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I Used to Cry Every Day: A Model of the Family
Process of Managing Displacement

Danielle Greene, Parisa Tehranifar, Lourdes J. Hernandez-Cordero,

ABSTRACT Community displacing events, natural or human made, are increasing in
frequency. By the end of 2009, over 36 million people were known to be displaced
worldwide. Displacement is a traumatic experience with significant short- and long-
term health consequences. The losses and costs associated with displacement—social
connections, employment, property, and economic capital—are felt not only by the
displaced individuals but also the communities they have left behind, and the
communities that receive displaced individuals. Many researchers have explored the
link between health and reduced social, cultural, and economic capital. Most of the
displacement literature focuses on the effect of displacement on the displaced individual;
however, many families move as a group. In this study, we examined the family process
of managing displacement and its associated capital losses by conducting interviews
with 20 families. We found that families undergo a four-phase process of displacement:
antecedent, uprooting, transition, and resettlement. The losses families experience impact
the health and well-being of individuals, families, and communities. The degree to which
the displacement process ends successfully, or ends at all, can be affected by efforts to both
create connections within the new communities and rebuild economic and social capital.

KEYWORDS Displacement, Upheaval, Family process, Refugee, Uproot, Capital

INTRODUCTION

As the number of events displacing communities, including political and social civil
unrest, armed conflict, and natural disaster, increase, the ties that make communities
function are demolished almost daily. Globally, 36.5 million people had been
displaced at the end of 2009.1 Hurricanes Katrina and Rita displaced 500,000
people in 2005, many of whom are still not completely resettled.2 The 2010
earthquake in Haiti left more than 1,000,000 people homeless.3 While at least
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160,000 people are living in temporary shelters,4 the total displacement impact of
the 2011 earthquakes and tsunami in Japan is not yet known.

Individuals who are forced out of their community are psychologically injured
and experience various kinds of personal and collective losses.5 These massive intra-
and interpersonal losses set off complex processes that may not only give rise to new
diseases, but also affect how old and new diseases are propagated.6–16 An ecological
study by Wallace17 provides an illustrative example. In the 1970s, the destruction of
low-income housing in poverty-stricken areas of the South Bronx in New York City led
to a massive movement of residents into adjacent neighborhoods, which was followed
by a sudden increase in the number and type of diseases in those areas. Major public
health problems included crack addiction, crime, HIV infection, and tuberculosis,
which spread rapidly throughout the overcrowded receiving communities (i.e., the
communities in which the displaced families settled), the larger city, and the region.17

Included in the harms wrought by displacement is the loss of social, cultural, and
economic capital.18–27 Social capital refers to such features of social relations as
reciprocal expectations, trustworthiness, and effective norms and sanctions. Specifi-
cally, social capital embodies a set of resources that reside in the interactions among
individuals; conceptually, it is more powerful than social networks or social
connections, in that it has tradable value.27,28 Cultural capital encompasses shared
language, traditions, and systems of beliefs and values that are used by members of a
group to ascribe meanings to events and experiences, to define roles and their
distribution among members of given social groups, and to set norms for social
interactions.29 Economic capital consists of financial means and economic oppor-
tunities, including material resources. Economic capital can be seen as a public good
belonging to group members and subject to formal and informal group rules and
norms. The three forms of capital—social, cultural, and economic—enable members of
a social group to act together and achieve otherwise unattainable outcomes. Because
social capital exists only in the relationships among individuals within physical and
social structures, the severance of social ties inherent in displacement inevitably impacts
on the extent of social capital and hence cultural and economic capital.30,31

Most of the displacement literature focuses on the effect of displacement on
the individual; however, many families choose to move as a group or are
encouraged to do so by immigration regulations.32 In this study, we looked at the
process of displacement and the associated capital losses through the experience of
families.

METHODS
Study Sample and Data Collection. Twenty families were recruited for this study.
Family referred to the group of individuals who were displaced together and was
defined by participants. Study selection criteria included the self-reported experience
of displacement, the availability of at least two members of the family group who
were from different generations, and the ability to communicate with the interviewer
in a common language. As determined by the participants, displacement had to be
the only option available to maintain or achieve their families’ well-being.

Three in-depth audio-recorded interviews, lasting between 30 minutes and
2 hours, were conducted with each family between September and December 1996.
At least one interview included family members from two generations. The majority
of interviews were conducted face-to-face in participants’ homes, with a few
conducted at workplaces, in public areas, or over the telephone.
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Interviewers transcribed all of the interviews and created a summary of each
family’s story. The 20 sets of summaries, field notes, interview transcripts, and
essays written by each interviewer on a theme related to displacement provided a
robust qualitative dataset for our analysis.

This study was approved by the Harlem Hospital Institutional Review Board.
All participants signed informed consent forms.
Analysis. We conducted a two-stage analysis of this qualitative dataset. In the first
stage, we developed an extended summary of displacement events, which supported
the construction of a timeline for each family and identification of themes
characterizing the displacement process. In the second phase of the analysis, we
examined and coded the costs associated with displacement using the concepts of
social, cultural, and economic capital.

RESULTS

Table 1 provides a breakdown of the families by country and reasons for
displacement. The 20 families represented 18 countries and six different types of
displacement situations. Experiences of displacement ranged from the immigra-
tion of Italians to the United States at the turn of the twentieth century to the
arrival of immigrants from the Former Soviet Union in the United States near the
end of that same century. Limited economic opportunity was the most common
reason for displacement. Ethnic and/or religious persecution was also a
frequently reported reason for displacement, which not only forced families to
leave for safety reasons (for example, Family 3), but through institutionalized
discriminatory practices, i.e., severely hampered educational and economic
prospects within the country of origin (Family 19).

Despite many situational differences among the 20 families, a common process of
displacement, consisting of four phases, was identified. In the beginning, social and
economic pressures led to atomization of the family, creating a small group that was
disconnected from its larger social network. This fragmented and vulnerable unit
traveled to a new community and made repeated attempts to regain its lost social ties.
This process of disconnection and reconnection was accompanied by massive shifts in
social, cultural, and economic capital. The four phases of displacement described in the
section that follows are shown schematically in Figure 1.

The Phases

Antecedent In the antecedent phase, one or more changes in social, political, or
economic conditions triggered the process of displacement. In some cases, this
change created an urgent, often unsafe, situation. Family 2 was compelled to
leave following a series of kidnappings and other disappearances of members of
their ethnic group. In other cases, the change served as the final push for the
move, while still at other times, the change afforded a new opportunity to escape
long-term adverse conditions. One woman’s account provides an example of the
latter:

The iron curtain was lifted. Then [son and daughter-in-law], they go first, then we
a little bit later, because my mother… was very sick… and I couldn’t leave her
and I couldn’t take her. She died in 1989. My father died earlier. But we wanted a
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little bit in the elderly years, a little bit freedom, a little bit that we can be Jewish
people, that we can speak Jewish, that our children will see the free world. We
wanted to go to Israel, but [our family] are very happy here in America… we
decided to be together with the children and we came to America (Family 5).

As the above quote illustrates, family preservation was a major factor in the
decision to uproot. For instance, when one member of the family was adversely
affected, the desire to maintain family solidarity forced the entire family into
displacement. Family members, particularly parents, were willing to tolerate
personal losses and hardship if displacement resulted in improvements in children’s
opportunities for success and happiness. For instance, Family 20 endured the loss of a
high standard of living, family home, and many possessions, as well as their friends and
cultural values and norms, in exchange for gaining religious freedom and educational
opportunities for their children. In another family, a father explained a similar reasoning
for moving his family from Guyana to New York City to improve the employment
opportunities for his wife and the educational opportunities for his children. These were
limited by racial conflict in the country of origin (Family 16).

Although families engaged in efforts to predict possible outcomes in the face of
imminent displacement, information about intended destinations and consequences of
displacement was scarce. Most families could prepare very little for what lay ahead.
Seeped with uncertainty about pending upheaval, the antecedent period was described
as an emotionally wrenching and difficult period.

Uprooting Uprooting, the second phase in the process of displacement, involved
breaking longstanding ties with friends, family, and communities. It entailed
resigning from jobs and withdrawing from schools and religious affiliations. As a
result, individuals were no longer able to engage in their routine daily activities. In
addition to the ensuing loss of stability and security, families in this phase were
disconnected from friends at work, school, and places of worship. Some were forced
to sever ties with friends and extended family members long before leaving in order
to protect those who remained behind. These families were no longer able to call on
others in the community for help with day-to-day activities and emotional support.
A woman in our sample described her experience:

Beginning with the resignation from work, then filling out hundreds of forms and
being cut out from all society, like an untouchable… everyone that knows you
would be afraid to see you because the fact that you were leaving meant there
was something wrong with you… [we] had to take the kids out of school so they
wouldn’t be harassed (Family 17).

In many cases, governmental restrictions limited the amount of cash and
valuables that the émigrés could take with them. Governments confiscated
family homes that were not sold prior to leaving and took cash savings over
and above the amount that was permitted to leave the country. Families were
forced to sell or give away their possessions and spend their life savings in a
short period of time, leaving limited cash resources for moving and resettlement
costs. While some valued possessions could be saved, others were lost forever.
For instance, one grandmother was able to take her wedding crystal, but a
lifetime’s collection of books had to be left behind (Family 9). A young man
also recalled that rather than allow the government to prosper on their behalf,
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his family decided to spend the money they would not be able to take on
expensive activities (taking taxis) or items (cakes) (Family 17).

Transition The transition phase was characterized by rapid changes in physical
and social environments. Families in this phase were between communities, as they
had severed ties with the old community, but had not yet developed connections to
the new one. Families were actively engaged in adapting to their new community by
confronting barriers and mourning their losses. Survival was the main goal. Families
had to learn a new language, find employment, become familiar with new
surroundings, and obtain basic amenities such as shelter and clothing. In some
cases, not knowing the language prevented families from mastering their new
environment. For example, when a family did not have a command of the language,
their employment opportunities were further limited. Some families lacked resources
that would have enabled them to learn the language.

One woman confessed to her frustration with the language barrier and the
subsequent sense of isolation it created:

Many times I felt as if life was being choked out of me. I wanted to talk with people; I
wanted to know what was happening in the world around me (Family 19).

Cultural losses were also significant during the transition phase. Familiarity with
social norms and cultural rituals was replaced with the unfamiliar. The knowledge of
one’s society and its norms, accumulated over many years and so valuable in the old
community, were no longer applicable in the new community. Families coped by
finding ethnocultural communities or surrounding themselves with the art, food, and
language of their culture within their home. Adjustment required a relearning process,
which involved constant negotiation between the old and new cultures and continued
to be a strong theme and a significant challenge throughout the displacement process.

A critical task during the transition phase was finding employment. Families’
search for employment was guided by two conflicting needs. First, the need for
survival created an urgency to find employment—any employment—as quickly as
possible. Second, the need to build upon prior experience pressured individuals to
seek employment within their professions. After one participant’s husband was
unable to find work in his field, she tried to find employment for herself by
reconciling her previous experience with her current capabilities.

Antecedent Uprooting Transition Resettlement
external forces  disruption of ties  adjustment to rapid changes        development of ties to 
trigger the decision with the old community; in sociocultural and physical         new community; 
to leave home  preparation for dis-  environments; acquiring new         negotiating a new 

placement when possible identityskills and knowledge for survival
in the new community 

FIGURE 1. Phases of displacement.
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…My mother-in-law’s friend helped me to get some job. She sent me to the Board
of Education and I told her I used to be a teacher but I don’t speak English, so I’ll
be happy to take any job, and they said, would I like to go in the lunchroom and
serve lunch to the kids. I say any job… I have to make some money, and what can
I do? (Family 5).

Employment had a significant impact on the availability of family members for
family activities. Physical distance was created when employment forced family members
to take jobs away from the family. This is best exemplified by a wife and mother (Family
18) who, although able to continue her career as an engineer, was transferred between
projects by her company and had to live away from her family for four years. The lack of
availability of family members manifested as emotional distance. In Family 2, the parents
invested most of their time and energy into building a new business, leaving their children
to be cared for by a nanny. Feelings of abandonment were expressed by the children in
interviews conducted with them as adults.

Families mourned what they had lost as a result of displacement. Losses
included familiar people and places, as well as material possessions. Families
regretted not being able to visit special places such as family gravesites (Family 9) or
being able to smell familiar scents such as coffee bean plants in the morning (Family
11). Possessions that had been lost, left behind, or given away had to be replaced:

I used to cry every day. My husband and I felt lost. We sold everything we owned
in Argentina to come to America. We had to start everything again. We used to
work for 18 hours [a day,] seven days a week (Family 19).

When available, families depended on the help of other family members or
formal organizations. The New York Association for New Americans played a
significant role in assisting families from the former Soviet Union with accessing
apartments, language classes, and employment. Informal sources of support were
also tapped into by families. For example, relatives provided care for children while
the parents tried to establish themselves in the new community. Some received
generous support from others who had resettled before them. One Holocaust
survivor recalled the assistance he received.

First of all, my brother-in-law had a cousin… also a refugee, but… in the United
States for… 3 or 4 years. He offered me a room in his apartment, and that was
very nice. But that was no problem to find a room, you know, because many
refugees that had an apartment, rented rooms to other refugees (Family 3).

Resettlement As families proceeded to the resettlement phase, they focused their efforts
on developing connections to their new communities. They achieved financial stability
during this phase by obtaining employment, starting their own business, purchasing a
house, or securing their children’s educational future. One man explained:

I’m satisfied in seeing my children receive a good education. I came to do better
than I was doing in Guyana. The government is better and I am better off in
many ways. If I was in Guyana right now, I’d be fearful of many things. My
children have the opportunities to advance themselves (Family 16).

Other families entertained doubts about the irreversible losses that they had
incurred. As one family member explained:

[Moving to Pennsylvania]was traumatic in trying tofind ourway in this community…
it hurt me that no one welcomed us to the neighborhood… I cried the first six

FAMILY PROCESS OF MANAGING DISPLACEMENT 411



months… There was much anxiety… There was worry about living comfortably and
what retirement would be like since [my husband’s] salary was now cut in half… the
anxiety and guilt in moving the family to take this job wears on me (Family 1).

During this phase, families developed a new cultural identity. Families faced
three options: (1) assimilation, especially for the younger generations, (2) developing
an integrated cultural identity, or (3) maintaining their old cultural systems. An Iraqi
family (Family 2) who immigrated to the United States more than 50 years ago
strongly believed in assimilation and spoke only in English in public to show respect
to the culture and people of their new homeland. Access to an ethnocultural
community helped to ensure a sense of continuity and provided concrete assistance
with a multitude of needs during the initial phases of upheaval. However, heavy
reliance on such communities limited interaction with the larger society and culture,
complicating identity reformation and in some cases leading to some degree of
marginalization. One participant felt this had occurred in his community.

What Dominicans have done inWashingtonHeights and Inwood [neighborhoods in
New York City] is that… they have taken cultural elements of the environment and
cultural elements of their culture of origin and combine them together to create an
identity that is different… it allows[for] the preservation of their culture. The
problem is it really encapsulates them and it doesn’t allow them to grow (Family 8).

Development of an integrated identity, one that incorporated elements of the old
and the new cultures, created confusion and problems with acceptance by members
of both communities. A US-born woman of Dominican descent described the
problems she faced in this regard:

Family and friends in [the Dominican Republic] would always introduce [her and
her sister] as Americans… and I remember that as such a big thing. I had not even
thought about that. I had not thought about defining myself as… American or
Dominican or Dominican-American… [on another occasion, walking in New
York City and speaking English], people saying: “Oh look at these people
speaking English making believe they’re American and they’re Dominican,” and
we were like, oh God, we didn’t do it on purpose (Family 8).

Families finally achieved a sense of resettlement when one or more family
members developed significant connections to the new community. The mother in
the above Dominican family explained how her children’s ties with school and
community determined where she found happiness:

I prefer life here. I had my children here. I had gotten married here… when I
returned to Santo Domingo again I had to leave everything… My children were
in school [in the US] where everything was different… I was not very happy… all
my family was here [in the US] (Family 8).

DISCUSSION

Summary
In studying the displacement experience of families as a unit, we found a four-phase
process of displacement: antecedent, uprooting, transition, and resettlement. During
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the process, displaced families become disconnected from their larger network of
relationships, which were nestled within the physical space they previously occupied.

The costs associated with displacement took several forms and were borne by
multiple generations. Breaking social ties reduced families’ access to valuable
information, knowledge, and interpersonal resources. Families endure great
financial loss in the form of physical materials as well as economic opportunities.
“De-skilling,” a reduction or loss in value of skills and knowledge (often due to the
language barrier), was a common experience. Finally, life-long linguistic and cultural
knowledge lost its value.33

Losses for all families stemmed from the fact that group connections are not
always transferable from one sociogeographic setting to another. Families who were
able to maintain strong ties among their members drew heavily on the capital within
the family. Families worked hard to establish or strengthen ties to the new
sociogeographic and/or affinity communities. When preexisting associations pro-
vided access to sources of formal or informal social support, families were more
successful in reaching the resettlement phase. Prior research has shown that support
systems serve as an essential route for contact and for weaving new additions into a
community and a community into a socially cohesive entity.34,35 In addition to its
role in promoting economic and civic well-being, social cohesion has been shown to
favorably affect the physical and mental health of communities and their
members.18,30,36,37 Social capital also brings coping skills and opportunities to
engage in fun or relaxation, which can further reduce the stress that displaced
families and individuals experience.2,20,21,23

Our findings also suggest that families without these support systems experienced
a more difficult transition phase and that their progress to the resettlement phase
proceeded at a slower rate. Issues such as language barriers, lack of understanding of
culture and customs, or experiences of traumatic conflict often prevented families from
attaching themselves to the support systems that would help them overcome
these barriers. These barriers also hindered families’ contributions to the social and
economic capital of their new communities.

Given these findings, the receiving communities stand to benefit from the social
integration of displaced individuals and groups. Communities that invest in physical
and social structures such as meeting places and mechanisms for sharing of
resources are more likely to possess durable networks and are therefore better
equipped to promote social integration. Developing and maintaining local institu-
tions that promote collective actions and efficacy cannot only help to address
problems taxing displaced families and the communities in which they settle, but by
improving community stability, such investments have the potential to prevent
future population displacement.

Strengths and Limitations
By collecting extensive in-depth data from multiple members of the family, we were
able to use the different perspectives of family members to develop a model of
displacement process that captured the overall family displacement experience. Our
study location, New York City, was uniquely suited for the current study. Many
displaced individuals arrive in, and often resettle in, large urban areas. While urban
environments provide many economic opportunities, they are also complex and
intimidating social and physical environments, particularly for those arriving from
rural or small communities.
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Our qualitative study was not intended to have high generalizability and is
limited by the small sample size and convenience sampling strategy. In addition, our
study participants had relatively high socioeconomic standing which may have
facilitated their adjustment and success in the receiving communities. Moving to the
United States, a resource-rich nation, may have led to more favorable outcomes and/
or faster resettlement. The majority of internationally displaced populations resettle
in neighboring developing countries that are less likely to possess adequate
socioeconomic and material resources to support or integrate refugees, migrants
and other displaced groups.38 Internally displaced populations from low socio-
economic backgrounds may also be at a disadvantage because of the emphasis put
on individual agency and policies that limit their ability to choose a receiving
community that is “better off” than their community of origin. We were successful
in recruiting a sample of families with heterogeneous displacement experience in
order to glean a common process through diverse experiences. Nonetheless, there
are many other displacement experiences that were not captured in our sample.

Despite these limitations, our study provides new information about the entire
process of family displacement and about short- and long-term impact on personal
and interpersonal capital. These are unique and previously unexplored research
areas with high relevance to the health and well-being of the rising number of
displaced individuals and communities. Our model of family management of
displacement would benefit from further confirmation and refinements using other
study populations and displacement situations.

CONCLUSION

The families interviewed for this study were widely diverse in their composition,
ethnocultural background and life experiences. Yet their accounts collectively
describe displacement as a process consisting of four phases, and add to our
knowledge about the full course of the displacement experience. The study findings
also contribute to our understanding of the process of reconnection and the
importance of social connectedness. Loss is an inevitable consequence of displace-
ment and restitution of what is lost is never guaranteed.

To a growing number of people, displacement has been or will be an inescapable
and difficult experience. Attention should be paid to the intangible losses families are
bringing with them and the effects on the health and well-being of these individuals
and their communities. The degree to which the displacement process ends
successfully, or ends at all, can be affected through efforts aimed at recreating social
connections. While we emphasize the stake-holding role of the receiving com-
munities and the role they can play in alleviating problems leading to and arising
from displacement, we acknowledge that displacement has a global impact and that
these ends are achieved only with the aid and commitment of the larger political
systems, and should be advocated on national and international levels.
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