences are understood in the context
of structural oppression, they redefine how they see themselves.
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This personal transformation is connected to social justice movement work focused on
transforming structural contexts. At worker centers, personal healing is connected to efforts
to improve workplace conditions and advocate for labor system regulatory changes through
changes in policy. At the CWP, new understandings of how individuals view themselves
in relation to their environment inform new ways of interacting with their communities and
social systems. As community residents advocate for their rights and become involved in
community organizing initiatives, these new patterns of interaction are linked to structural
transformation. Not only do immigrant workers and CWP program participants become
involved in structural change efforts, but the organizations themselves also challenge
oppressive social systems through the infrastructure that they have developed to implement
these alternative models.

Figure 2. The Bridge Model as Applied to Worker Centers and the CWP
Diagram of the Worker Centers’ and the
Community Wellness Program’s Placement
within the Structural Social Work Model
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While the case examples highlighted in this article demonstrate the potential for
alternative practice models to simultaneously promote personal and structural
transformation, this is not to say that these models are free of challenges. Worker center
organizers are aware of the enormity of the task, given the size of their organizations
compared to the industries that they are looking to challenge. The largest worker center in
Chicago at the time of the study only employed six organizers. Their limited organizing
capacity does not allow worker centers to build the economic power necessary to
effectively challenge the labor sectors they are targeting. In addition, at the CWP, the
mental health program has a waiting list of approximately eight months, demonstrating that
the program cannot keep pace with the demand for services. Although it is important to
acknowledge these challenges, they should not be viewed as deterrents for creating
alternative practice models. Recognizing that resource limitations pose challenges to the
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scope of the intervention in each of the case examples, increased investment in the creation
of alternative spaces at the local level is critical for far-reaching structural transformation.
Social work practitioners can play an invaluable role in advocating for the creation of these
alternative spaces. Furthermore, across organizational contexts, social workers can
promote personal and structural transformation by integrating into their practice an
understanding of the impact of the structural context on well-being and interacting with
program participants in a manner that challenges oppressive systemic and interpersonal
interactions.

Implications for Social Work Research

The presented case examples highlight the importance of conducting research with
marginalized populations, including the Latino immigrant population, from a SSW
perspective. For the Latino immigrant population in particular, there is a growing body of
literature documenting the ways in which Latino immigrants experience oppression within
U.S. society. Research that fails to take into account the oppressive structural context in
which Latino immigrants are situated runs the risk of pathologizing individuals, families,
and communities for the challenges that they experience. In addition, research that explores
how programs and organizations engage with and push back against oppressive structural
contexts allows for the identification of innovative practices across realms connected to
well-being. Engaging in anti-oppressive practice that promotes personal and structural
transformation requires research highlighting innovative strategies for achieving this aim.

Conclusion

In this article, we have discussed the relevance of a SSW framework for understanding
Latino immigrants’ experiences of structural oppression. We have additionally used a SSW
lens to examine how dominant ideologies inform the development of social systems that
intentionally perpetuate structural oppression. Finally, we presented alternative models of
practice in the realms of labor and mental health that connect interventions at the personal
and structural levels. These spaces contribute to personal healing by promoting alternative
patterns of interaction that support Latino immigrants in redefining how they see
themselves and reclaiming their self-worth. At the same time, these interventions at the
personal level empower community residents to become involved in advocacy and
community organizing initiatives, which in turn promotes structural transformation.
Findings suggest that when social workers are intentional in implementing interventions
that both promote personal healing and challenge oppressive social systems and underlying
ideologies, their efforts to change local community contexts can cumulatively translate to
more far-reaching structural transformation.
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