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Initial resettlement assistance and Jewish acculturation are inseparable processes. The 
attitude of the nest community and the degree of interpersonal cross-cultural contact 
shape the emigres' view of Judaism in America and influence their future involvement in 
the Jewish community. Such cross-cultural contact has significant benefits for both Ameri­
cans and the emigres. 

In the fall of 1993, a study using survey 
esearch methods was implemented to 

evaluate aspects of the local resettlement 
program for Jews from the former Soviet 
Uiuon. Written quesdoimaires in both Rus­
sian and English were designed to (1) as­
sess the outcomes of the Soviet Emigre/ 
American One-to-One Matching Program 
and (2) study the status of emigres who ar­
rived in the San Francisco Bay Area from 
January of 1990 through March of 1993. 

In addition to written survey questions, 
open-ended questions were included on the 
questionnaires, and ten face-to-face inter­
views were conducted to encourage respon­
dents to share additional qualitative data 
that may not have been captured by the sur­
vey questions alone. 

The populadon in the study consisted of 
both emigre and American participants 
(N=634): 308 American volunteers and 
326 emigres including 157 pairs of emigres 
and Americans who met together weekly for 
at least six months as part of the One-to-
One Matching program. 

Sponsored by the Emigre Department of 
Jewish Family and Children's Services of 
San Francisco, the Peninsula, Marin and 
Sonoma Counties (JFCS), the One-to-One 
Matching Program matches newly arrived 
emigres with American Jewish volunteers. 
It is one program within the JFCS Emigre 
Department Resettlement Program, which 

offers a wide variety of resettlement services 
to Jews from the former Soviet Union and 
other immigrant and refugee groups fleeing 
persecution in their homelands. 

The overall goal of the Emigre Depart­
ment Resettlement Program is two-fold: to 
assist newcomers to become self-sufBcient 
in their new community and to facilitate 
their adjustment and involvement in both 
American and Jewish communal life. To­
ward this end, the One-to-One Matching 
Program's stated purpose is to serve as a 
"living bridge," bringing newly arrived 
emigres and American Jewish volunteers 
together in order to help newcomers learn 
English, to facilitate their acculturation to 
American life, and to increase their Jewish 
identification and involvement. 

The One-to-One Program has been in 
operation for more than a decade and has 
matched thousands of emigres with Ameri­
can volunteers. However, until this study 
was implemented no systematic assessment 
had been conducted of the degree to which 
program goals met program outcomes. 
This study was therefore designed to exam­
ine both the intended and unintended re­
sults of the program. In addition, no formal 
study of the status of the emigres resettled 
by JFCS had been conducted for a decade; 
therefore this assessment was designed to 
ascertain the success of the resettlement of 
the emigre respondents. 

352 



Acculturation and Resettlement / 3 5 3 

Given the many thousands of Jews from 
the former USSR already living in the com­
munity and the thousands expected for the 
foreseeable future, it seemed particularly 
usefiil to examine both the program's ef­
fects and the overall status of emigre 
resettlement. The data available as a result 
of this study may be especially important to 
Jewish community institutions locally and 
throughout the United States as they plan 
how to assist and involve the largest migra­
tion of Jews since the turn of this century. 

Three research questions were posed to 
measure the acculturative effects of the 
One-to-One Program on participants, to 
evaluate their perceptions of their participa­
tion, and to examine how the newcomers 
have adapted to their new lives. The results 
are summarized below. 

RESEARCH FINDINGS 

What Aspects of the JFCS' One-to-One 
Matching Program Do Emigres and Their 
American Partners Perceive as Most and 

Least Effective? 

Emigres perceived that their volunteers 
were most effective in helping them under­
stand spoken English and secondarily in 
speaking conversational English and under­
standing slang. Emigres also stated that 
their volunteers helped them acculturate to 
American life by giving them valuable in­
formation about American manners and be­
havioral expectations. Of equal value to the 
enugres was that the Americans made them 
feel welcome in their new homeland. 

Overall, emigres felt that contact with 
American Jews increased their Jewish iden­
tification by first helping them feel that they 
are a part of the American Jewish commu­
nity and secondly by introducing them to 
Jewish holiday traditions and rituals from 
which they had been separated by the Soviet 
Commutust regime. General satisfaction 
with their program participation was high. 

Americans felt that they had been most 
effective in helping emigres understand and 
speak English and comprehend American 
slang. They perceived they were not effec­

tive in helping emigres read or write En­
glish. The volunteers' overall assessment 
was that they had been quite effective in the 
acculturation process by orienting emigres 
to American behavioral expectations, giving 
practical "how to" advice, and helping re­
solve personal problems. Some assistance 
was provided by the Americans in finding 
jobs, and little help was provided in finding 
apartments or schools for children. 

Although a primary emphasis of the 
Americans was on helping the emigres ad­
just to American life, they also perceived 
that they had an influence from a Jewish 
perspective by personally welcoming the 
emigres on behalf of the Jewish community 
and by showing them how American Jews 
celebrate holidays. Overall, Americans ex­
pressed very high satisfaction with their 
program participation. 

To What Extent Do These Perceptions 
Differ between Emigres and Their 

American Partners? 

Both partners agreed that help in under­
standing conversational English and speak­
ing English was most useful. In addition, 
they agreed that Americans gave emigres 
valuable cross-cultural information about 
American manners, behavior, customs, and 
holidays. 

Making newcomers feel welcomed was 
important to both partners, although the 
Americans tended to significantiy underes­
timate the importance of feeling welcomed 
to the emigres. Both groups generally 
agreed that, as a result of their relationship, 
newcomers felt a part of the Jewish commu­
nity and more knowledgeable about Judaism 
and American Jewish behavioral expecta­
tions, although again the Americans tended 
to underestimate their influence on the emigres. 

The American and emigre perceptions 
differed significantly in several areas. Both 
groups highly self-identified as Jews. Their 
specific Jewish behaviors, however, were 
significantly different, although the emi­
gres' behavior became more similar to 
American Jewish group behavior over time 
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as reflected in synagogue affiliation rates, 
holiday observance, and philanthropy to­
ward Jewish causes. Emigre children were 
more likely to have attended Jewish day 
schools, and emigres were twice as likely to 
go to Jewish organizations for help with 
their problems. Emigre respondents also 
reported significantly higher rates of mem­
bership in Jewish Community Centers than 
their American counterparts. 

Participation by both groups' children in 
Jewish camps, nursery schools, and Israel 
youth trips, however, was almost identical, 
with the same high rate of more than 70 
percent. Even when substantial community 
scholarships for emigre children ended after 
their second year in the United States, emi­
gre respondents reported that 77 percent of 
their children continued to attend Jewish 
camps. 

Both groups gave high ratings to the 
One-to-One Program and its impact on 
their mutual understanding. The accultur-
ative effects on the American partners, 
however, were greater in terms of their bet­
ter understanding of their counterparts' cul-
tore. Americans reported significantly in­
creased understanding of their emigre part­
ners' customs, values, current behaviors, 
and personal experience of migration. 

Overall, although satisfaction with their 
participation in the program was high and 
both groups stated that they would defi-
lutely recommend the program to a friend, 
the American volunteers' satisfaction levels 
regarding their participation were statisti­
cally significantly higher than those of the 
emigres. 

To What Extent are Emigre Participants 
(a) Fluent in English, (b) Acculturated to 
America, and (c) Identifled and Involved 

with Judaism? 

Most emigre respondents were moderately 
successful economically. After their first 
year in the Uitited States, most households 
were self-sufficient, with a reported mean 
household income of $26,000 and at least 
one aduU member working. 

Emigre employment seems to be un­
stable, at least in the initial three-year pe­
riod of resettlement, and is apparently 
linked to recessionary job market condi­
tions. A substantial number of emigres re­
ported that at least one work-eligible mem­
ber of their household was seeking employ­
ment, often as a result of layoffs even after 
having found initial employment. The pro­
portion of respondents who indicated that 
they were unemployed and seeking employ­
ment after two years in the United States 
was 26 percent. 

Gross household income levels of emigre 
respondents increased over time, with a 
mean income of $14,000 in their first year 
in the United States gradually increasing to 
a mean income of $37,000 by year three. 
Income level was also a predictor of organi­
zational afBliation and involvement in 
synagogues and philanthropy, and higher 
income households also reflected higher af­
filiation rates. 

With regard to job satisfaction, emigres 
indicated that they were largely satisfied. 
For those who were not satisfied, the cause 
of their dissatisfaction was their feeling they 
did not earn enough to support themselves, 
not that their job was not in their former 
Soviet profession. 

Original difficulties with English were 
largely overcome by year two. Upon ar­
rival, 91 percent of emigre respondents 
tested at beginning English levels and 14 
percent spoke no English. As a group, sub­
stantial progress in English acquisition was 
made, with 85 percent of respondents re­
porting command of English at the interme­
diate or higher level and no individuals at 
the zero English level. Upon arrival En­
glish scores were about half of the emigres' 
current English scores. 

Organizational and synagogue affiliation 
rates, as well as participation in Jewish phi­
lanthropy, seem to increase over time for 
emigre participants. After three years in 
the United States, 74 percent of emigres re­
ported that they contributed money to Jew­
ish organizations, as compared to 24 per-
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cent of those in the United States one year 
or less. Based on stucfy results, it seems 
that as income increases over time, in­
creased voluntary support for Jewish causes 
may also be expected. 

In terms of personal friendship patterns 
and social integration, the majority of emi­
gre participants socialized almost exclu­
sively with other emigres. Socializing with 
Americans on an informal, personal level 
seems to decrease over time. 

Emigre respondents chose the term 
"Jew" as the most desirable to describe 
themselves, and almost half (49 percent) re­
ported that they were members of a syna­
gogue, primarily of the Reform denomina­
tion. They viewed Jews in America as more 
a nationality or a cultural group than a reli­
gious group, as contrasted to American re­
spondents who described Jews as primarily 
a religious or cultural group. Only 6 per­
cent of American respondents considered 
Jews a nationality as compared to 39 per­
cent of emigres. 

More than 75 percent of emigres stated 
that they were very satisfied with their new 
lives by year three in the United States; dis­
satisfaction seems to be correlated with un­
employment and low gross household in­
come. 

IMPLICATIONS 

The experience of migration and the prob­
lems of immigrants are very human ones, 
involving traumatic separations, role confu­
sions, identity conflicts, and economic in­
stability. The literature on migration docu­
ments the degree to which these difBculties 
are precipitated, exacerbated, or mitigated 
by the specific circumstances of the migra­
tion and perhaps even more importantly by 
the reception and assistance newcomers re­
ceive in their country of destination. 

This study highlights and underscores 
the following key implications for policy­
makers and practitioners in the migration 
and resettlement field: 

• Cross-cultural adjustment is a lengthy 

process, particularly for those who lived 
as adults in their country of origin. A 
key element in this adjustment process is 
the degree of acquisition of the language 
of the host country. This task is particu­
larly challenging for those who must 
learn not only a new language but also a 
new alphabet. 
With regard to language acquisition, the 
study results indicated that enriching the 
language learning experience with cross-
cultural personal contact is valuable and 
effective. In this way, acculturative and 
affective information is integrated with 
"pure" cognitive language instruction, 
making for a particularly powerful ap­
proach to English-as-a-second language 
acquisition for imnugrants. 
Central to the study results is the value 
of interpersonal cross-cultural contact. 
Not only the importance of the experi­
ence for the emigre but also its profound 
effect on the member of the host culture 
are noteworthy. The study suggests the 
power of intercultural interaction and the 
importance of establishing cross-cultural 
bridges in any effort to bring two unlike 
groups together. 
Culture is a system for survival in a 
given environment—a system of "do's 
and don'ts" for how to behave. All cul­
tures contain implicit and explicit 
learned patterns of thinking, assump­
tions, values, and norms of behavior that 
are transmitted and understood only 
through personal experience and the 
finding of shared meaning through the 
use of language. Resettlement policies 
must foster an attitude of cultural rel­
evance and communicate a belief that no 
one culture is inferior or superior to an­
other. Such policies and practice must 
rather reflect the view that, in a specific 
environment, one cultural system may 
simply work better than another. 
American responses indicated a dramati­
cally expanded understanding of the 
emigres and increased self-understand­
ing as well. With regard to effects on 
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Americans, tiiese study results fiirther 
highlight the effectiveness ofthe per­
sonal bridge-building approach. 
Coupled with the positive emigre re­
sponses about the value ofthe exchange 
to their adjustment to American life, the 
study demonstrates that it is possible to 
abandon the idea that cultural differences 
are impediments to communication. In 
fact, study results imply that cross-cul­
tural differences are resources that are 
valuable to both groups individually and 
collectively. 
Assistance from the receiving commu­
nity either helps or hinders successfiil 
immigrant resettlement to varying de­
grees. Findings emphasize the great 
value of help from the host community to 
the newcomer. Tangible assistance to 
meet survival needs is critical; however, 
consideration of enugres' psychological 
and social needs is as important as atten­
tion to their physical needs. Study re­
sults point to the often underestimated 
importance of the attitude ofthe host 
community in vitiating culture shock and 
in facilitating psychological adjustment. 
The abrupt and permanent transition 
from one environment to another, popu­
larly termed culture shock, posed great 
difficulties for emigres. They experi­
enced problems with economic stability 
and communication; confiision about 
accomplishing mechanical tasks of daily 
living, such as knowing how to travel or 
operate appliances; and lack of confi­
dence about what is appropriate behav­
ior. Findings indicate that, ofthe emi­
gres' self-reported top three problems, 
after adequate economic security and 
language acquisition, social isolation 
was considered most serious. Signifi­
cantly, among the most highly valued 
benefits of their participation in the pro­
gram was their experience of being 
warmly welcomed and included in their 
new commuitity. 
A key stated goal of the program is to 
enhance emigres' knowledge of their 

ethnic history and traditions and to en­
courage their participation in Jewish 
community life. Findings suggest that 
the Jewish identification and involve­
ment of the emigres and their children 
are related to their personal experiences 
in the initial resettlement period. How 
the emigres are received initially and 
their ultimate involvement with the Jew­
ish community are inseparable processes 
shaping the emigres' feelings and view 
ofthe American Jewish commuiuty and 
its members. 

The words ofthe emigres and their matches 
perhaps describe the impact of their experi­
ence best of all. As one emigre wrote: 

Our volunteer helped u s during this very dif­

ficult phase o f our n e w life in America. I 

will never forget the hohday o f Passover w e 

spent together last year and will celebrate 

ourselves this year. I w a s cut off from Jew­

ish hfe in the former Soviet Union . A n d n o w 

m y participation in Jewisli life is very impor­

tant for me , and for m y family. N o w , fi­

nally, Jewish history and culture became un­

derstandable to me. 

Independently, the above emigre family's 
American volunteer wrote: 

I hadn't done anything m the Jewisli c o m m u ­

nity smce I moved to San Francisco until I 

saw your ad and called. This w a s a great op­

portunity to better understand m y o w n Juda­

i s m while helping a family integrate them­

selves into our coinmunity. T h e y became 

family for m e as well . 

As Nobel Laureate Elie Wiesel once ob­
served: "Our recent history shows us that 
wherever he is abandoned by his own, the 
Jew is lost. But when he is supported by his 
own, we can together begin again." Study 
results suggest that emigres and Americans 
experiencing together a sense of shared be­
longing to Jewish peoplehood bodes well for 
Jewish continuity. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE 
PROGRAM 

Research resuhs confirm that the Emigre 
Resettlement Program achieves its goals of 
assisting newcomers to become self-suffi­
cient and become involved in American and 
Jewish communal life. Results also provide 
useful information for future program plan­
ning, and recommendations for both the 
overall resettlement program and the One-
to-One Matching Program specifically are 
discussed below: 

General Resettlement Program 

• English as a Second Language services 
and employment and training programs 
must be maintained and strengthened as 
these are the keys to successfiil resettle­
ment and among the highest priorities 
from the emigres' point of view. 

• As emigres report very high reliance on 
Jewish communal insdtutions for assis­
tance with their problems, agencies must 
be prepared to provide long-term bilin­
gual and culturally sensitive assistance to 
the growing emigre population. 

• Use of Russian Jewish newspapers and/ 
or newsletters should be emphasized for 
communication with the emigre popula­
tion as close to 80 percent report depen­
dence on this media for needed informa­
tion. 

• Organizational activities that facilitate 
personal contact between newcomers and 
members of the host community should 
be maximized in order to assist emigres 
in their adjustment, increase the Ameri­
cans' acceptance of immigrants, and 
generally improve community relations. 
Such efforts should focus on working-
aged, English-speaking individuals and 
their families. 

• Programs should emphasize making 
emigres feel welcome, respected, and 
supported in their new community as re­
lieving social isolation is among the top 
three needs expressed by emigres, along 
with obtaining jobs and learning En­
glish. 

• Initial resettlement assistance and Jewish 
acculturation are inseparable processes 
and must be integrated programmati­
cally; how the enugres are iititially 
treated shapes their view of Judaism in 
America and will increase or discourage 
their ultimate involvement in the Ameri­
can Jewish community. 

The One-to-One Matching Program 

Research results confirm that the One-to-
One Matching Program achieves its objec­
tives of assisting emigres to learn English, 
facilitating their adjustment to American 
life, and increasing their knowledge of and 
involvement in the American Jewish culture 
and commuruty. The responses also pro­
vide useful information for how to improve 
the program for the future. Recommenda­
tions are discussed below: 

• Initial group orientation sessions were 
the most highly valued aspect of all the 
services offered to volunteers by the pro­
gram staff. More regular and individual­
ized contact with volunteers would be 
helpful in resolving problems and offer­
ing practical advice to the volunteers, 
who often expressed feelings of being 
overwhelmed with the many irtitial prob­
lems that immigrants face. 

• To build a sense of Jewish community, 
more events for emigres and their volun­
teers to attend together would be advis­
able. Respondents from both groups fre­
quently commented on the desirability of 
Jewish activities they could attend and 
learn from together. 

• Many American volunteers expressed the 
need for more Jewish education so that 
they themselves could learn and in turn 
impart this knowledge to their emigre 
match. Although a high percentage of 
American volunteers were affiliated with 
the Jewish community (62 percent re­
ported synagogue membership), many 
were not. Many volunteered in the pro­
gram because of a desire to connect with 
the organized Jewish community and 
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deepen their own identity as Jews. To 
increase the effectiveness ofthe volun­
teers, intensified efforts should be made 
to provide information to Americans 
about Jewish holidays, traditions, his­
tory, and community resources and 
events. Offering this information in con­
junction with shared holiday events may 
be particularly effective. 

• A bilingual newsletter addressed to both 
emigres and Americans may provide a 
usefiil tool for partners to share with 
each other. This vehicle may not only 
communicate information about program 
expectations more effectively to both 
groups but also could offer tips for learn­
ing English as well as information about 
the community and about Judaism. 

• The use of Russian Jewish print media 
for communication with the emigre par­
ticipants should be emphasized, given 
the very high percentage of newcomers 
who stated that they depend on these 
newspapers for information. Overall 
communication should be increased with 
emigre participants to ensure that they 
know what resources are available to 
them and to provide up-to-date informa­
tion about the program that may be use­
ful to them. 

• Surveys should be included in newslet­
ters or distributed separately to both 
groups to gather evaluative information 
that can be used to improve and modify 
the program. This type of program as­
sessment should be conducted on a rou­
tine basis and would also serve as a 
mechanism to improve communication 
between program staff and program par­
ticipants. 

• The number of American volunteers in 
the program should be increased, with a 
goal of recruiting those who more closely 
match the demographics ofthe emigres. 
Many suggestions for enhancing the pro­
gram centered on making more compat­
ible matches by pairing individuals who 
shared occupations, interests, or similar 
aged children. As feasible, staff should 

emphasize a selection, screening, and 
matching process that brings together 
partners with as much in common as 
possible. 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE 
RESEARCH 

More research is indicated to determine the 
relative effectiveness of formal English in­
struction as compared to informal conversa­
tional English as a method for improving 
English acquisition with the emigre popula­
tion. The findings, conclusions, and impli­
cations of this study suggest that this infor­
mation is needed in order to design more ef­
fective programs. 

To ascertain if there is a difference be­
tween the success of resettlement of those 
emigres participating in the One-to-One 
F>rogram and those who did not, additional 
research is needed using a control group. 

A longitudinal study would be helpfiil in 
examining the outcomes for emigre chil­
dren who attended Jewish day schools. In 
addition, research is needed on the effects of 
the involvement of emigres and their chil­
dren in Jewish orgaitizational activities, 
such as Jewish Communify Center pro­
grams, Jewish camps, and Jewish nursery 
schools. 

The effects over time of participation in 
informal Jewish educational programs for 
emigre children who are enrolled in public 
school as compared to emigre children in 
Jewish day schools would also be usefiil in 
program planning and implementation. 

Replication of this type of program as­
sessment, adjusted as appropriate for use 
with other immigrant or refiigee groups, 
could produce usefiil information for the 
field of migration studies, refiigee resettle­
ment, and cross-cultural studies. 

In addition, replication ofthe study 
methodology in other American Jewish 
communities or in Israel as applicable could 
produce helpfiil information for use in com­
paring differences and similarities in re­
settlement outcomes. Identifying those 
variables that either mediate, reactivate, or 
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vitiate adjustment problems would be im­
portant for resettlement program design. 

CONCLUDING STATEMENT 

With all its commonalities, the Jewish com­
munity has long since passed the point 
when we could hope to be a community en­
tirely without divisions. We are culturally, 
religiously, racially, and politically diverse, 
which does not always make for total unity 
or even easy relations. 

We have many divisions, but many more 
strengths. The advantages of our diversity 
lie in our dynamism, our rich and inspiring 
heritage, and very importantly in our collec­
tive ability to adapt. In no small part these 
are a result of our immigrant tradition. 

It does not always come naturally to 
those here first to welcome those immigrant 
newcomers who do not appear the same. 
Sometimes it takes some work and the self-
awareness to remember not to judge others 
too harshly. 

Perhaps because it does not come natu­
rally to people, that is precisely the reason 
why the Jewish tradition mandates 
inclusionism. It is from being able to re­
spect and celebrate our distinct identities 
that we enhance our collective strengths. 
By welcoming and learning from newcom­

ers, we create a nurturing corrununity, en­
able collective progress, and ultimately 
strengthen Jewish peoplehood. 

More than any other mandate, the Jewish 
ethic requires welcoming the stranger. 
Forty-four times in the Bible, stated in dif­
ferent ways, sometimes as a moral impera­
tive and other times as a stem warning, we 
are told that "when a stranger sojourns with 
you in your land, you shall do him no 
wrong. He shall be to you as the native 
among you, and you shall love him as your­
self, for you too were strangers in the land 
of Egypt" (Leviticus 19:33,34). 

The challenge of successfiilly integrating 
masses of refiigees and immigrants is one of 
the single most pressing matters facing all 
of us. Both for the Jewish conununity, 
which is facing the largest migration of its 
members since the turn of the century, and 
for society as a whole, which is largely be­
coming a mosaic of minority cultures, this 
matter is of utmost concern. 

Finding ways to build community by re­
specting diversity while also finding a com­
mon cultural and linguistic bond is a uni­
versal theme for this century and certainly 
for the foreseeable fiiture as well. It is 
hoped that this study will in some small 
way contribute toward this end. 
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