
 

Summary Report: BRYCS Community Conversations Project 
 
Bridging Refugee Youth and Children’s Services (BRYCS) is a new national 
program of technical assistance designed to address problems faced by 
refugee youth and children. We are a public-private partnership resulting 
from cooperative agreements between the United States Conference of 
Catholic Bishops/Migration and Refugee Services (USCCB/MRS), Lutheran 
Immigration and Refugee Service (LIRS), and the U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services, Administration for Children and Families, 
Office of Refugee Resettlement (ORR). Our partnership is based on past 
work with refugee youth, children, and families, and we bring significant 
expertise and resources to this dynamic national program. 
 
BRYCS developed a plan to explore local concerns regarding refugee child 
welfare. We spoke with refugee communities, refugee service providers 
and child protective service agencies about child-rearing in an effort to find 
out what were significant issues and concerns. 
 
Lessons Learned and Service Implications 
The BRYCS Community Conversations projects raised many relevant 
questions, concerns, and issues surrounding refugee families and their 
children. The following themes and service implications were raised from 
communities in Seattle, Omaha, and Baltimore: 
 
1. Information generated abroad and in refugee communities about child 

protective service agencies (CPS) perpetuates a sense of fear, and has 
a significant impact on refugee families. Children may use 911 as a 
threat to their parents which can severely undermine parental authority 
in the family. 
 
Service Implications: Increase orientation for new refugee 
families about relevant U.S. laws and the child welfare system. 
Increase opportunities for informational exchanges between 
the child welfare system and refugee communities. 
 

2. Refugee parents face many adjustment challenges as they transition 
into the U.S. They are uncertain about how to respond to new 
parenting challenges brought on by changes in their children’s behavior 
and their new environment. 

 
Service Implications: Develop curricula on various approaches 
to discipline, as well as information on parenting teenagers. 
Materials and training should be accessible to all refugee 
populations and distributed widely, including to the child 
welfare system.
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3. Access to many refugees’ traditional means of problem-solving, such as through 

elders and clan/tribal systems, is limited in many U.S. communities. Alternate 
problem-solving models are not usually integrated into CPS investigation and 
intervention methodology.  

 
Service Implications: Increase collaboration between refugee 
communities and child welfare agencies, particularly on  issues of 
prevention. Increase information about refugee parenting and decision-
making methods for dissemination to mainstream child welfare service 
providers. 

 
4. In adjusting to the U.S., refugee parents may experience less cohesiveness in 

their families, due to their children’s quicker rate of acculturation, family work 
obligations, and role changes. 

 
Service Implications: Increase family-centered programs for refugee 
families and integrate programming with mainstream services. Child 
welfare agencies should increase their awareness of issues impacting 
refugee families and support appropriate programming. 

 
Community Conversations Methodology 
We focused our conversations on the experiences of refugee communities and 
agencies regarding U.S. and African child-rearing customs. We met with refugee 
communities drawn from the largest African refugee populations that resettled in 
the U.S. in the year 2000: Somali, Sudanese, and Liberian refugees. Conversations 
were held with the Somali refugee community in Seattle, WA; the Sudanese 
refugee community in Omaha, NE; and the Liberian refugee community in and 
around Baltimore, MD. We also met with local resettlement agencies and child 
protective service agencies (CPS) in these cities.  
 
Our Community Conversations project was a short-term project developed to 
explore the issue of child-rearing in relation to African refugee communities, in 
preparation for a conference on African refugees in May 2001. BRYCS recognizes 
that child welfare concerns affect all communities, regardless of ethnicity, location 
or economic class. 
 
A breakdown of frequently raised issues and recommendations generated from 
focus groups and interviews conducted with refugee communities, refugee service 
providers, and child protective service agencies follows.  
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Refugee Community Response 
Refugee parents frequently identified the following as challenges for them as they 
transition into the U.S.: 
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Concerns 
In asking refugee parents about their perspectives of CPS, the following were 
frequently raised concerns. (It is important to note that of all the refugee parents 
we spoke to, there were few families who stated they had actual first-hand 
experiences with CPS. There appeared to be a wide body of information about CPS, 
primarily negative, circulated through second-hand accounts.) 
 

• Impact of 911 on family structure 
(Example: Children may use 911 as a threat to their parents, without just 
cause, and parents feel uncertain about their own authority.) 

• Uncertainty about CPS’ expectations 
• Fear that CPS will take their children away 

 
The following recommendations came from refugee parents in response to what 
they thought would assist in their transition into the U.S. as parents. 
  
Recommendations 

Increase 
• Time to transition into the U.S. 
• Opportunities involving refugees in decision-making, especially for child 
welfare service agencies 
• Family-centered programming 
• Availability of ESL classes 
• Cultural reinforcement opportunities 
• Information on service providers and how they operate 
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Child Protective Services (CPS) Response 
In speaking to child protective service agencies, there was a varying range of first-
hand experience in working with refugee families. Therefore, the responses are 
related to both refugee and newcomer populations. CPS staff identified the 
following as challenges for them when working with refugee/newcomer families. 
Frequently raised issues were: 
 
Interpreters Lack of 

Information 
Procedural 
Difficulties 

Staff Resources 

Limited 
availability 

Refugee/newcomer 
family structures 

Time Limits High turnover Lack of contacts in 
refugee/newcomer 

communities 
Need for 

appropriately 
trained 

interpreters 

Refugee/newcomer 
family history 

Risk 
assessment 

requirements 

Need for staff 
information-
sharing on 

refugee cases 

Need to 
consistently 

update 
information 

♦  Refugee/newcomer 
experiences 

Accountability Large individual 
caseloads 

♦  

 
When asked about refugee communities, CPS identified a lack of information in the 
following areas: 

• Refugee status and refugee benefits 
• Knowledge of refugee/newcomer challenges 
• Impact of trauma on refugees 
• Understanding of refugee/newcomer family systems and how they operate 
• Community resources for refugees and newcomers 

 
CPS made the following recommendations when asked what would help them in 
their work with refugee/newcomer families: 

• More consistent training about refugees and information on community 
resources 
• Staff access to resources for refugee/newcomer families, especially 
appropriate interpretation 
• Information exchange between CPS and refugee/newcomer communities 
• Opportunities for collaborating/resource sharing with refugee community 
associations 

 
BRYCS is currently compiling an executive summary for each city. If you are 
interested in copies or have any questions, please contact kmccarthy@lirs.org. 
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