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Abstract 
Today, the greatest impacts on families stem from ongoing global conflicts 
and other natural or man-made disasters. Literature and multi-lingual re-
search were examined and analyzed to determine fragility in rural and urban 
US communities with high immigrant populations, high poverty, and chal-
lenged social integration. Data came from international development and lo-
calized research. Literature review content was related to fragility, families 
emigrating to the US coming from those fragile states, and immigrants’ ability 
to adapt to new environments as evidenced in research analyses. Approaches 
that non-governmental, humanitarian and peace-building entities are taking 
to bridge research with application were also examined. A model of adaptive 
and culturally-relevant practices is offered as a logical way to address the ef-
fects of poverty and fragile conditions, and to move affected populations to-
ward resilience. 
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1. Introduction: Human Displacements 

The greatest impacts on families and their human rights stem from ongoing 
global conflicts, and other natural or man-made disasters. The result of these 
disasters includes alarming statistics on the number of forced displacements of 
affected populations (de Boer, 2015). Forced migrations include displacements 
because of persecution, armed conflict, generalized violence, human rights viola-
tions, natural or environmental disasters, famine, ineffectual governments, and 
the lack of financial opportunities each, having an impact on human behavior 
(Baker, 2014; Goetz, & Rupasingha, 2007). According to the World Bank (2014), 
human displacement caused by conflict is the highest on record since World 
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War II. “Forced displacement” is typically viewed as a humanitarian issue; how-
ever, it also has economic, social, political, and environmental impacts on the 
places of origin, as well as the receiving communities (Dozi & Valdivia, 2005). 
Research on the impact of forced migration on those families and communities 
affected by conflict, violence, and poverty needs to be further refined when 
looking at US communities (Bolton & Dick, 2016). Policies need to be enacted 
that will mitigate, reduce and prevent outbreaks of violence, conflict, isolation, 
and the effects of poverty (Hernandez & Wright, 2015). Additionally, as a move 
toward cohesion, it is imperative that those affected groups be integrated to 
mainstream communities with great effort by institutions, education, and go-
vernance structures (Ramos, 2016).  

In a mixed-methods approach, the authors examined literature and analyzed 
multi-lingual research to determine fragility in rural and urban communities 
with high immigrant populations, high poverty, and challenged social integra-
tion. Data came from international development research and localized mul-
ti-lingual studies. Qualitative literature review content was analyzed looking for 
items related to fragility, emigrating families to the US coming from those fragile 
states, and immigrants’ ability to adapt to new environments. Also reviewed 
were the approaches that non-governmental, humanitarian and peace-building 
entities took to bridge research with application and practice. To conclude, we 
offer a model of adaptive and culturally-relevant practices as a logical way to ad-
dress the effects of poverty and other fragile conditions thereby moving affected 
populations toward resilience. 

2. Defining “Fragile States” 

Fragile states, unlike stable and functioning states, often face formidable ob-
stacles to stability, development and democracy, creating social divisions that 
hinder programs to improve governance and economic opportunities (Kaplan, 
2016). A fragile state, as described by Dr. Pauline Baker (2015), fails to carry out 
basic governing functions, manage pressures and shocks to human systems, and 
fails to be responsive to the changing social dynamics of its citizens. As social, 
economic, political, environmental, and other natural or man-made risks aggre-
gate, systems are ill-equipped and lack the capacity to respond adequately to 
such pressures. These conditions may lead to increased vulnerability in popula-
tions at risk of extreme poverty, violence and exclusion (de Boer, 2015). The in-
teractions and relationships between individuals, communities, and institutions, 
or lack thereof, determine the state of fragility (Kaplan, 2016).  

The Fund for Peace, in Washington, D.C., ranks countries based on Demo-
graphic Pressures, Refugees and Internally Displaced Persons, Group Grievance, 
Human Flight, Uneven Economic Development, Economic Decline, State Legi-
timacy, Public Services, Human Rights & Rule of Law, Security Apparatus, Fac-
tionalized Elites, and External Intervention (Fund for Peace, 2016). Rankings go 
from #1 as Very High Alert (Somalia) to Very Sustainable #, in which Finland 
stands alone. The United States is ranked Very Stable at #159, which it shares 
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with Spain #153 to United Kingdom #162. 
Today, we see government failures from local through national levels in pro-

viding adequate, perceived and actual, social justice functions, economic oppor-
tunities and inclusive social programing and policies, all of which are drivers of 
fragility. Likely, US communities would not be considered as failed govern-
ments, but many lack in social justice functions (protection for vulnerable child-
ren, access to clean water and adequate educational systems), economic oppor-
tunities, inclusive social programming (aid to families living in poverty), and 
high poverty. Data in the Failed State Index or “FSI” (Fund for Peace, 2016), was 
analyzed by the international development community targeting underdeve-
loped and fragile countries, and show that these same indicators can be applica-
ble within urban, rural and other underdeveloped US communities receiving 
displaced populations (See Figure 1). The measurement of success in moving 
populations away from vulnerability and toward self-sufficiency came from the 

 

 
Figure 1. Country of origin of immigrants and refugees currently resettling in the midwest 
of the United States. 
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Organization for Economic Cooperation Development’s (OECD) Millennium 
Development Goals of reducing persistent poverty and infant mortality, and in-
creasing access to clean water (OECD, 2015). Similar to those countries deemed 
as “fragile”, varying levels of fragility can be observed in US communities. Refu-
gees and other immigrants are settling into receiving communities of the Mid-
west. Those cities and townships provide jobs and continue to provide oppor-
tunities to families coming from countries marked by violence, poverty, failed 
governments, and zero employment opportunities. For example, Kansas, Ne-
braska, and Minnesota have settlement of refugee families from Somalia, cur-
rently ranked #1, very high alert, in the Fragile States Index. It is safe to say that 
refugees coming to a country to find peace and economic opportunities have 
demographic pressures, are displaced, and are in a fragile state. How families 
handle the shocks to their systems depends on how receiving communities assist 
them in their integration (Ramos, 2016). The table, Figure 1, illustrates the ori-
gin of populations within the United States, specifically the Midwest, which are 
products of countries with significant rankings in the Fragile States Index. Fami-
lies coming from countries ranked from Very High Alert to Elevated Warning, 
are coming with great vulnerabilities and would benefit from a multi-system in-
tervention approach. 

While fragility most often describes some under-developed countries, eco-
nomic inequalities were described and outlined in 50 of the United States’ largest 
cities (Berube, 2014) as families living in the poorest households have seen their 
wages stagnate or decrease over the past 35 years with average annual household 
incomes hovering around $18,100 for a family of three. The 2016 Federal Pover-
ty Guidelines  
(https://www.parkviewmc.com/app/files/public/1484/2016-Poverty-Level-Chart.p
df) illustrate that a family of two earning $15,930 lives at 100% of poverty. The 
US infant mortality rate is equally as bleak as it lags behind Finland, Sweden, 
Norway, Korea, Germany, United Kingdom, Canada, and 19 other countries 
(Ingraham, 2014). Access to clean water has been a challenge for US families as 
well. 

The Environmental Protection Agency regularly releases fact sheets and 
drinking water advisories for microbial contaminants  
(https://www.epa.gov/dwstandardsregulations/drinking-water-contaminant-huma
n-health-effects-information), July 2016) in which many US cities are cited. 
Most recently, the Flint, Michigan water crisis put unsafe drinking at the fore-
front when community members had been consuming water with such conta-
minants as fecal coliforms. Flint’s poorest communities were hit the hardest 
(http://www.cnn.com/2016/03/04/us/flint-water-crisis-fast-facts/, July 2016). All 
are on-going crises that further illustrate fragility within U. S. communities. 

Drivers of Fragility 

Of the many indicators driving violence and conflict, those most notable in this 
context include loss of state legitimacy, extreme poverty, lack of educational op-

https://www.parkviewmc.com/app/files/public/1484/2016-Poverty-Level-Chart.pdf
https://www.parkviewmc.com/app/files/public/1484/2016-Poverty-Level-Chart.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/dwstandardsregulations/drinking-water-contaminant-human-health-effects-information
https://www.epa.gov/dwstandardsregulations/drinking-water-contaminant-human-health-effects-information
http://www.cnn.com/2016/03/04/us/flint-water-crisis-fast-facts/
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portunities, and social isolation. Globally and in US communities, a state’s ina-
bility to provide for the essential needs of its citizens, protection from human 
rights violations, social exclusion, legitimate social justice programs, and access 
to living wages or educational opportunities, significantly damages the credibili-
ty of governmental institutions with local populations. Cohesive societies, from 
the individual through the state level, have shown that they are better able to 
manage and react to environmental conditions and shocks (Kaplan, 2016). In-
ternationally, data from 2015 estimated that 50% of “fragile state” populations 
lived on or under $1.25USD a day (Hernandez & Wright, 2015).  

Additional data suggest that extreme poverty also significantly increases the 
likelihood of violence, poor health, low educational attainment, and armed con-
flict as a result (Baker, 2014; Flora & Flora, 2015; Bolton & Dick, 2016). In the 
international arena, the aggregation of populations in these poor and, frequently, 
violent-ridden areas also places an undo strain on the capacity of the affected 
governments and institutions to provide adequate services in response to those 
conditions (de Boer, 2015). While this level of extreme poverty appears only to 
be a global issue tied to failed or failing states, millions of families and house-
holds in the United States also experience the effects of fragility. Fragility also 
includes populations who lack political voice in the policies that affect them 
(Woolcock & Narayan, 2000; Ramos, 2016).  

3. Impacts of Poverty and Social Exclusion 

This article explores indicators of fragility used by government, non-government, 
humanitarian and peace-building organizations worldwide, and applies those 
concepts to US communities with high poverty and persistent isolation of af-
fected populations. In US communities with persistent poverty (individuals and 
families living at 100% of poverty or below), low employment, and decreased 
income can create fragile conditions for families, making them vulnerable and at 
a higher risk of negative behavioral responses (Hernandez & Wright, 2015, Bol-
ton & Dick, 2016; Dozi & Valdivia, 2005). The Failed State Index (FSI) looks at 
social, economic, and political/military indicators to measure human well-being 
(Baker, 2015). Historical and current population demographics must be consi-
dered in the context of fragile settings; particularly because communities with 
persistent poverty, historically, tend to be comprised of minority populations 
(Kaplan, 2016).  

In 2016 (Bolton & Dick), a multi-lingual (English, Spanish, Somali, and Bur-
mese) study focused on the health, well-being, and social connectedness of a 
densely-settled rural, Midwest, community with Minority-majority populations. 
To-date, the follow-up study is in analyses for completion in early 2017. It is 
from the 2013 study that researchers identified conditions that reflected fragility. 
The data analyses contained in this study were limited to: Frequencies, Test of 
Proportions (t-test), Test for Independence (X²), Ethnographic examples, and 
Qualitative Interviews. Primarily, in bi-variate analysis (p-values less than 
0.0001), non-Anglo, foreign-born respondents appeared to be living in fragile 
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conditions.  
Of those not born in the US 68% had either a high school diploma or fewer 

years of education, which represents an undereducated populace when linking 
education to employment. However, 64% of the respondents acknowledged that 
further education would help to improve their living conditions. Also, respon-
dents indicated that they observed a lack of opportunities or barriers to attaining 
higher education. While non-Anglo respondents appeared to be a trusting group 
(of others not like themselves), 95% of respondents reported a lack of political 
voice. Isolation was indicated by 84% of non-Anglo respondents who were not 
involved in service organizations. However, 78% volunteered informally, for 
example, by doing favors for neighbors ranging from childcare to house repairs. 
Poverty was indicated when 80% of respondents reported income ranging from 
$12, 000 to $24,999 annually for an average family of four, which would be 100% 
of poverty as reported by Federal Poverty Guidelines. In the quadrant of the 
state where this study took place, the three population-centers, today, are Mi-
nority-majority and continue to grow in that vein. Researchers continue to see 
the effects of low-educational attainment, social and political isolation, and po-
verty (Bolton & Dick, 2016; Hernandez & Wright, 2015), which are drivers of 
fragility. See Figure 2. 

A 2015 Mercy Corps study states that poverty, specifically, does not necessari-
ly correlate to violence. However, when poverty is coupled with injustice, it can 
lead to discrimination, disenfranchisement, corruption and economic depriva-
tion; each a driver of fragility (Baker, 2015). Real and perceived injustices, in 
those matters in which groups feel they have been mistreated, or treated unfairly, 
can also influence the outcome of programs to improve conditions (Kaplan, 
2016). In that, governments and organizations recognize that they have critical 
roles in promoting programs in fragile environments to bolster resilience and 
build inclusive opportunities for affected populations (de Boer, 2015). In looking 
at efforts to target those most at-risk populations, we must consider programing 
to improve economic growth and inequality, which encompass the subset – in-
justice. Economic growth programs to improve quality of life within homes and 
communities tend to increase stability, and efforts to reduce inequalities have 
shown to improve resiliency and limit social exclusion (Baker, 2015).  

Should the United States continue its growing ethnic and cultural diversity 
trajectory, it will become a minority-majority country by 2043 (Hernandez & 
Bolton, 2015; Hernandez & Wright, 2014). However, market and economic ana-
lyses of the 2014 Census found accelerated growth of the rich-poor divide, 

 

 
Figure 2. Results of localized multi-lingual study. 



D. J. Bolton, F. M. Hernandez 
 

28 

showing that 36% of non-Whites are members of the economic lower-class as 
compared to 16% of Whites (US Census, 2014). Additional Census data show 
that Whites comprise a disproportionately higher percentage of the economic 
middle-class and above and account for the majority of higher-income earners. 
These socioeconomic statistics illustrate inequality, social exclusion, and a state 
of fragility, real and perceived. We must identify a means to reach those fragile 
states within US borders or risk further disenfranchisement (Hernandez & Bol-
ton, 2015). 

In its report on the “States of Fragility and Sustainable Development Goals,” 
the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) sug-
gested that a universal approach to assessing fragility has multiple benefits. It 
can help to identify priorities by highlighting populations that are vulnerable to 
specific risks. Further, it can inform community human service priorities for 
collaboratively mitigating and reducing fragility for families and individuals 
(OECD, 2015). The adoption of an Adaptive and Culturally-Relevant Practices 
Framework, targeting individuals, communities, and institutions, may be ap-
propriate as a guide for what could work in helping families move out of fragility 
and toward a quality of life that reflects resilience and self-actualization. In the 
end, communities become cohesive, and individuals and families thrive in social 
and economic situations (Hernandez & Wright, 2014). 

3.1. Conceptual Frameworks to Combat Fragility 

While fragile states are associated mostly at a country level application, looking 
at how family dynamics are impacted within fragile settings also is reasonable. 
Limited or lack of employment and income generating opportunities, social iso-
lation, poor health, and barriers to educational opportunities put families at risk, 
cause stressors, and contribute to environmental shocks for families. These ex-
periences, at the family and/or community level, create a fragile state. “Mi-
cro-shocks” can include a sudden loss of a job; while macro-level shocks result 
from implementations or changes of national policies. The FSI provides a foun-
dation for identifying the factors that make societies fragile (Baker, 2014; World 
Bank, 2011). Institutions, organizations, and businesses employing Corporate 
Social Responsibility (CSR) were found to have approaches that benefit popula-
tions challenged by environments of fragility. Successful organizations practicing 
CSR offer better access to health, education and economic opportunities for 
those in greatest need. Looking to new approaches to improve fragile environ-
ments, it is critical that it not be top-down implementation. Rather it requires a 
delicate balance of inputs and influences from communities and individuals in 
the targeted areas. 

3.2. Partnerships in the Private Sector 

While formal and informal education continues to be a strong in the develop-
ment of fragile communities, increased collaboration with the private sector is 
another approach gaining wide acceptance in international development circles 
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(Hernandez & Wright, 2015; Hernandez, 2016). As private industry looks to new 
programs and markets in which to expand their shared-value approaches, it 
presents tangible benefits to all stakeholders, which shows an ability to provide 
sustainable growth and vitality across various development sectors. Internation-
ally, US government organizations are increasingly reliant upon the private sec-
tor to help meet developmental objectives, such as reducing violence, poverty 
and security threats. By looking inside US borders, the application of similar ap-
proaches by local governments for the benefit of its populace could provide 
those shared-value approaches and positive returns-on-investments (ROI) be-
tween government, community and business (Hernandez, 2016). The creation of 
these partnerships and human and market value-chains help build the trust ne-
cessary for successful program implementation. Also, it increases opportunities 
for other programing, such as those targeting other at-risk sectors: education, 
health, security and justice. As we look to new ways to promote community resi-
lience and combat fragility, we must not discount what has demonstrated to be 
successful in the international community. 

3.3. Education and Educational Institution Partnerships 

1992 Nobel Laureate, Gary Becker, who popularized human capital and its rela-
tionship with economic growth theory, discussed how economic discrimination 
is partially driven by the inability of the lower class to attain and provide mar-
ketable skills through proper education. National security strategies, interna-
tional development agendas, and educational outcomes are designed to address 
the socioeconomic challenges faced by millions of families who continue to face 
poverty related to conflict, violence, and ineffectual governance. In an effort to 
combat fragility with targeted programming in the 21st Century, we have oppor-
tunities and obligations to support families in maintaining or re-establishing 
their wellbeing to into community dynamics, and increase their resiliency to 
outside stressors and shocks. 

Educators can help shape environments to mitigate fragility by targeting and 
confronting those external and internal environmental risk factors, such as 
market conditions, that influence market and human capital value chains. Edu-
cation programs and policies, designed to improve the human capital develop-
ment of individuals to integrate into these value chains, could address interven-
tions that decrease fragility and support social and economic inclusion. Success-
ful human capital development strategies must target lower-income demo-
graphic groups, and other underrepresented populations and communities, pro-
viding the required skills leading to market inclusion in economic value chains 
(Michel, 2014). Equipping those individuals in fragile communities with mar-
ketable job skills should be a strategic goal for the development and growth of 
those most affected by the growing economic divide separating our society 
(Hernandez & Wright, 2015). At the 2016 Kansas Health Foundation Sympo-
sium, the 17th Surgeon General of the United States, Richard Carmona, said, 
“When you invest in the poor, you create tax payers”, a valuable argument in 
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mitigating fragility. 

3.4. Model Development to Overcome Fragility 

An effort to overcome the factors influencing community-level fragility, policy 
makers and program developers have thus far utilized various approaches based 
on the desired outcomes. Efforts can be strengthened with human domain-centric, 
long-term programs targeting those families and communities most at risk of 
being negatively affected by shocks and stressors to their environments. Con-
centrated attempts would also help to build resiliency while providing economic 
opportunities. Though the desired end-states vary, the global objective remains 
the same: Promote well-being and peace, and engage citizens by giving them 
tools to overcome those factors influencing conflict, violence, poor health, low 
education, and lost opportunities. 

4. Recommendations on Research 

As society becomes more ethnically pluralistic, the ability of individuals, com-
munities, and institutions to function within their system will become increa-
singly more dependent on their abilities to build and maintain trust, improve 
interconnectedness, and remain adaptable to changing social, economic, and po-
litical landscapes. Initiatives, targeting the challenges of fragility, must be devel-
oped, funded, and implemented with the buy-in of individuals, communities 
and institutions working to improve sustainability and socioeconomic progress 
(Hernandez & Bolton, 2015).  

Coordinating initiatives is central to meeting the challenges presented by in-
creased fragility in US communities. Here, the authors recommend: 1) More col-
laboration among families, social researchers, governmental, and non-governmental 
entities to obtain a true picture of well-being; 2) Increase multi-lingual research 
at the local level so that families have opportunities to tell their stories of the ef-
fects of forced migration, and 3) Consider the development of new frameworks 
or theories that address adaptive and culturally relevant practices with a social 
mobility outline for families and communities.  

4.1. Improving Policies 

In the interest of social policy, we recommend a framework (Bolton & Hernan-
dez, 2016) as it applies to supportive living and learning environments, engaged 
civic life, empowerment, resilience, and self-awareness. If the model of Adaptive 
and Culturally-Relevant Practices and the concepts that illustrate family fragility 
is used as framework, we may better understand barriers that impede changes to 
educational and social policies and promote social exclusion of those at-risk in 
impoverished and displaced populations.  

4.2. Conclusions 

From Figure 3, it shows that US families continue to face conditions that render 
them fragile and vulnerable to the effects of poverty, isolation, conflict,  
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Figure 3. Adaptive and culturally-relevant practices framework (read from left to right). 

 
environmental disasters, and stressors that greatly affect quality of life. As a 
move toward cohesion, it is imperative that those affected groups be integrated 
to mainstream communities with great effort by institutions, education, and go-
vernance structures (Ramos, 2016) with programs that address fragility. These 
fragile communities, often marked by extreme poverty, lack of basic services, 
and social exclusion, will continue to grow if power structures do not address 
such conditions (de Boer, 2015).  

To address issues of fragility in rural and urban US communities, data were re-
viewed and analyzed to determine levels of vulnerability. The measurement of 
success in moving populations away from vulnerability and toward self-sufficiency 
came from the Millennium Development Goals of reducing persistent poverty 
and infant mortality, and increasing access to clean water (OECD, 2015). Similar 
to those countries deemed as “fragile”, varying levels of fragility can be observed 
in US communities. We must identify a means to reach those fragile states with-
in US borders or risk further disenfranchisement (Hernandez & Bolton, 2015).  

Equipping those individuals in fragile communities with marketable job skills 
should be a strategic goal for the development and growth of those most affected 
by the growing economic divide separating our society (Hernandez & Wright, 
2015). 17th Surgeon General of the United States, Richard Carmona, said, “When 
you invest in the poor, you create tax payers”, a valuable argument in mitigating 
fragility. If a model of Adaptive and Culturally-Relevant Practices is used as 
framework, we may better understand barriers that impede changes to educa-
tional and social policies and promote social exclusion of those at-risk in impo-
verished and displaced populations. 

4.3. Framework for Adaptive and Culturally-Relevant Practices 
4.3.1. Principles of Approach 
(Bolton & Hernandez, 2016) 
 Relevance to need for self-actualization and upward mobility to prevent or 

mitigate social injustice, poverty, and poor health and educational outcomes. 
 Partnerships between individuals, communities, institutions (government 

and private sector). 
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 Optimal levels of acculturation and/or integration of “minority” populations 
 Continuity through Adaptive and Culturally-Relevant Practices. 

4.3.2. Long-Term Outcomes 
 Risk factors for social, political, academic, and economic failures decrease. 
 Individuals integrate with value-chains and provide skilled labor relevant to 

market demands.  
 Laws and policies do not “minoritize” or criminalize citizens, rather they 

promote and provide security and justice. 
 Individuals and families integrate fully into their communities as active par-

ticipatory members. 
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