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Introduction
As the number of refugees increases globally, understanding different aspects of refugee
integration is important. One key part of integration for refugees is meaningful employment.
Employment enables resettled refugees to begin creating new lives for themselves and their
families, as they are better able to support themselves and provide for their needs. This paper
provides an overview of the role of employment in integration, employment resources for refugees
in Massachusetts, and potential ways in which these may be improved. As such, this paper may be
of particular interest to those working in refugee resettlement, and especially those who work in
governmental or non-governmental organizations that assist refugees in finding employment. This
research is significant in that it presents the importance of employment for refugees and highlights
the barriers refugees face in gaining meaningful employment. It also includes recommendations to
remove these barriers.
In this paper, we outline the importance of meaningful employment for refugees and
identify the barriers they face in gaining appropriate employment. Then, we assess the resources
and policies in Massachusetts regarding employment for refugees. We find that Massachusetts
adopts the federal approach of pushing for employment as soon as possible, which may undermine
meaningful and appropriate employment and contribute to the issue of underemployment. Finally,
we compare Massachusetts to Colorado in order to explore recommendations and additions to
Massachusetts’s employment resources and policies for refugees. Colorado’s approach to
employment services includes a focus on integration, which we suggest may allow the state to
better focus on meaningful and appropriate employment, rather than just employment as soon as
possible. The paper concludes with recommendations which may be of interest to those working
in employment services in Massachusetts and beyond. This research and these recommendations
1

have implications for the ways organizations develop employment services and programs. We
suggest that meaningful integration rather than solely focusing on employment as soon as possible
will lead to better employment programs that mitigate underemployment issues while creating
appropriate employment opportunities for refugees.

Importance of Employment for Refugee Integration
Employment for refugees post-resettlement is extremely important. When refugees are
employed, it helps them integrate into their new host country and community. Further, research
shows that host countries are more accepting of refugees that are employed and making
contributions to the economy. 1 One caveat to the benefits of employment for refugees is that it is
more beneficial when it is meaningful employment and refugees are not underemployed.
Employment is one of the main factors in refugee integration. For refugees to create a new life for
themselves in their new host country it is important to be employed. Ager and Strang highlight
employment as one of the ten key markers of integration. 2 Employment is “generally necessary
for refugees to become self-reliant, to support their families, and to become full participants in
their host country.” 3 Further, employment among refugees is important as they become a part of
their host society because it allows them to meet members of the host society, plan for their futures,
and gain language skills. 4 The opportunity to do these things through meaningful employment
boosts refugees’ self-esteem and makes them self-reliant. 5 Employment plays a key role in
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integration because it allows refugees to find a place in their new host society and make a life for
themselves as well as contribute to their new host society.
Beyond employment benefiting refugees personally, public opinion of refugees in host
countries is generally more positive when refugees are employed. 6 For example, in the United
States “six-in-ten adults (59%) say immigrants make the country stronger because of their work
and talents…”. 7 Additionally, Ferris also found that employment led to “more favorable public
opinion” of refugees. 8 While advocates might push for refugee communities to be accepted and
welcomed regardless of employment status, both of these studies highlight how perception of
refugees is related to their employment status and host societies are more accepting of employed
refugees.
Refugees in the United States are often underemployed. This means that they frequently
have skills and degrees that are at a higher level than the employment they currently hold. Scholars
and practitioners believe that this is because the U.S. Office of Refugee Resettlement pushes for
refugees to be employed quickly rather than finding jobs that match refugees’ skill levels. 9 Further,
service providers in the United States have stated concerns over limited funding which does not
allow them to focus on training and skills development which would help refugees obtain higherskilled and higher-paying jobs. 10 Additionally, many refugees lack English language skills, which
can lead to them being underemployed and is a barrier to employment, which will be discussed
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later in this paper. 11 One study found that underemployment among refugees “predicts lower job
and life satisfaction.” 12 Further, underemployment in refugees inhibits their integration into their
host country. Studies have found a link between underemployment and depression among
refugees. 13 These studies highlight how underemployment is common in the United States and is
linked to the wellbeing and integration of refugees.
Ultimately, employment plays a large role in the integration of refugees. It allows them to
create belonging and make meaning in their new host countries. It also leads to their host countries
accepting them. However, employment is often only positive for refugees when it is meaningful
and skill-level appropriate, whereas underemployment does not have nearly as many benefits.
Background on Refugee Employment in the United States
In the United States, employment services and assistance for refugees is a part of the
refugee resettlement program. The United States Refugee Resettlement Program promotes early
employment of refugees as one of its key goals. 14 This is in large part due to the Refugee Act of
1980 which is the legal framework for the U.S. Resettlement Program. The Act’s objective is to
“help refugees rapidly attain economic self-sufficiency.” 15 This objective largely impacts all the
programs set forth by the U.S. Resettlement Program. For example, “following elimination of the
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exemption, finding employment as quickly as possible became the program’s preeminent objective
while other priorities set forth in the Act, including English language and employment training
programs, were marginalized.” 16 This shows that the act made it so that the primary focus of
resettlement programs in the United States was employment as soon as possible. Further, scholars
argue that “the almost singular emphasis on self-sufficiency and economic independence, while a
laudable objective, risks limiting opportunities for refugees to become accustomed to their new
surroundings, find jobs appropriate to their skill sets, and access social services that could improve
their long-term outcomes.” 17 As these studies show, a rapid push for employment often leads to
underemployment and actually inhibits refugee integration. This goal also lends itself to influence
much of the services that are offered to refugees, because services that don't lead to employment
are not prioritized.
The United States Refugee Resettlement program consists of a partnership between the
federal government, states, and nine national non-profit resettlement agencies, frequently referred
to as VOLAGS or voluntary agencies. Prior to arriving in the United States refugees receive three
to five days of cultural orientation about the United States. They are also paired with one of the
nine sponsoring VOLAGs, who then pair them with a local affiliate, which are usually non-profit
organizations. Once in the United States, they are met by the local affiliate that they are matched
with. The local affiliates then provide them with assistance and services for the first 30 days they
are in the United States. 18 Due to the emphasis on rapid employment, much of the support from
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local affiliates is centered on gaining economic self-sufficiency. For example, some of these
services are funded by the Office of Refugee Resettlement and those include job-search assistance,
vocational training, and English language training. 19 This focus is not inherently bad, but it limits
the other services that are offered because the focus is disproportionately on employment.
In 2018, Massachusetts welcomed 516 refugees from 30 different countries. 20

When

refugees arrive in Massachusetts they are matched with a local agency via their national
resettlement agency. 21 The nine national resettlement agencies each have a network of resettlement
offices in the states where they settle refugees. 22 In Massachusetts, there are five main resettlement
agency affiliates with nine different locations. 23 They are Jewish Family Service, Catholic
Charities, Refugee and Immigrant Assistance Center, the International Institute of New England,
and Ascentria. 24 These five organizations work alongside community partners and the government
to assist refugees during their first ninety days, and sometimes longer. 25 Together, the nine national
resettlement agencies, the local affiliates, and community partners make up the network of
organizations that assist refugees as they are resettled.
The United States has set mandates and guidelines for employment services to refugees,
but many other aspects of refugee resettlement are determined by the state. Each state in the United
States determines the “levels of support, eligibility thresholds, and time limits for major public
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assistance programs” for refugees. 26 Due to this, each state varies in their employment policy,
resources, and services for refugees. In Massachusetts, the Massachusetts Refugee Resettlement
Program carries a similar goal to the federal program. They promote self-sufficiency among
refugees in all aspects. 27 In order to meet this goal, the Massachusetts Office for Refugees and
Immigrants offers services including programs focused on English for employment, resumes,
interviews, computer literacy, applications, and post-employment services. These services help
Massachusetts provide employment assistance to the hundreds of refugees that it welcomes each
year.
Barriers to Employment
Many of the barriers to refugees gaining employment are, interestingly, tied to the push for
refugees to be employed quickly as possible. Four primary barriers to refugee employment are
limited English skills, need to transfer certifications, low education levels, and lack of time for
integration and orientation. Many refugees arrive in the United States with low English levels, and
in order to gain employment they need time and services to learn English. However, because of
the policy of refugees being employed as quickly as possible, they often are not given the time to
learn enough English before being pressured to gain fruitful employment. Without knowing the
English language, refugees often find themselves unemployed, but more often than not
underemployed. Underemployment often occurs when refugees are not given sufficient time and
resources to learn English, they have a much more difficult time using or transferring any of their
previous skills to jobs in the United States.
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Beyond transferring skills, refugees often need time and programs to transfer their
certifications to the United States in order to use them. Because there is a push for refugees to be
self-sustaining they often do not have the freedom to undergo long certification transfer
programs or they are not offered them. A lack of transfer programs means a refugee who was a
doctor or professor in their home country may not be able to transfer their certification and may
have to find a job that does not need this level of certification.
Further, some refugees have low education levels and low literacy levels in their native
language. These refugees are often not ready to seek employment immediately when they come to
the United States. However, because of the goal of self-sufficiency as soon as possible, they have
to seek employment and frequently end up in low-income jobs. For example, service providers
have reported that the push for self-sufficiency and lack of funding inhibited their ability to offer
refugees trainings and skills development for employment. 28
Finally, refugees have little time to get oriented and integrated into the United States when
they arrive because the first goal of resettlement programs is for them to become self-sufficient.
This often leads to refugees being underemployed because they are unable to take their time
finding jobs that suit their skills and their goals. Having just arrived in the United States, refugees
have to rely solely on the jobs that their resettlement agency and service providers tell them about
and have connections with. If refugees were given more time to get oriented and integrated they
would be able to build their own network and have more agency in finding a job well-suited for
them. Further, researchers have found that the emphasis on quick employment actually limited
refugees becoming oriented to their host communities and finding jobs that match their skills. 29
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Massachusetts Employment Policies and Resources
The Massachusetts Office for Refugees and Immigrants (ORI) is the resettlement office for
the state of Massachusetts. It works in conjunction with the federal government, local resettlement
agencies, and community partners. The ORI provides a myriad of services, but specifically for
employment they offer “Integrated English for Employment, resume creation, interview
preparation and coaching, computer literacy, online job applications, and, once employed, first job
assistance, post-employment follow-up, retention assistance, suggestions about upgrades, careerladdering, career path opportunities, trainings, and networking.” 30 Their goal is to help refugees
attain self-sufficiency, which is the reasoning behind these services.
In terms of barriers, the Commonwealth of Massachusetts seems to address some of the
common barriers, but their goal of self-sufficiency as soon as possible means that they are limited
in their ability to address them fully. For example, they offer an integrated model that aims to
provide services for early employment and long term self-sufficiency, which seems to address the
issue of underemployment. This integrated model includes, “English and Literacy instruction;
employment-related case management; employment readiness; access to vocational skill training;
and job placement, retention and upgrade services.” 31 This model in theory addresses the majority
of the barriers to fruitful employment that refugees face. However, it may not be that
straightforward. This model seems to address some of the barriers that refugees face to
employment but the focus is still on getting refugees employed as soon as possible and there is not
a focus on avoiding underemployment. More research and program evaluation must be done in
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order to determine if these services address the barriers and sufficiently mitigate
underemployment. Until that is done, the level of effectiveness of the program cannot be
determined for certain. Additionally, because Massachusetts carries the same goal as the federal
government in terms of fast employment and self-sufficiency which has proven to be a barrier on
the national level, it may be a barrier in Massachusetts as well. This goal also seems to contradict
their system.
Beyond the services and resources that the state of Massachusetts and the local affiliate
resettlement agencies offer refugees, local non-profit and refugee service providers provide
services and resources centered on employment for refugees. In Massachusetts there are numerous
organizations that provide employment services to refugees and table one highlights many of them.
These organizations in general provide services to help refugees learn workplace ESOL, conduct
job searches, complete applications, and prepare for interviews. Some of the organizations also
provide more focused assistance such as job training for specific industries. This paper includes
an examination of Jewish Vocational Services and the International Institute of New England more
closely because they are two of the larger organizations that offer a wide range of services, and
they also address common barriers refugees face that lead to underemployment.
Jewish Vocational Services was first founded to assist Jewish immigrants in finding
employment, but today they serve “individuals from diverse communities” and help them find
employment and build careers as well as work with employers. 32 Specifically for refugees, they
offer English improvement programs, employment services, and they jointly lead a program with
Combined Jewish Philanthropies named “Together We Rise: Career Development with Boston’s
Refugees.” Within their English program they have a program entitled, “English for
32
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Advancement” which is coupled with one-on-one job training with the goal of helping refugees
learn English to advance their careers. Beyond these two programs, their employment services
include career coaching, English classes, job search assistance, interview preparation, skills
training, and career advancement services.
One interesting thing about JVS is that some of their programs seem to act as intervention
measures to help deal with the frequent underemployment of refugees. For example, their program
“Together We Rise: Career Development with Boston’s Refugees” identifies resettled refugees
and works with them to help them move from entry-level jobs to family-sustaining careers. 33
Additionally, their “English for Advancement” program seems to also be an intervention in this
issue, helping refugees who have low-levels of English and therefore are in lower income jobs
improve their English so that they can find better jobs. They also offer general career advancement
services targeted at helping refugees either move up in their current jobs or find better jobs. JVS
clearly plays an important role in refugee employment in Massachusetts and they seem to fill in
the gaps that the state government leaves, as well as act as an intervention to prevent
underemployment.
The International Institute of New England’s mission “is to create opportunities for
refugees and immigrants to succeed through resettlement, education, career advancement and
pathways to citizenship.” 34 Similar to Massachusetts ORI, IINE has a goal of helping refugees
reach self-sufficiency, but they add that it should be durable self-sufficiency and that they assist
refugees in finding better paying opportunities, careers, and advanced education. 35 Similar to JVS,
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they seem to prioritize helping refugees find jobs that they are well suited for to avoid
underemployment. Specifically to do this, they use an integrated refugee employment services
model that combines “English language instruction, employment services and industry training,
and support services coordination.” 36 Their employment program also includes their industryspecific skills training programs. They offer a Hospitality Training Program, a Healthcare Services
Certificate Program, and a Certified Nursing Assistant training program. All of these programs
happen in conjunction with local employers to assist with job placement. IINE says that the
graduates of these programs “have made careers in area industries, moving up to higher positions
with greater responsibility and better pay”, which highlights how they move beyond selfsufficiency to ensure better employment for refugees. 37
As can be seen through their language and their programs IINE, similarly to JVS, seeks to
address underemployment among refugees. They do this by focusing on finding refugees better
paying opportunities, advanced education, and certification programs. Specifically, they say they
“provide English language instruction with a focus on vocational preparation, and work to rapidly
equip clients with the language skills and cultural knowledge needed to successfully enter the
workforce.” 38 They also clearly outline barriers refugees face such as limited English and lack of
cultural knowledge to enter the workforce. Acknowledging these barriers while also using these
programs to intervene allows them address some of the shortcomings of federal and state refugee
assistance.
One issue is that all of these organizations work within the context of the goal of
employment and self-sufficiency as quickly as possible. This means that they are limited in the
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way they can help clients. For example, they may have a client who was a very skilled teacher in
their home country, but knows no English. Their client has to become self-sustaining quickly
before they would have time to learn enough English to teach, so they have to place them in a job
that requires low English language skills. If the system prioritized English language acquisition
over quickly attaining a job, then these organizations would have more flexibility when it comes
to helping refugees find jobs. As JVS demonstrates, specific programs may be implemented to
target issues just like these and attempt to intervene so that refugees who were placed in low-wage
jobs and underemployed can find employment that they are better suited for. As IINE shows,
programs may also address barriers that refugees face. Specifically, the model IINE uses to
integrate English as well as employment services seeks to address the fact that refugees are often
underemployed due to low English skills and not enough time to learn English. These two
organizations highlight that underemployment is an issue that many refugees face, and often
federal and state governments do not address this issue sufficiently. This means that non-profits in
these states have to step in and intervene to fill the gaps that are left by the state.
Colorado’s Approach to Employment for Refugees
Massachusetts operates under the federal goal of self-sufficiency and employment fast,
which often influences the services they offer and in some cases leads to underemployment.
Because of this goal, service providers in Massachusetts often have to fill in the gaps and intervene
in situations of underemployment which limits the work they can do. The state of Colorado seems
to also operate under the federal goal of self-sufficiency, but in contrast, focuses their efforts and
services on addressing underemployment and the gaps that lead to it. For that reason, we analyze
Colorado in comparison to Massachusetts in an effort to provide takeaways and best practices.
Colorado is not only a good choice to compare to Massachusetts because of their well-designed
13

state level resettlement program, but also because they resettle a comparable number of refugees
to Massachusetts. For example in 2016, the difference in refugees resettled by the two states was
less than a hundred refugees. 39
Colorado prides itself on a strong refugee resettlement program. The Colorado Refugee
Service Program (CRSP) describes their mission as, “to ensure the effective resettlement of
refugees and to provide refugee advancement past self-sufficiency and to long-term integration.” 40
CSRP employs Ager and Strang’s framework of integration to measure what successful integration
looks like for refugees. Ager and Strang’s framework offers a holistic approach to integration
includes efforts from the government by way of providing rights, safety, and security; from the
host society and civil society in forming social connections and social links and facilitating access
to the things like education and healthcare; and from refugees themselves as they work to get
access to employment, healthcare, education, and housing. In terms of Colorado, this means that
when focusing on integration they have a holistic approach to integration for refugees as shown
by their use of this framework and these measures.
In order to achieve their mission, CSRP focuses on numerous programs and services as
well as funding service providers. The programs and services they provide include initial housing
assistance, job search and placement services, case management, providing access to benefits,
referring to other service providers, and more. They also outline how they invest in English as a
Second Language programs, career pathway planning, health and wellness programs, and youth
and elder support services. 41 CSRP also runs a program called Colorado Refugee Connect, which
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is intended to grow connections with refugees and their host community. As a resettlement
program, CSRP provides numerous reports on showing the community how refugees are both
integrating and contributing to the state.
Through their mission and programs, it is clear that CSRP focuses on the employment of
refugees in a way that avoids underemployment. For example, the government page discusses how
Colorado ranked high in employment of refugees compared to other states, but compared to other
states also “focuses on all employment measures, rather than just one, because meaningful
employment for individuals and families includes multiple factors such as wage, retention, and
available benefits.” This is important, because employment for refugees is a key part of integration,
but meaningful employment is especially important and having measures for that allows Colorado
to ensure refugees are not being underemployed. Further, the State Refugee Coordinator in 2019
stated that, ‘"When you factor all the outcomes together, Colorado has a strong program; one we
are really proud of...We, at the Office of Economic Security, look at and evaluate outcomes for
people — not just programs — so I know we are making a difference for Coloradans.”’ 42 These
focuses and this statement show that Colorado values more than just self-sufficiency and quick
employment.
Furthermore, in their surveys, Colorado measures underemployment, looking at factors
such as the job matching education levels, hours worked per week, and receiving retirement
benefits. A focus on avoiding underemployment is also shown through their mission which, as
previously highlighted, exactly states that they seek to move past self-sufficiency and assist
refugees in true integration. Further, their chosen programs and reasoning behind them show their
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goal of integration and finding appropriate employment. The Colorado Refugee Service Program
website explains that they focus on ESL classes because they are key to “integration and economic
self-sufficiency.” This combination of integration and economic self-sufficiency highlights that
Colorado is not simply focused on employment as soon as possible at the expense of integration,
which has been shown to be the case in other states that push solely self-sufficiency.
Additionally, one program that Colorado offers entitled CAREERS highlights their
successful employment policy for refugees that avoids underemployment. The CAREERS
Program focuses on preparing refugees for careers in fields with growth potential, which shows
how they want to avoid underemployment. Further, the program “has options for skilled
professionals to return to prior professions or launch a new career, as well as options for individuals
who are working in entry-level positions who want to establish a career with growth
opportunities.” 43 This shows that Colorado values refugees finding employment that fits their skill
levels as well as helping them to advance in their careers, over just simply self-sufficiency that can
lead to underemployment.
As was previously shown, the Commonwealth of Massachusetts focuses on selfsufficiency and places that as a goal of their employment policy for refugees. Due to this, nonprofit organizations have to intervene and fill in the gaps and address underemployment.
Comparatively, the state of Colorado also focuses on self-sufficiency but in addition to integration.
This combination allows Colorado to focus on programs that help refugees find employment that
is fitting and that does not qualify as underemployment at the state level. Because of their dual
focus on self-sufficiency and integration, the state of Colorado is able to fund programs and
services that lead to meaningful employment for refugees, which means that service providers do
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not have to work to address as many gaps in the employment policy. Conversely, in Massachusetts
the refugee employment policy often leaves gaps and leads to unemployment that nongovernmental service providers in Massachusetts then have to address.
Recommendations
The example of Colorado provides a few takeaways for the Massachusetts refugee
program. First, Colorado prides itself on focusing on integration along with self-sufficiency. They
adopt Ager and Strang’s framework to assess and measure successful integration in Colorado
holistically. They also specifically measure underemployment among refugees and work to lower
it. The goal of integration therefore leads to a well-rounded state program that does not forgo
integration for self-sufficiency. If Massachusetts were to adopt integration into their goals in
addition to self-sufficiency and use the Ager and Strang framework, they may be able to expand
their services and programs with this goal in mind, so that they less frequently lead to
underemployment.
Secondly, because Colorado has such a strong state program focused on integration and
employment they do not need to rely on non-governmental service providers to intervene or fill in
as many gaps. They still have non-profit refugee service providers in Colorado, but they are not
primarily focused on filling the gaps that the state leaves. In contrast, the Massachusetts state
program does not focus as much on integration and therefore relies a lot on service providers to
fill in the gaps left by the state program, which leads to a decentralized and fragmented process.
This creates a different experience for each refugee, as individual refugees and refugee families
have access to different organizations for support, which means some refugees fall through the
cracks and end up underemployed and stuck in poverty. Ultimately, the state refugee program in
Colorado is quite strong which can be seen through rankings and data and they pride themselves
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on a strong employment program which provides an excellent model not only for Massachusetts,
but also for other states.
Beyond Massachusetts, the barriers refugees face regarding meaningful employment are
found nationwide. Some of the common barriers refugees face include limited English skills, need
to transfer certifications, low education levels, and lack of time for integration and orientation. As
shown, Colorado addresses many of the barriers and gaps that refugees face in terms of
employment, especially addressing the causes of underemployment. If states were to follow
Colorado’s lead and move beyond simply pushing self-sufficiency they could address barriers that
commonly lead to unemployment.
However, all states operate under the federal refugee program guidelines and goals. Due to
this, even states like Colorado that have excellent models have to work under the federal
government’s goal of self-sufficiency as soon as possible, which can cause gaps and barriers. For
example, Colorado still struggles with refugee integration and underemployment to some extent,
likely due to the pressure and goal of the federal government. In order to address this they conduct
regular studies and surveys to measure both integration and underemployment. By measuring
these, Colorado is able to see what issues they are having and create policy and programming to
address it. This allows them to work within the federal government’s goal, while also having their
own goal and ensure meaningful employment for refugees. If the federal government were to adopt
a similar goal to Colorado and seek integration for refugees based on the Ager and Strang model,
then they would be able to help states develop programs that address the common barriers refugees
face, as Colorado has done.

18

Conclusion
Employment plays a crucial role as refugees integrate into their host countries; it helps
refugees create belonging and meaning in their host community as well as be accepted by these
communities. However, employment is most often beneficial if it is fitting to refugees’ skills and
education, and refugees are not underemployed. Many barriers are present in the United States that
lead to underemployment. For example, limited English skills, need to transfer certifications, low
education levels, lack of time for integration and orientation are all barriers refugees may face.
In this paper, we aimed to draw attention to the importance of employment and assess the
refugee employment resources and policies of Massachusetts in light of these barriers. Similarly
to the United States’ goal, Massachusetts also aims to have refugees self-sufficient as soon as
possible. Massachusetts also offers programs and resources that address common barriers refugees
face. However, their goal seems to lead to underemployment. Due to this, non-governmental
service providers in Massachusetts have to intervene and provide services that fight
underemployment. This decentralized approach to refugee employment policy leaves room for
improvement.
We therefore examined Colorado as a strong state-run program with an emphasis on
refugee employment. The Colorado model emphasizes integration and self-sufficiency, which
seems to address the issue of underemployment and leads to programs and services that naturally
lead to fulfilling and meaningful employment. This also means that service providers in Colorado
do not have to fill in as many gaps, which leads to a more centralized program. Therefore, Colorado
presents a model for changes that Massachusetts could implement, such as prioritizing integration
and having that improve and inform their programming and service provision, as well as
centralizing programming.
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If Massachusetts did follow the model of Colorado, they would likely be able to improve
their programs and address some of the barriers that refugees face in terms of employment that
often lead to underemployment. However, in order to eliminate these barriers and
underemployment among refugees, the federal government would also need to change its
approach. As can be seen by both Massachusetts and Colorado, however in different ways, states
have to work within the federal government’s framework, which in some cases causes barriers to
employment so they have to intervene and attempt to mitigate the issues caused by focusing on
self-sufficiency as soon as possible. In Massachusetts the state goal matches the federal goal,
which leads to underemployment, so non-profits and non-governmental refugee service providers
have to intervene and attempt to fill in gaps left by the state program. In Colorado, the state has set
a goal that adds integration to the federal government’s goal, which allows it to intervene and
address barriers that would be caused if they operated under the federal government’s goal alone.
Refugees face many barriers in terms of finding employment in the United States. These
barriers can lead to unemployment and underemployment, which are major challenges to
integration for refugees. These barriers and underemployment are likely exacerbated by the federal
government’s goal of self-sufficiency as soon as possible, which affects state refugee programs,
including in Massachusetts. Due to this, nonprofits fill many gaps in the refugee program in
Massachusetts by providing employment-related services. Further research needs to be done on
the effect of the division of services between the state and non-profit organizations. This will
determine whether this division has a negative effect on services and programs offered.
Conversely, Colorado has chosen to adopt integration in addition to self-sufficiency which has
allowed its state program to thrive. Massachusetts and other states can learn from the Colorado
program’s adoption of the Ager and Strang framework to prioritize integration and meaningful
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employment. Future research should examine how the effects of changing the federal goal to
include integration might mitigate barriers to employment and address underemployment.
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