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Research led by a University of Cincinnati doctoral student shows that
immigrants and refugees who participated in a civic leadership program
felt more empowered after learning about their rights, civic entitlements
and the social, cultural, and political context of Cincinnati.

"The most salient change participants reported in connection to their
involvement in the program were changes in consciousness related to
power, rights and opportunities which immigrants and refugees are
entitled to," says Christine Shi, a UC doctoral student in psychology and
lead author of the study. "Transformative impacts of a civic leadership
program created by and for refugees and immigrants."

This study, which was published in the Journal of Community
Psychology on March 18, examined the experience of participating in a
civic leadership program designed by and for refugees and immigrants in
partnership with a local government representative and academic
researchers.

The local program was designed by Civic Action for Refugee
Empowerment (CARE) Cincinnati, a project led by a team of 12
members of the refugee community, the director of Cincinnati Compass
(the city's immigrant and refugee welcoming initiative) and researchers
from UC.

The researchers analyzed 30 qualitative interviews conducted with
program participants about their experiences and perspective on the
program.

"I didn't know that you could speak up and ask for things like street signs
and things like that, and now I know these are things you can do," said
one study participant.

Immigrants and refugees, the study says, are severely underrepresented
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in decision‐making bodies in the United States, and in most
immigrant‐receiving nations, immigrants and refugees also face
substantial barriers to gaining political voice and power.

Shi says the effects of underrepresentation on marginalized people have
long been established as detrimental to psychological health and
increased social and political alienation and "interventions which aim to
address this underrepresentation must be considered carefully and in
collaboration with these communities to avoid further exacerbating
social and political marginalization."

The results of the study showed two main themes. First, when
collaborating with the refugee community to design a program—by them
and for them—participants experienced changes in their consciousness
related to power, rights and the opportunities which immigrants and
refugees are entitled to. And second, that participants gained valuable
skills, knowledge and connections for accessing civic engagement
opportunities and power in Cincinnati.

"This program should not act as an exact 'blueprint' for empowered 
immigrant and refugee civic engagement," says Shi, "but as an example
for collaborative work which gives power to immigrants and refugees to
transform the civic engagement to be more inclusive and equitable."

  More information: Christine Shi et al, Transformative impacts of a
civic leadership program created by and for refugees and immigrants, 
Journal of Community Psychology (2023). DOI: 10.1002/jcop.23028
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