V

VIRGINIA DEPARTMENT OF
SOCIAL SERVICES

Working with Immigrant Populations
Understanding Context, Barriers and Best Practices

Spring BPRO - April 2026




_“

' VIRGINIA DEPARTMENT OF
\\' SOCIAL SERVICES




Purpose of This Training

Working with immigrant populations requires an approach that recognizes their diverse
backgrounds, unique challenges, and varied experiences. Effective engagement means
understanding the social, cultural, and structural factors that shape their daily lives. In
this session, we will discuss strategies and considerations that can help guide meaningful,
respectful, and effective work with our immigrant customers.

» Strengthen Cultural Awareness
» Recognize Strengths and Challenges Unique to Immigrant Populations
» Build Trust with Diverse Communities

» Child Support Income

» Improve Services Delivery and Communication
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Who are Immigrant Populations?

The immigrant population includes people living in the country who were born outside
the United States or its territories and were not U.S. citizens at birth.

This group can include:

* Naturalized U.S. citizens
* Lawful permanent residents (green card holders)
* Refugees and asylees

* Temporary visa holders who reside in the U.S.
Undocumented immigrants
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Who are Immigrant Populations?

Individuals with diverse cultural, language, and socioeconomic backgrounds.

People who may have migrated voluntarily or been displaced due to conflict,
persecution, or other forces.
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Who are Immigrant Populations

A new Pew Research Center analysis of Census Bureau data found that, as of June
2025:

» 51.9 million immigrants lived in the U.S.
» 15.4% of all U.S. residents were immigrants

» 19% of the U.S. labor force were immigrants, down from 20% and by over 750,000
workers since January.

https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2025/08/21/key-findings-about-us-immigrants/
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Who are Immigrant Populations
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New York city, NY 2,478,072 282173 New York County, NY 1,664,862 73,4780
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https://www.census.gov/popclock/
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Migration Experiences

Pre-migration: conflict, instability, economic hardship,
moving for education and employment, navigating
complex immigration processes.

Migration journey: traveling long distances, crossing
borders, risk violence and detention, interacting with
immigration authorities, face uncertainty, separation
from families and friends.

Post-migration: learning a new language, finding work,
finding a place to live, coping with homesickness,
adaptation to new cultural expectations, building new
social networks and community connections, legal
challenges, discrimination.
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Language and Communication

» Limited English proficiency presents a major obstacle to accessing services
and opportunities.

» Interpreters and translated materials play a crucial role in ensuring that
individuals with limited English proficiency can access information, services,
and support.
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Language and Communication

Cultural differences in nonverbal communication

People from different cultures may interpret nonverbal
signals, such as gestures, eye contact, facial
expressions, personal space, and body language, in
very different ways.

When these differences aren’t understood, they can
easily lead to confusion or miscommunication.

shutterstock.com - 2585746129

https://nationaltraining.edu.au/cross-cultural-body-language/

Non-Verbal Cue

Eye Contact

Smiling

Nodding

Touching

Personal Space

Feet Positioning

Head Movements

Silence

Interpretation in
Western Cultures
(e.g., Australia, US)

Sign of honesty,
confidence

Friendliness,
openness

Agreement

Handshakes are
standard

1 metre of space
respected

Neutral or
unimportant

Shaking head = no;
nodding = yes

Often
uncomfortable

Different Meanings
in Other Cultures

Disrespectful or
confrontational
(e.g., Japan, Korea)
May be seen as
insincere in Russia
or formal in Japan

Can mean
disagreement in
parts of Bulgaria and
Greece

Avoided in many
Asian and Middle
Eastern cultures

Latin America and
Arab cultures often
stand closer
Pointing feet is rude
in Thailand or Arab
nations

In India, a head

wobble might mean
“okay” or “maybe”

Seen as respectful in
Japan or Finland
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Cultural Considerations

» Family roles

» Gender norms

» Beliefs and values

» Personal space and physical boundaries
» Differences in communication

» Trust in government entities

» Concepts of time

» Holidays, rituals and community life
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Trauma and Stress

O Immigrants who fled their country due to violence or persecution may appear
withdrawn, anxious, hyper-alert, or overly cautious, especially in unfamiliar
environments.

L Some may become easily overwhelmed by paperwork, questions, or deadlines due
to stress or trauma triggers.

O Immigrants who experienced family separation may be sensitive to questions
about relatives, custody, or household composition.

L Stress may cause difficulty understanding complex instructions or forms, even if
the person is highly capable.

 Some immigrants may fear that sharing personal information could affect their
immigration status, lead to deportation, or harm family members.

L Adjusting to a new country, the language, culture, and systems, adds another layer
of stress that can impact communication and decision-making.
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Barriers to Accessing Services

1 Limited English proficiency — Hard to understand
forms, interviews, and instructions.

1 Unfamiliar systems — Programs like TANF, SNAP,
and Medicaid may be completely new.

 Documentation issues — Important papers may
be missing or incomplete due to migration. — |

 Fear and mistrust — Worries about deportation,
data sharing, or negative consequences.

1 Practical challenges — Problems with
transportation, childcare, and navigating new
neighborhoods.
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Strengths and Community Assets

¢ Strong families — Many immigrants rely on close family
support.

** Supportive communities — Community groups, neighbors,
and cultural organizations often help each other.

+* Hard-working and motivated — Many immigrants work hard
to build a better life.

¢ Multilingual skills — Speaking more than one language helps
them connect with different people.

+*»* Resilience — They have overcome challenges and can adapt to
new situations.

+* Cultural knowledge — They bring new ideas, traditions, and
perspectives that enrich the community.

+* Resourcefulness — Immigrants often find creative ways to
solve problems with limited resources.
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Best Practices

( Build trust through respect and transparency - Explain your role and why you need
certain information.

Example: “I'm asking these questions only to determine your eligibility, not your immigration

status.”

(J Communicate in ways people can understand, using their preferred language - Provide
interpreters and avoid jargon.
Example: Using a certified interpreter instead of asking a child to translate.

[ Be flexible and patient - Allow extra time for forms or explanations.
Example: Giving someone additional time to gather documents because they are unfamiliar
with the system.

O Simplify processes and provide guidance - Break tasks into small, clear steps.
Example: Offering a checklist of required documents and providing verbal instructions.
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Best Practices

[ Collaborate with community organizations — Partner/collaborate with
organizations/entities that serve immigrant communities.

Example: Referring someone to a local immigrant resource center for legal or language

support.

O Protect privacy and address fears - Reassure individuals that their information is
confidential within program rules.

Example: Explaining that applying for benefits will not automatically require contact with

immigration enforcement.

O Acknowledge and value cultural differences - Recognize that norms differ and avoid
assumptions.
Example: Understanding that limited eye contact may be a sign of respect, not avoidance.
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Key Takeaways

< Be kind and build trust
Help people feel safe and respected.

$®. Use language they understand
Use an interpreter if needed and avoid big or confusing words.

> Be patient
Give extra time for questions, forms, and explanations.

= Keep things simple
Explain steps one at a time and show what to do next.

© Protect their privacy
Let them know their information is safe.
&7 Respect cultural differences
People may act or communicate differently based on their culture.
(¢ Help them feel confident
Encourage them to ask questions and make their own choices.

& Work with trusted community groups
Connect with organizations that already support immigrant families.
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Discussion

What challenges have you
experienced when working
with immigrant customers?
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Discussion

What improvements can
your agency make when
serving immigrants?
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Resource Information

» Administration for Children and Families (ACF) - Resources Specific to
Immigrant or Refugee Populations | The Administration for Children
and Families

» Fusion Page for Office of New Americans - CVS > CVS Home > Office of
New Americans

» TANF Fusion Page - Refugee Cash Assistance (RCA) and TANF
Alignment QA (rev_ 3-23-26) (1) (4).pdf

» Diversity and Cultural Competency Checklist - Tool 1667862298.pdf
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