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REPORT: FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS



Welcoming Anchorage and SouthCentral Alaska’s Area Health Education Center partnered with University
of Alaska Anchorage professors to conduct a study to identify facilitators and barriers to integration and

inclusion in the municipality. The primary project team included Nyabony Gat, BS; Shannon Kuhn, MPH;
Sara Buckingham, PhD; Amana Mbise, PhD; Tzu-Chiao Chen, PhD; and, Sofia Sytniak, BS. 

 
Many partners were involved in the development and implementation of this project. We would like to

thank the following partners for their support:

ABOUT US

 
 

A special thank you to the people who helped to develop this project and who took the
time to share their experiences as immigrants to this community. 
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What community policies, programs, and practices that
welcome immigrants help them become fully included,

participatory community members?
 

What are ways in which our community has come up
short, experiences in which immigrant community

members have been excluded and unable to fully engage
in Anchorage?

WHAT ENABLES IMMIGRANT
RESIDENTS TO LIVE, THRIVE,

AND CONTRIBUTE IN
ANCHORAGE, ALASKA? 
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THE SURVEY
IN ENGLISH, SPANISH, AND HMONG

169 participantsAges 18 to 84  75.7% women
and 24.3% men

< 1 year - 43 years lived in
Anchorage 

 

< 1 year - 59 years lived in the
United States 

 

In 2020 we made a survey in English, Spanish, and Hmong available to immigrant and
refugee participants via community partners, flyers, and word-of-mouth. The survey had
questions about immigrant residents’ experiences in Anchorage and their views towards
community resources. We analyzed the data through a variety of statistical techniques. 

All regions of the world and 45
countries were represented in

the survey 

Survey participants lived
across most regions of

Anchorage
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Psychological

Linguistic Economic

PoliticalSocial

Navigational

MULTIDIMENSIONAL MEASURE OF
IMMIGRANT INTEGRATION
WE EXAMINED LEVELS OF INTEGRATION AND WHAT

FACTORS CONTRIBUTED TO INTEGRATION 

Figure note: Level of integration across domains based on survey data. 

Immigrants who were older, who had lived for more years in
Anchorage and in the United States, and who had a higher level of
education had greater economic integration and political
integration.

Immigrants who had lived more of their lives in Anchorage and in
the United States, and who had a higher level of education had
greater psychological integration and navigational integration.

Immigrants who were younger, who had lived for more years in
Anchorage and in the United States, and who had a higher level of
education had greater social integration and linguistic
integration.

Immigrants who participated in the survey had more difficulties
navigating the community (navigational integration) and were less
socially integrated (social integration) than their integration in
other aspects of community life. 
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COMMUNITY
CONVERSATIONS

IN ENGLISH, SPANISH, SAMOAN, HMONG, TAGALOG, KOREAN, & ARABIC

 
18 countries and all regions of the world

represented 
 

Ages 19 to 77
50 participants

 78% women
and 22% men

< 1 year - 47 years
in Anchorage 

< 1 year - 60 years
in the United States 

In 2021 we followed up on survey responses with ten focus groups in Spanish, Samoan, Hmong,
Tagalog, Korean, Arabic, and English. Focus groups are organized discussions among a small

group of people. We talked about immigrant residents’ experiences in Anchorage. We transcribed
the interviews, coded them, and analyzed them using a consensus-based team approach.

Moving to Anchorage: Expectations,
first experiences, changes over time
Work: Experiences finding work and
working
Community: Experiences accessing
and being in Anchorage public places
Services: Experiences accessing and
interacting with Anchorage
community services such as health
care and government
Social Networks: Experiences
interacting with people
Suggestions: What Anchorage can
do to improve experiences

Topics focused on included:Conversations
held via Zoom
with language
interpreters
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WHAT DID WE LEARN?
FEATURED FINDINGS

A key factor in developing
a sense of home was

feeling welcomed into the
community. 

Language barriers
were the most

challenging aspect
for immigrants
after moving to

Anchorage.

Education is a key factor for
integration and a successful

life in Anchorage. 

Generally, people were able to find
work, but in order to find jobs that

gave them financial stability or
career fulfillment, they needed

additional education and training,
which took time and money. About

half of the survey participants
reported not finding work in their

field of training and education. 

Not having a U.S. high
school diploma or General

Equivalency Diploma
(GED) was a main

educational barrier.

Barriers were exacerbated for
the older population of

immigrants who moved to
Anchorage later in life. There
were also fewer structured

opportunities for older
immigrants to make connections,

compared to their children.

Social networks with people from the
same country of origin were frequently

reported to be helpful in navigating
work, resources, and higher education –

even more so than social networks
outside of immigrants’ country of origin. 

Participants reported
both positive and

negative experiences
with law enforcement

officers. 

Health care is difficult to
navigate: nearly one in
ten survey participants

reported not having
health insurance. 

Participants emphasized
how reliable housing is 

 integral to their well-
being.

Many participants experienced
exclusion in some form in

Anchorage, often related to
prejudice and discrimination

aimed at their language,
appearance, religion, and

differences in cultural practices. 
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LANGUAGE ACCESS
KEY FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Prejudice and Discrimination: Negative
experiences based on language ability were
most frequently reported in three spaces:

education/school, employment/work, and
government settings.

Language barriers were the most challenging aspect for
immigrants after moving to Anchorage and played a crucial

role in their adjustment to life in the municipality.

RECOMMENDATIONS
Increase language access training and funding
for language access (interpretation and
translation) throughout the municipality. 
Expand interpretation services to include in-
person, telephonic, and video conferencing
options to suit varied needs and preferences.
Train and employ local community members
as professional interpreters and translators.
Provide specialized training to service
providers - including, for example, school staff,
medical providers, police officers, and public
employees - in effectively working with
interpreters. 

To aid in community navigation, make
signage clear and include simple visuals.
Distribute more information about English
learning opportunities and resources,
particularly through social networks. 
Increase funding for English programs and
classes.
Incorporate cultural training into language
training in order to help immigrants better
understand cultural and social norms in
Anchorage and the U.S. in general.

There are many opportunities for children to
learn English in school, but it is more difficult
for adults to access English classes. 
Many people were not aware of English
programs when they arrived in Anchorage. 
Easy-to-access, low-cost English language
programs are essential to helping people learn
English.

Services were often not available to
people in the languages they speak, nor

was interpretation consistently provided.

Not speaking English played a role in
immigrants feeling isolated and

alone.
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WORK
BARRIERS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Common barriers that prevented people from securing higher-paid work and career
advancement:

Being required to speak English fluently for a position
Challenges with transferring credentials to Anchorage
Difficulty acquiring the particular educational training needed for the work
A need for transportation to access work
A need for childcare to participate in work
A need for a social network and connections to secure work

The top referenced
barrier to finding higher-
level work was English

literacy.

All barriers were
exacerbated for older

immigrants who moved
to Anchorage later in life.

A lack of time due to work
schedule and/or family

responsibilities emerged as a
primary barrier.

RECOMMENDATIONS
Promote educational learning opportunities for
employers to increase awareness of the benefits
of creating and supporting job entry pathways
for immigrants.
Provide more opportunities for integrated
English learning including paid on-the-job English
language training as it relates to chosen field or
position.
Consider removing barriers to work, such as
waiving GED/high school diploma requirements
as a condition for employment. 

Offer a centralized location for job support
and networking opportunities for immigrants
to ease the search in finding a profession and
training opportunities. Such a center could
also provide support around transfers of
international certification and credentialing. 
Find avenues to measure international work
experience as equivalent to specific training
so employers can expand their workforce by
hiring qualified immigrant employees.
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EDUCATION
FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Language access has
improved in the

Anchorage School
District in recent years.
The Language Support
Center is an important

resource for families and
newcomers. 

Pre- and post-arrival
support for

international
students at higher

education
institutions has 

 decreased according
to participants.

Many immigrants have
considerable education and

training from their
countries of origin.

However, their credentials
are not always recognized
in the United States. This

leads to underemployment
and brain waste.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Create more career
advancement opportunities
by supporting retrieval of
educational and professional
documents and offering on-
the-job language training.
Consider non-traditional
ways of career training and
educational advancement
such as Apprenticeships and
Integrated Education and
Training models.

Increase support for
international students,
including both pre- and post-
arrival. This should include
both practical support (such as
navigating housing,
transportation, and financial
aid) as well as cultural and
social support. 
Provide diversity training to
their administration, faculty,
and staff.

PreK-12 Higher Education Adult Education
Provide language access,
including having interpreters
available during parent-teacher
conferences.
Continue to work with cultural
brokers to develop and
maintain relationships with
immigrant families. 
Continue to provide support
and navigation to new families.
Provide training for teachers
and school staff on how to best
support English language
learners.
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SOCIAL NETWORKS

Build capacity (e.g. funding and
training/technical support) for immigrant
communities to develop and maintain social
networks.
Increase support for multicultural events
and networking to increase the social
integration of immigrants and U.S.-born
people.
Support libraries in the integral role they
serve in the community, both as an
information hub and as a gathering space.

RECOMMENDATIONS

IMPORTANCE OF

Provide public and private
grant support for organizing
cultural events that include
funding the organizer's time.
Provide more structured
support for older immigrants
to ensure their integration and
inclusion in the community.

Social networks help people bolster their language skills, navigate
educational structures, and find work. 
Social networks from the same country of origin helped participants to
maintain their culture, language, and teach youth who resettled in the U.S.
at a young age. 
Social networks help with navigation and information access. 
Schools are places to meet people in different social networks. 
Religious communities support integration. 
Fewer settings facilitated social networks for older immigrants.
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LAW ENFORCEMENT 
Participants expressed mixed experiences with law enforcement. 

RECOMMENDATIONS

INTERACTIONS WITH

Provide additional intercultural
communication and language access
training to law enforcement officers,
which may help them more effectively
serve immigrants from diverse cultural
and linguistic backgrounds.
Prioritize and expand community
outreach and education efforts to build
trust.
Continue to hire a more representative
workforce in government and law
enforcement at all levels, including
executive positions.

18%
of participants
expressed that

they are
somewhat

uncomfortable
or completely

uncomfortable
while

interacting
with police. 

Tension, Conflict, Fear:
Language barriers and ability
contributed to participants’

negative experiences with law
enforcement. 

 

Participants valued APD’s outreach
efforts to immigrant and refugee

communities. 
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ACCESSING HEALTH CARE
BARRIERS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Top barriers to navigating health care identified in the community
conversations and the survey included:

 Cost
Language barriers
Lack of knowledge/information
Difficulty understanding the information shared by health care providers
Constraints in the medical system

25% of the participants expressed that they
feel somewhat uncomfortable or

completely uncomfortable interacting with
the medical system.

Participants spoke about how
power shaped their care
experiences, with many deferring to
health care providers in spite of not
fully understanding what was being
communicated to them. 

Nearly one in ten survey
participants reported not
having health insurance.

COVID-19 further
exposed disparities

in access to
healthcare 

RECOMMENDATIONS
Provide patient-centered, culturally and
linguistically appropriate care.
Provide health services in non-traditional
locations, such as schools and community
centers, to increase access to care.
Increase education about health
insurance, health insurance navigators,
and sliding fee scale services for those
without insurance.
Expand and strengthen successful models
such as Community Health Workers and
Peer Leader Navigators.
Identify and address barriers to workforce
entry to increase diversity in health care
from immigrant communities. 
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SENSE OF HOME 

A key factor to belong is feeling welcomed into the
community. Often when participants felt welcome and at
home, they then turned to shaping the community and
creating a welcoming environment for others.

Welcoming included access to resources that are critical for becoming integrated and included.
Welcoming came from social service organizations, workplaces, educational systems, and
government structures, and often incorporated not only material resources but also social
support and information sharing. Welcoming also came from social connections.

Creating and/or raising a family
in the community
Alaska's nature and environment
A sense of connection and
belonging
Comparing Anchorage and Alaska
to other places 
Time spent living in Anchorage
Opportunities to shape the
comunity

Factors that helped develop a sense
of home:

 For many immigrants and
refugees, Alaska is their home. They

love being here and wish to raise
their families and contribute to the
social, economic and civic life of the
city and state. It is, therefore, upon

the municipality to continue the
policies and practices that celebrate

diversity, promote inclusion and
integration, and secure

ANCHORAGE AS A WELCOMING
CITY TO ALL. 

RECOMMENDATIONS

DEVELOPING A
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