
 

Rights on Paper, Barriers in Practice: How Diaspora Institutions Function as Parallel 

Welfare Systems for Migrants in the United States 

Introduction 

In the United States, thousands of legally admitted migrants hold formal entitlements to 

housing assistance, medical benefits, and employment support that remain practically 

inaccessible due to language barriers, documentation requirements, and bureaucratic delays. This 

is not a peripheral anomaly. This gap between formal entitlement and practical access is not 

unique to the United States. The International Organization for Migration notes that across 

advanced economies, migrants routinely encounter systemic barriers in housing, healthcare, and 

labor market integration despite formal eligibility, reflecting a broader structural disconnect 

between policy design and on-the-ground accessibility (International Organization for Migration, 

2024). The U.S. Department of Homeland Security reports that 100,060 refugees were admitted 

in fiscal year 2024 alone – the highest figure since the early 1990s – each entering a resettlement 

infrastructure that is structurally underprepared to serve them (Office of Homeland Security 

Statistics, 2025). The Migration Policy Institute estimates that over 45 million foreign-born 

individuals currently reside in the United States, representing roughly fourteen percent of the 

total population (Migration Policy Institute, 2023). In high-cost regions like Northern Virginia – 

where median monthly rents for two-bedroom units exceed $2,100 – a newly arrived refugee 

family subsists on approximately $1,225 per person in resettlement cash assistance for the first 

ninety days, leaving almost no tolerance for administrative error or delay (U.S. Census Bureau, 

2022). 

What fills the space between legal entitlement and practical access is not, in most cases, a 

reformed government program. It is an informal and semi-formal network of diaspora 



 

organizations, community nonprofits, and volunteer coalitions supplying rent support, legal 

navigation, translation, employment assistance, and social integration to migrants who cannot 

wait for formal systems to reach them. This paper draws on an interview with Kartika, a staff 

member at Mozaic, a community-based resettlement organization in Northern Virginia 

(pseudonym used at interviewee's request), alongside peer-reviewed scholarship on migrant 

welfare, diaspora governance, and co-production theory. It argues that while diaspora institutions 

like Mozaic provide irreplaceable protection to newly arrived migrants, their very necessity 

reveals a failure of formal systems – and because access to these informal networks depends on 

social capital rather than legal standing, they also reproduce the inequalities they set out to 

remedy. The solution is a hybrid governance model in which the state provides funding and 

accountability while community organizations retain authority over culturally competent 

delivery. 

 

The Problem: How Formal Systems Produce Informal Dependence 

The turn toward community networks is not a cultural preference. It is the predictable 

result of encountering administrative systems that impose access conditions incompatible with 

the circumstances of forced migration. Three interlocking barriers drive this displacement. The 

first is language. Despite Executive Order 13166, which requires federal agencies to provide 

meaningful language access to limited English proficient individuals, compliance has remained 

uneven and poorly monitored for decades. A landmark Government Accountability Office report 

found that many federal agencies had not completed recipient guidance for language access as 

required, and that among the agencies assessed in depth – including the IRS, FEMA, and the 

Small Business Administration – implementation was inconsistent and often insufficient (U.S. 



 

Government Accountability Office, 2010). A 2024 Migration Policy Institute analysis confirms 

that expanding language access in federally supported programs remains a distant goal rather 

than a reality, with persistent challenges in planning, coordination, and monitoring across 

agencies (Hofstetter & McHugh, 2024). For a newly arrived migrant navigating benefit 

eligibility, this means the primary informational infrastructure of the formal system is effectively 

closed to non-English speakers before a single form is filed. When Kartika was asked how 

migrants experience interactions with government offices, her response was unambiguous: "The 

paperwork is daunting. So they often rely on community volunteers to help them apply for 

benefits. We try to teach them to be able to do it themselves, but many are scared or clueless" 

(Kartika, 2024). The fear and confusion she describes are not individual psychological failings. 

They are rational responses to systems that offer no meaningful assistance to those who do not 

already know how to use them. These barriers are not merely administrative inefficiencies but 

part of a broader pattern of institutional exclusion. The World Health Organization finds that 

migrants and refugees consistently face reduced access to healthcare services due to legal 

uncertainty, language limitations, and fragmented service delivery systems, even in countries 

with formally universal coverage (World Health Organization, 2022). 

The second barrier operates through fear rather than procedure. The Urban Institute’s 

research documents a persistent chilling effect: in 2018, 13.7 percent of adults in immigrant 

families reported avoiding public benefit programs for which they were legally eligible, rising to 

20.7 percent among low-income families and 31.1 percent among those who had heard a lot 

about the proposed public charge rule (Bernstein et al., 2019). The consequences of the rule’s 

formal implementation proved even more severe. A Food Research & Action Center analysis of 

USDA SNAP Quality Control data found that SNAP participation among U.S. citizen children 



 

living with a non-citizen fell by 35.6 percent between fiscal years 2016 and 2019 — nearly three 

times the 12.3 percent decline among citizen children in citizen-only households (Food Research 

& Action Center, 2021). Butcher, Hu, and Perry (2024) reach a parallel conclusion using 

American Community Survey data, finding that after the 2018 proposal, U.S.-born children of 

noncitizen parents saw significantly larger drops in both SNAP and Medicaid participation than 

children of U.S.-born parents. Because the eligibility of these citizen children was never at issue 

under the rule, the disparity points specifically to chilling effects from public charge enforcement 

and the broader policy environment targeting immigrant families. Portes and Sensenbrenner 

(1993) argue that when formal institutions fail or actively threaten a population, “bounded 

solidarity” — reciprocal obligation generated by shared experiences of exclusion — intensifies 

within community networks, making informal support systems more cohesive precisely as 

formal options become less viable (p. 1324). The chilling effect, in this light, does not merely 

suppress benefit enrollment; it actively accelerates the density and necessity of shadow 

protection systems. 

The third barrier compounds the first two: documentation standards incompatible with 

the realities of forced migration. Many benefit programs require proof of stable residence, 

continuous employment history, or tax documentation – records that people fleeing violence or 

persecution structurally cannot possess. As the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, 

and Medicine (2015) observe in their comprehensive study of immigrant integration, declining 

public funding for ESL classes and administrative barriers remain among the most significant 

structural impediments to successful resettlement in the United States, systematically excluding 

populations who are legally eligible but administratively unable to participate. These three 

barriers operate simultaneously. As Kartika described: "Housing [in] northern Virginia is 



 

extremely expensive and many have big families … Some have limited English proficiency, 

hence they need to learn English first. At the same time, they need to start working to survive. 

[With] accessing services, they need to be handheld and helped every step of the way" (Kartika, 

2024). Migrants are not gravitating toward informal systems. They are being structurally 

displaced toward them. 

 

The Response: What Diaspora Institutions Actually Provide 

In this context, diaspora networks do not simply supplement formal welfare systems – 

they increasingly function as parallel systems of social protection. Research on transnational 

communities shows that diaspora actors provide financial assistance, healthcare access, and 

educational support in ways that directly substitute for state provision when formal systems fail 

to deliver (International Organization for Migration, 2023). For the majority of migrants in 

studied populations, community organizations are the primary delivery mechanism for services 

that formal institutions fail to reach. Kartika described Mozaic's work as covering "benefit 

applications, job applications, transportation, housing applications, ESOL classes, vocational 

training, and also building community," adding on the psychological dimensions of resettlement: 

"Moving is hard, so we step in to befriend them, visit them, check in on them" (Kartika, 2024). 

When asked what types of formal support migrants rely on most heavily, she identified "medical 

and cash assistance" as the core formal dependencies, while noting that "support for 

transportation and applying for all sorts of benefits, schools, work, social networking – they need 

community so they depend on us to help introduce them to friends" constitutes the core of what 

the formal system does not provide (Kartika, 2024). No government resettlement agency builds 

friendships for newly arrived families or visits them at home to check on their emotional 



 

adjustment. Mozaic does. More broadly, these forms of support reflect what recent scholarship 

identifies as informal migrant infrastructures, in which communities construct alternative 

systems of information, assistance, and coordination to compensate for gaps in formal 

governance. These systems are not peripheral but foundational to migrant survival in contexts 

where state institutions are inaccessible or unreliable. 

This range maps onto what Baglioni et al. (2022) describe as civil society's typological 

role in migrant integration – spanning traditional service delivery, co-management, partial 

co-production, and in some cases full co-production of services that the state nominally provides 

but practically fails to deliver (p. 852). Strokosch and Osborne (2016) identify three modes of 

co-production: consumer co-production (using existing services), participative co-production 

(contributing to service design), and enhanced co-production (broader social integration 

outcomes) – and argue that the third mode, which community organizations like Mozaic embody 

through social belonging and cultural attunement, has the deepest implications for social 

inclusion and citizenship (p. 681). The relational dimension matters beyond theory. When 

Kartika was asked to compare formal and informal systems directly, her framing was precise: 

"Formal services are limited by office hours and budgets; community networks rely on the 

generosity of community members – generosity in terms of time, finances, skills. Community 

networks are motivated by heartwork, the sincere desire to help, and not by meeting key 

performance indicators" (Kartika, 2024). 

This distinction between performance-metric-driven institutional care and relational 

community care corresponds to what Portes and Rumbaut (2019) identify as a structural feature 

of ethnic community organizations: their effectiveness derives from embeddedness in the 

communities they serve, generating trust and cultural competency that institutional design cannot 



 

replicate (p. 214). The behavioral consequences are empirically traceable. Hainmueller et al. 

(2016) found in a longitudinal study of over 60,000 asylum seekers that prolonged administrative 

processing delays significantly reduced long-term employment rates, confirming that 

administrative inaccessibility is not a procedural inconvenience but a welfare outcome problem 

with measurable long-term costs. Fix et al. (2017) find that roughly half of newly arrived 

refugees enter employment within eight months of arrival, with significant variation by 

national-origin group and English proficiency – variation that community organizations, through 

ESOL instruction and employment navigation, are directly positioned to reduce. 

The social capital dimension is equally significant. Lancee (2010) finds that bridging 

social capital – inter-ethnic contacts built through community engagement and professional 

networks – is positively associated with both employment attainment and income, while those 

who remain exclusively within co-ethnic networks show no comparable economic benefit (p. 

218). This finding has a direct implication: community organizations that facilitate connections 

beyond co-ethnic boundaries produce integration outcomes that homogeneous diaspora networks 

alone cannot. When Kartika described introducing newly arrived migrants to a broader network 

of friends – "they need community so they depend on us to help introduce them to friends" – she 

was describing precisely the bridging function Lancee (2010) identifies as the most economically 

consequential form of social capital for migrants (Kartika, 2024; Lancee, 2010, p. 218). 

The digital dimension of diaspora support has also grown substantially. Gillespie et al. 

(2018) find that smartphones serve as lifelines for Syrian and Iraqi refugees, providing access to 

maps, legal information, community networks, and real-time updates that formal resettlement 

infrastructure cannot offer – while also noting that reliance on digital networks exposes migrants 

to exploitation and misinformation (p. 8). Dekker et al. (2018) find that social media and 



 

smartphone applications make migrants less reliant on smugglers and traditional network 

gatekeepers by democratizing access to information about routes, rights, and services (p. 7). The 

digital infrastructure of diaspora support is understudied relative to its operational significance, 

and it represents a domain where targeted investment could extend community organizational 

reach far beyond in-person service limits. 

 

The Complication: Inequality as a Structural Feature of Informal Protection 

The operational effectiveness of diaspora institutions creates a temptation to treat them as 

an adequate solution to formal welfare failure. That temptation must be resisted. The same 

qualities that make informal systems effective – their reliance on trust, social proximity, and 

community belonging – produce a structural equity problem that current accountability 

mechanisms are not positioned to address. 

Délano Alonso and Mylonas (2019) demonstrate that diaspora engagement activities, 

whether state-organized or community-organized, consistently reinscribe or create new forms of 

inequality among diaspora members, with states and organizations distinguishing among 

diaspora segments based on class, ethnicity, religion, and political orientation (p. 483). Resources 

and recognition flow toward those who conform to the dominant profile of diaspora institutional 

leadership, while those who deviate from that profile – religious minorities, political dissidents, 

lower-income arrivals, women in conflict with community norms – receive comparatively less. 

Hack-Polay (2019) identifies this as a structural paradox: the same ethnic network that provides 

sanctuary and shared resources can simultaneously function as an economic ghetto, limiting 

upward social mobility and channeling migrants into lower-quality employment and social 

positions through informal gatekeeping dynamics (p. 425). Kracke and Klug (2021) confirm this 



 

finding at the labor market level, showing that migrants who rely exclusively on bonding social 

capital – homophilous, co-ethnic job search networks – face significantly higher rates of 

overqualification than those who develop bridging ties, because ethnic enclave networks tend to 

direct migrants toward jobs already occupied by community members rather than toward their 

full human capital potential (p. 1589). 

The gendered dimension of informal gatekeeping is among its most consequential 

features. Phillimore and Goodson (2010) find that refugee community organizations struggle to 

reach the most isolated and vulnerable community members, including women who have 

experienced domestic violence and those with mental health needs, precisely because community 

structures that facilitate access for some simultaneously exclude those in conflict with 

community hierarchies (p. 187). Caponio (2005) reaches a comparable conclusion from a 

different angle: immigrant associations are frequently crowded out by larger welfare 

organizations in local policy networks, meaning that even when they exist and serve some 

community members well, they lack the institutional standing to advocate effectively for the 

most marginalized (p. 940). The result is a shadow protection system that distributes protection 

unequally, contingent on social capital rather than legal entitlement, and without the 

accountability structures that would allow systematic exclusion to be identified and corrected. 

At the macropolitical level, the efficiency of informal systems generates a second-order 

risk: it may reduce state incentives to improve formal provision. When community organizations 

absorb welfare functions effectively enough to reduce visible deprivation, they risk rendering 

formal system failures invisible – and invisible failures are rarely corrected. Kartika 

acknowledged this dynamic directly when she noted that community organizations are made 

necessary by "the sudden and unexpected budget cuts" that periodically destabilize formal 



 

provision, describing an institutional environment in which community capacity is treated as a 

substitute for public investment rather than a complement to it (Kartika, 2024). Fratzke and Dorst 

(2019) find that community and volunteer-led integration programs can have a transformative 

effect on refugee outcomes, but identify three persistent obstacles that prevent this potential from 

being consistently realized: insufficient training and support for volunteers, limited funding for 

volunteer management infrastructure, and restrictive service provision guidelines that prevent 

community organizations from operating at full capacity. Without structural reform on both sides 

– formal and informal – the shadow protection system risks becoming a permanent substitute for 

state obligations rather than a complement to them. 

 

Objections Considered 

Three objections merit engagement before turning to the proposal. 

Accountability requirements will destroy what makes community care work. Kartika's 

description of volunteer motivation as "heartwork" points to something real – the trust, cultural 

attunement, and relational depth of organizations like Mozaic are not reproducible by 

institutional mandate (Kartika, 2024). Portes and Sensenbrenner (1993) identify this quality as 

"bounded solidarity" – reciprocal obligation generated by shared experiences of exclusion that 

formal institutions cannot produce because they do not share those experiences (p. 1324). But the 

accountability standards proposed here – equity reporting, published eligibility criteria, 

participatory governance – constrain where public resources go, not how care is delivered. 

Requiring Mozaic to report who receives housing referrals does not require stopping home visits. 

These obligations are compatible. 

 



 

The inequality problem is overstated and exclusion within diaspora networks is 

exceptional rather than systematic. This does not hold against the convergent findings of Délano 

Alonso and Mylonas (2019), Hack-Polay (2019), Kracke and Klug (2021), Phillimore and 

Goodson (2010), and Caponio (2005) – five independent research programs conducted across the 

United States, Europe, and the Netherlands, each documenting patterns of stratification, 

gatekeeping, and differential access within diaspora and community networks (Délano Alonso & 

Mylonas, 2019, p. 483; Hack-Polay, 2019, p. 425; Kracke & Klug, 2021, p. 1589; Phillimore & 

Goodson, 2010, p. 187; Caponio, 2005, p. 940). These are structural features of informal systems 

under resource scarcity, not outlier events. 

State reform is unrealistic given bureaucratic inertia and political hostility toward 

immigrant-serving programs. The response is that administrative reform is not empirically 

intractable – it is politically difficult, and the distinction matters. Hofstetter and McHugh (2024) 

document that language access remains inadequate not because solutions are unknown but 

because implementation has been deprioritized and underfunded, while identifying specific, 

actionable reforms – co-designed outreach, multilingual digital services, mandatory interpreter 

standards – that do not require new legislation. Bernstein et al. (2019) find that chilling effects 

are driven substantially by fear rather than ineligibility, meaning that changes to enforcement 

posture and outreach design – not statutory reform – would meaningfully increase enrollment 

among populations with existing legal entitlements. The obstacles are political, not technical. 

Accepting them as permanent means accepting the normalization of privatized survival as 

American governance – a concession the documented equity costs make untenable. 

 

 



 

The Proposal: A Hybrid Governance Model 

Kartika's phrase – "complement and fill gaps" – is deceptively simple (Kartika, 2024). It 

describes a relationship between state and community that currently exists in practice but not in 

policy: one where formal institutions provide legal entitlement and financial infrastructure, and 

community organizations provide the cultural competency and relational care that formal 

institutions cannot replicate. Making that relationship structurally secure requires reform on three 

fronts. 

The most urgent is the formal system itself. Language access is the clearest case because 

it requires no new legislation – only enforcement of obligations that already exist. Hofstetter and 

McHugh (2024) document that expanding language access in federally supported programs 

remains a distant goal rather than a reality not because solutions are unknown, but because 

implementation has been consistently deprioritized. The Government Accountability Office's 

findings confirm that major federal agencies have operated for years in non-compliance with 

Executive Order 13166, offering inconsistent interpreter services and outdated guidance 

materials (U.S. Government Accountability Office, 2010). The practical reforms – agency 

websites in the languages communities actually speak, certified interpreters available without 

advance scheduling, outreach designed with rather than for immigrant communities – are 

technically feasible and legally required. Documentation standards require the same scrutiny. 

Programs demanding tax records and employment histories from people who fled with nothing 

are not applying integrity standards; they are applying eligibility tests that functionally exclude 

the most vulnerable. Alternative attestation – organizational verification, self-declaration, 

consular documentation – should be accepted wherever program integrity concerns do not 

specifically require otherwise. Hainmueller et al.'s (2016) finding that each period of 



 

administrative delay measurably reduces long-term employment outcomes reframes all of this: 

reducing barriers is not a service improvement. It is a welfare investment with a demonstrable 

return. 

The second front concerns accountability within community organizations themselves. 

Phillimore and Goodson (2010) identify the core tension: refugee community organizations fill 

welfare gaps that formal institutions leave open, yet they simultaneously reproduce some of 

those institutions' exclusions within their own structures, particularly failing to reach the most 

isolated and vulnerable members (pp. 187–188). Délano Alonso and Mylonas (2019) show that 

diaspora engagement – whether state-organized or community-organized – consistently 

reinforces stratification along class, ethnicity, religion, and political affiliation unless specific 

governance structures prevent it (p. 483). Accountability standards attached to public funding are 

the practical mechanism: annual equity reporting disaggregated by gender, national origin, and 

arrival date; eligibility criteria published in community languages; grievance processes available 

without community gatekeepers as intermediaries. These requirements do not transform 

community organizations into bureaucracies. They ensure that when public money flows through 

them, it reaches more than those who already know the right people. 

The third front formalizes the relationship itself. Fratzke and Dorst (2019) find that 

community and volunteer-led programs achieve their greatest integration outcomes when they 

are adequately resourced, when staff and volunteers receive real training, and when service 

guidelines give organizations enough flexibility to respond to individual circumstances – 

conditions that currently depend on grant cycles and organizational goodwill rather than 

structural design. Formal co-production contracts between state agencies and community 

organizations would establish bidirectional referral obligations, protect community program 



 

budgets from substitution cuts when community capacity grows, and require joint equity audits 

to surface exclusion patterns before they harden. Baglioni et al. (2022) identify full 

co-production – shared planning and shared delivery – as the most equitable model, while noting 

it demands the most intentional institutional design to sustain (p. 857). That design is precisely 

what formal contracts can provide. Finally, the digital infrastructure that Gillespie et al. (2018) 

and Dekker et al. (2018) document as increasingly central to how migrants navigate information, 

access, and community should be explicitly funded within co-production agreements – 

multilingual platforms, mobile navigation tools, moderated information networks – so that the 

reach of community organizations is not limited to who can walk through a particular door 

(Gillespie et al., 2018, p. 8; Dekker et al., 2018, p. 7). 

 

Conclusion 

The Government Accountability Office’s documentation of language access failures (U.S. 

Government Accountability Office, 2010), the Urban Institute’s finding that over thirty percent 

of low-income immigrant adults avoid eligible benefits out of fear (Bernstein et al., 2019), and 

the Food Research & Action Center’s finding that SNAP participation among U.S. citizen 

children living with a non-citizen fell 35.6 percent between 2016 and 2019 — corroborated by 

Butcher, Hu, and Perry (2024) — together constitute a quantified portrait of systematic formal 

failure. What organizations like Mozaic provide in response – the navigation, instruction, social 

integration, and home visits Kartika describes as basic practice – is, for most migrants, the 

primary system of protection (Kartika, 2024). 

 



 

But effectiveness is not adequacy. Délano Alonso and Mylonas (2019), Hack-Polay 

(2019), Phillimore and Goodson (2010), and Caponio (2005) together document across multiple 

countries and methodologies that informal protection tracks social capital rather than legal 

entitlement, and that community organizational structures reproduce inequalities of class, gender, 

ethnicity, and religion that leave the most vulnerable migrants least served (Délano Alonso & 

Mylonas, 2019, p. 483; Hack-Polay, 2019, p. 425; Phillimore & Goodson, 2010, p. 187; Caponio, 

2005, p. 940). The shadow protection system reproduces, in informal space, the exclusions it was 

built to address. 

The hybrid model proposed here rests on what the evidence supports and what Kartika's 

account of Mozaic's work illustrates in practice: state infrastructure providing the legal and 

financial foundation, community organizations providing culturally competent and relational 

delivery, and accountability mechanisms ensuring equitable distribution. The standard against 

which any resettlement system should be measured is whether a migrant arriving without 

contacts or prior knowledge can access what she is legally owed. Kartika's phrase – "complement 

and fill gaps" – describes the right relationship (Kartika, 2024). The work ahead is building the 

infrastructure that makes it structurally secure and equitably enforced. 

​
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