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Abstract: Given the importance of civic engagement to the well-being of immigrants
and refugees and their communities, the goal of the current study was to investigate
civic attitudes among immigrants and refugees from the Middle East and North Africa
(MENA). First, the researcher examined predictors of civic attitudes. Second, the
mediating effect of attitudes between the potential predictors (i.e., gender, health
status, English proficiency, and the U.S. length of stay) and level of civic engagement
was investigated. The researcher recruited 145 respondents to complete online and
paper-based surveys. Using linear regression models, the results show that health and
English language proficiency significantly predict civic attitudes among this group.
Attitudes also mediated between health status and level of civic engagement. This study
provides some implications for social work, resettlement programs, health policies,
and civic organizations that can be beneficial for the target group as well as for the
host communities.
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Civic engagement refers to the ways in which community members or people take
collective action with the purpose of addressing community or public challenges and
improving conditions for others (Adler & Goggin, 2005; Checkoway, 2009). Civic
activities can have a variety of forms such as volunteering, donation, group
involvement, political action, community service, and media use (Gastil & Xenos,
2010; Keeter et al., 2003; Uslaner & Brown, 2005). Civic engagement can bring many
benefits for individuals and communities. Individuals’ social skills and networks can
be improved as a result of being civically engaged in their communities (Chan, 2011;
Hope & Jagers, 2014; Weng & Lee, 2016). Individuals’ well-being, health, and life
satisfaction can also be enhanced by civic engagement (Dabelko-Schoeny et al., 2010;
Gele & Harslof, 2012). On a larger scale, civic engagement is beneficial in improving
social and human capital, citizenship, and democracy as well as the quality of public
life (Handy & Greenspan, 2009; Makki Alamdari & Jalaiepour, 2012; Putnam, 1995;
Tucker & Santiago, 2013). Taking into account its benefits for individuals and
societies, studying civic engagement among different groups is valuable and can
provide important implications for the social work profession.

In this vein, this research was interested in immigrants and refugees living in the
U.S. Although refugees and immigrants leave their home country for different reasons
and have different lived experiences, they still have much in common in terms of
culture, religious beliefs, history, language, and some post-migration experiences such
as under-employment, language barriers, and discrimination (Aroian et al., 2008).
Every year, a considerable number of immigrants enter the U.S. for various reasons. In
2017, nearly 1.9 million individuals obtained lawful permanent residence, were
naturalized in the U.S., or entered the U.S. as a refugee (Department of Homeland
Security, 2019). Immigrants and refugees from the Middle East and North Africa
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(MENA) are the particular focus of this study as they are understudied (Read, 2014;
Zarpour, 2013). There are 20 countries in this region including Algeria, Bahrain,
Djibouti, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, Oman, Qatar,
Saudi Arabia, Palestine, Sudan, Syria, Tunisia, United Arab Emirates, and Yemen
(Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights [OHCHR], 2019). Almost 6% of
the world’s population lives in this area (World Bank, 2019). These countries share
many cultural commonalities. For example, the dominant religion is Islam (Pew
Research Center, 2015) and collectivism is the more valued culture (Schwartz et al.,
2010). Unfortunately, negative perceptions regarding this immigrant community are
prevalent in the U.S. (Makki Alamdari, 2020; Strabac et al., 2014). Considering the rise
of negative public perceptions regarding Muslims (Abu-Ras, 2013; Emami, 2018;
Vergani et al., 2017), examining civic engagement among this group is imperative
especially given the limited number of studies with this group (Makki Alamdari, 2017;
Makki Alamdari & Bishop, 2020).

Literature Review

Civic engagement can be examined in terms of skills, attitudes, knowledge, goals,
and behavior (Crocetti et al., 2012). For the purpose of this study, the researcher was
interested in examining attitudes towards civic engagement. Civic attitudes include the
sense of social responsibility and commitment (i.e., a sense of duty to community),
tolerance of diversity, civic pride, civic faith, and civic efficacy (i.e., belief that one is
able to impact the community; Crocetti et al., 2012; Gastil & Xenos, 2010; O'Leary,
2014).

The purpose of this study was twofold. First, the researcher examined the factors
that may predict the civic attitudes among the target population. In association with
civic engagement behavior such as volunteering and organizational membership,
studies have examined a variety of predictors such as educational level, length of stay
in the host country, health status, age, employment, family income, acculturation,
gender, marital status, social networks, and identity (Chan, 2011; Handy & Greenspan,
2009; Sundeen et al., 2009; Tucker & Santiago, 2013; Weng & Lee, 2016). Although
these factors have not been particularly examined regarding civic attitudes, they are
critical to consider. Examining all these factors was out of the scope and resources of
this study. For purposes of this study, the researcher examined four factors including
gender, health status, local language proficiency, and the length of stay in the host
country. Health status and gender are frequently discussed and underlined as important
factors in the study of immigrants and refugees (Bishop & Makki Alamdari, 2018;
Makki Alamdari et al., 2016; Sundeen et al., 2009). The last two factors—language
proficiency and length of stay—are specifically relevant to the condition of immigrants
and refugees.

Gender. In a study of high school students in Italy, Crocetti et al. (2012)
conceptualized civic attitudes as social responsibility, and found significantly higher
scores among females. Although the study by Crocetti et al. (2012) was not specific to
immigrants and refugees, it was relevant because it investigated civic attitudes in regard
to gender. Similarly, Emami (2018) examined about 350 Iranian diaspora in the U.S.
and highlighted that women were more active than men in joining interest groups for
the purposes of advocacy. Studying monetary donations among nearly 1,300 adults in
Chile, Luengo Kanacri et al. (2016) reported that women were significantly more
involved than men in this form of civic engagement. While their study was not
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specifically regarding immigrant or refugee population, it is an important study for
examining the effect of several factors on civic engagement among a large population
of adults (Luengo Kanacri et al., 2016).

Health status. Most studies in this area investigated the effects of civic
engagement on health (Brown et al., 2017; Chandra et al., 2016). However, a few
considered the effects of health on civic involvement, which are mainly in the Western
context. For example, Ding, Berry, and O'Brien (2015) and Emerson, Hatton,
Robertson, and Baines (2014) conducted secondary analyses with nationally
representative samples in Australia and the UK, respectively, and found that higher
levels of civic and social participation and more positive perceptions of neighborhood
were predicted by higher levels of self-reported health and mental well-being. Emerson
et al. (2014) also found a significant difference in membership in civic organizations
between those with intellectual disabilities and non-disabled peers. Examining political
participation in Wisconsin, Burden, Fletcher, Herd, Moynihan, and Jones (2017)
reported cognitive and physical well-being as powerful factors influencing voting
behavior.

Local language proficiency. The host country’s language is a critical factor for
immigrants and refugees in their civic engagement because it allows for improved
communication, resilience, and integration in the new society (Pieloch et al., 2016;
Voicu & Rusu, 2012). Boyd (2009) studied immigrants in Canada and found that
language skills are significantly associated with types and levels of civic engagement.
Similarly, Van Londen, Phalet, and Hagendoorn (2007) examined nearly 1,200 Turkish
and Moroccan immigrants in the Netherlands and reported Dutch language mastery as
a significant factor contributing to political participation. Studying obstacles to civic
engagement in Miami’s Haitian immigrant community, Stepick, Stepick, and
Kretsedemas (2001) found language difficulties as a major challenge.

Length of stay in the host country. Voicu and Rusu (2012) and Gidengil and
Stolle (2009) studied immigrants in Spain and Canada and indicated the length of stay
in the host country as a factor influencing immigrants’ involvement in civic
associations and political participation through increasing exposure to such activities.
Using mixed methods, Handy and Greenspan (2009) studied immigrants in four cities
of Canada and reported that established immigrants were more likely to be involved in
community volunteering activities.

The second purpose of this study was to investigate the mediation effect of attitudes
between the aforementioned four factors and level of civic engagement behavior.
According to psychological theories, civic attitudes and behaviors can have complex
reciprocal causal relationships (Crocetti et al., 2012; Gastil & Xenos, 2010). Civic
attitudes are considered as an important factor that potentially predicts level of civic
engagement. This is consistent with several studies that consider civic or sociopolitical
attitudes as a mediator or predictor of civic engagement behavior (Ahmadu et al., 2016;
Crocetti et al., 2012; Hope & Jagers, 2014; Luengo Kanacri et al., 2016). For example,
Crocetti et al. (2012) studied around 400 Italians and reported attitudes as a mediator
between identity and civic engagement. In this study, they conceptualized attitudes as
a sense of social responsibility (Crocetti et al., 2012). Ahmadu et al. (2016) and Hope
and Jagers (2014) studied Nigerians and African-Americans, respectively, and found
sociopolitical attitudes and political efficacy belief as significant predictors of the level
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of civic engagement. In a study of 1,300 Chileans, Luengo Kanacri et al. (2016) found
beliefs about poverty as a predictor of monetary donations.

The examination of civic attitudes and its mediating effects among MENA refugees
and immigrants is a research area that remains understudied. In sum, the purpose of
this study was to address these gaps in our knowledge of civic engagement among
immigrants and refugees to the U.S. from MENA. The primary research questions
were:

1. What factors predict civic attitudes among the target group?
2. Does attitude mediate between its potential predictors and civic
engagement behavior?

Method
Participants and Procedures

Four inclusion criteria were used to identify participants for this study: a refugee
or immigrant from MENA; a U.S. citizen or permanent resident; having the ability to
read English; and age 18 or above. Because of the inaccessibility of this population
sub-group, non-probability convenience sampling was applied. The researcher
recruited individuals from Facebook pages created for the target population as well as
from locations such as restaurants and ethnic grocery stores that this group was more
likely to visit. These locations were in the capital city of an Eastern U.S. state. Before
posting flyers, permission was obtained from the managers at these venues. For those
recruited through Facebook, an online version of the survey was offered. The first
recruitment phase was followed with two reminders in subsequent weeks. Those
recruited in groceries or restaurants filled out the paper version in the location. The
researcher had a table and sat in the location in three different time slots for the purpose
of survey administration. The researcher obtained Institutional Review Board (IRB)
approval to ensure ethical considerations. Those eligible and interested in participating
were given/presented a Study Information Sheet summarizing the purpose and
requirements of the study.

Measures

The survey was in English language and included four sections: screening
questions; demographics; civic attitudes; and level of civic engagement (behavior or
involvement in civic activities). Screening questions were to check age, if the person
was a U.S. citizen or permanent resident, and if they were originally from one of the
20 MENA countries.

Demographics. Five demographic variables were included for the purpose of
describing the respondents. Gender was asked using three options of male, female, and
other. The researcher used a closed-ended question to ask month and year of entrance
to the U.S. This question was used to calculate the length of U.S. stay. Education level
was assessed using six options including “less than high school” to “PhD”. Health
status and English language proficiency were asked using one question with five-point
Likert scale from 1 (very poor) to 5 (excellent).

Civic attitudes. The researcher used six statements from existing scales (Table 3)
to measure civic attitudes in terms of self-efficacy and social responsibility (Bobek et
al., 2009; Doolittle & Faul, 2013; Zaff et al., 2010). Example items were “I can make
a difference in my community” (Bobek et al., 2009, p. 620) and “It is important to make
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sure all people are treated fairly” (Zaff et al., 2010, p. 742). The items were approved
in terms of face and content validity. For this purpose, the researcher sought the
feedback of five colleagues who are experts in the field of civic engagement and were
familiar with MENA countries. A Cronbach’s alpha of 0.91 was found for these items,
indicating strong internal consistency. Response choices were a five-point Likert scale,
with the options from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). A summary score
was computed for each respondent. Higher scores indicated more positive civic
engagement attitudes.

Civic engagement. Civic involvement during the prior 12 months was examined
using seven statements derived from existing scales (Doolittle & Faul, 2013; Finlay et
al., 2011; Keeter et al., 2003; Zaff et al., 2010). Table 4 presents the statements. These
examined different dimensions of civic engagement including volunteering, donating
money, helping neighbors, community problem-solving, membership in organizations,
staying informed about the community, and participating in events. If a respondent was
involved in volunteering, one additional question was asked to investigate the area of
volunteering with response options including educational programs, health programs,
homeless services, etc. (Keeter et al., 2003). Table 5 shows the areas of volunteering
included in this study. “How often have you helped out your neighbors?” (Zaff et al.,
2010) and “How often have you donated money to groups?” (Keeter et al., 2003) were
some sample questions. The researcher consulted the same group of experts to confirm
face and content validity of this section. Strong internal consistency was found
(Cronbach’s alpha of 0.84). A five-point Likert scale with responses from 1 (rnever) to
5 (always) was used. A summary score was computed for each respondent indicating
the level of civic engagement during the last 12 months. Greater scores reflected higher
levels of civic engagement.

Data Analysis

For analysis, the researcher ran descriptive statistics for each variable depending
on its level of measurement. To examine the first research question, multiple linear
regression analysis was conducted using gender, U.S. length of stay, language
proficiency, and health status as potential predictors with civic attitudes as a dependent
variable. To investigate the mediation effect for the second question, the researcher
implemented three linear regression models. The first model included the primary
independent variable (gender, health status, language proficiency, or length of stay)
and the mediator (civic attitudes). The second included the primary independent
variables and civic engagement as the dependent measure. The third regression model
included civic attitudes and civic engagement while controlling for the primary
independent variables. To confirm the mediation effect, in the first two models, the
association of variables must be significant. In addition, in the third model, not only
the association of the mediator and the dependent variable must stay significant, but
also the relationship of the primary independent variable and the dependent one must
significantly decrease. Figure 1 illustrates the relevant conceptual model.

Results

Participants

One hundred and forty-five MENA immigrants and refugees participated in this
study. Facebook pages used for recruitment had hundreds to thousands of members. It
is not possible to estimate what percentage of members visited the posted messages.
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Therefore, it is not easy to determine the response rate in this type of recruitment.
Ninety-eight people completed the online survey, just over two-thirds (67.6%) of all
respondents. For in-person recruitment, the researcher provided 100 copies of the
survey. Forty-seven, 32.4% of respondents, completed paper-based surveys. As the
number of people available was not possible to determine, the response rate could not
be calculated in this kind of recruitment. Respondents were from 12 countries. Iran
(n=52, 35.9%), Tunisia (n=21, 14.5%), Jordan (n=16, 11.0%), and Egypt (n=15,
10.3%) had the highest number of participants. Table 1 presents the number and

percentages of participants by country of origin.

Table 1. Descriptive Information of Participants (n=145)

Characteristic n (%)

Country of origin (n=145)
Algeria 4 (2.8%)
Egypt 15 (10.3%)
Iran 52 (35.9%)
Iraq 7 (4.8%)
Jordan 16 (11.0%)
Lebanon 3 (2.1%)
Morocco 6 (4.1%)
State of Palestine 9 (6.2%)
Sudan 3(2.1%)
Syria 6 (4.1%)
Tunisia 21 (14.5%)
Yemen 3(2.1%)

Residency status (n=145)
U.S. citizen or permanent resident entered as a non-refugee

119 (82.1%)

U.S. citizen or permanent resident entered as a refugee 26 (17.9%)
Gender (n=138)

Male 90 (65.2%)
Education (n=139)

Less than high school 1 (0.7%)

High school/GED 11 (7.9%)

Some college
Bachelor degree
Master degree

23 (16.5%)
51 (36.7%)
33 (23.7%)

PhD 20 (14.4%)
Health status* (n=140)

Excellent 56 (40.0%)

Good 61 (43.6%)

Fair 21 (15.0%)

Poor 2 (1.4%)
English language proficiency** (n=139)

Excellent 68 (48.9%)

Good 55 (39.6%)

Fair 15 (10.8%)

Poor 1 (0.7%)

*Range 2-5, Mean (SD) 4.2 (0.8); ** Range 2-5, Mean (SD) 4.4 (0.7)
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Table 2. Descriptive Information of Participants and Key Variables (n=145)

Range Mean (SD)
Age (n=145) 19-66 37.6 (10.2)
Length of Stay (months) (n=135) 4-608 174.5 (136.8)
Civic Attitudes (n=140) 6-30 26.0 (4.8)
Civic Engagement (n=132) 11-35 22.7(5.7)

Twenty-six (17.9%) participants came to the U.S. as refugees and the others
(n=119, 82.1%) entered as immigrants. On average, respondents were 37.6 years of
age. Ninety (65.2%) participants were male. On average, the length of stay in the U.S.
was 174.5 months (nearly 14.5 years). In terms of education level, having an
undergraduate degree or higher was the most common (74.8%). The majority of
respondents reported a high level of English language proficiency (88.5%) as well as
good or excellent health status (83.6%). Demographic information of participants and
a profile of the study’s key variables are presented in Tables 1 and 2.

Civic Attitudes

As shown in Table 2, very positive civic attitudes were reported by study
participants (n=140; M = 26.0; SD = 4.8). The mean (M), frequency, and standard
deviation (SD) of each item are presented in Table 3. The items have a mean between
4.1 and 4.5. Nearly 80% of participants endorsed every item. Conducting a t-test (#(131)
=-0.9, p=0.37), no significant differences in civic attitudes were found between males
(n=86, M =26.1,SD =4.9) and females (n=47, M =26.8, SD =2.9), as well as between
those who entered the U.S. as a refugee (n=25, M = 25.5, SD = 5.9) and those who
entered as a non-refugee (n=115, M = 26.1, SD = 4.5; #138) = 0.6, p = 0.56). All
assumptions required for conducting the t-test were met.

Civic Engagement

As indicated in Table 2, participants reported engagement in various civic activities
(n=132, M =22.7,SD =5.7). The researcher conducted a t-test and found no significant
differences in civic engagement between men (#=83, M = 22.4, SD = 6.0) and women
(n=46, M = 23.4, SD = 5.2; (127) = -0.9, p = 0.38), as well as between those who
entered the U.S. as a refugee (n=23, M = 24.8, SD = 6.8) and those entered as a non-
refugee (n=109, M =22.2, SD = 5.4; t(130) = -2.0, p = 0.05). The descriptive statistics
of each item including mean, SD, and frequency are presented in Table 4. The items
have a mean between 2.6 and 3.8. The most popular area of civic engagement was to
stay informed about the community followed by helping neighbors. Ninety-five
respondents reported volunteering in the community during the last 12 months. Most
of these volunteering experiences were in educational programs (n=37, 38.9%),
services for homeless and economically disadvantaged people (n=36, 37.9%),
children’s programs (n=32, 33.7%) followed by youth programs (n=26, 27.4%), health
programs (n=24, 25.3%), international charities (=23, 24.2%), religious groups
(n=23, 24.2%), and refugee and immigrant services (n=21, 22.1%). Programs for
elderly people (n=12, 12.6%), environmental programs (n=9, 9.5%), and labor unions
(n=5, 5.3%) were the least popular volunteering areas. See Table 5 for more details.
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Table 3. Civic Attitudes
Frequency (%)
Neither agree

Item Strongly disagree Disagree nor disagree Agree Strongly agree M (SD)
It is important “to make sure all people are treated fairly”* 6 (4.2%) --- 4 (2.8%) 35 (24.3%) 99 (68.8%) 4.5 (0.9) 144
It is important “to make the world a better place to live in”* 8 (5.5%) 1 (0.7%) --- 35 (24.1%) 101 (69.7%) 4.5 (1.0) 145
It is important to help out at your local community* 5 (3.4%) 2 (1.4%) 7 (4.8%) 52 (35.9%) 79 (54.5%) 4.4 (0.9) 145
“I often think about doing things so that people in the future can 5(3.5%) 1 (0.7%) 9 (6.2%) 54 (37.5%) 75 (52.1%) 4.3(0.9) 144
have things better”*
“I can make a difference in my community”** 5(3.5%) 2 (1.4%) 13 (9.0%) 63 (43.8%) 61 (42.4%) 4.2 (0.9) 144
“I have a responsibility to help the poor and the hungry”*** 9 (6.3%) 4 (2.8%) 16 (11.3%) 49 (34.5%) 64 (45.1%) 4.1 (1.1) 142
*(Zaff et al., 2010, p. 742) **(Bobek et al., 2009, p. 620) ***(Doolittle & Faul, 2013, p. 4)

Table 4. Civic Engagement

Frequency

Item Never Rarely Sometimes Often Always M (SD) n

How often have you stayed informed of what is going on in your | 3 (2.1%) 13 (9.3%) 31 (22.1%) 52 (37.1%) 41 (29.3%) 3.8 (1.0) 140

community?*

How often have you helped out your neighbors?** 3 (2.1%) 18 (12.9%) 55 (39.3%) 34 (24.3%) 30 (21.4%) 3.5(1.0) 140

How often have you donated money to groups?*** 5 (3.6%) 22 (15.9%) 53 (38.4%) 25 (18.1%) 33 (23.9%) 3.4 (1.1) 138

How often have you been a member of any organization?*** 18 (12.9%) 24 (17.1%) 46 (32.9%) 22 (15.7%) 30 (21.4%) 3.2 (1.3) 140

How often have you “participated in events such as meetings, 9 (6.5%) 22 (15.9%) 58 (42.0%) 34 (24.6%) 15 (10.9%) 3.2 (1.0) 138

celebrations, or activities in the community?”****

How often “have you worked together informally with someone 11 (7.9%) 20 (14.4%) 62 (44.6%) 28 (20.1%) 18 (12.9%) 3.2 (1.1) 139

or some group to solve a problem in the community where you

live?”%**

How often have you volunteered in community services for no 47 (34.3%) 13 (9.5%) 40 (29.2%) 23 (16.8%) 14 (10.2%) 2.6 (1.4) 137

pay?***

*(Doolittle & Faul, 2013) **(Zaff et al., 2010) ***(Keeter et al., 2003) ****(Finlay et al., 2011, p. 1732)
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Table 5. Volunteering by Areas (n (%))

Educational programs 37 (38.9%)
Services for homelessness and economically 36 (37.9%)
disadvantaged people

Children programs 32 (33.7%)
Youth programs 26 (27.4%)
Health programs 24 (25.3%)
International charities 23 (24.2%)
Religious groups 23 (24.2%)
Refugees and immigrants services 21 (22.1%)
Programs for elderly people 12 (12.6%)
Environmental programs 9 (9.5%)
Labor unions 5(5.3%)

Factors Associated with Civic Attitudes

The first research question examined factors predicting civic attitudes. Multiple
linear regression was conducted to investigate the impact of U.S. length of stay, health
status, language proficiency, and gender (as a control variable) on attitudes. The
assumptions of this test including the variables’ level of measurement, normality of
dependent variable, independence of observations, multicollinearity, homoscedasticity,
linearity, and no-outlier were met. Bivariate correlation was checked using Pearson
correlation (Table 6). Based on this test, health status (#(135) = 0.3, p < 0.01) and
English language proficiency (#(134) = 0.3, p <0.01) were significantly correlated with
level of civic attitudes. Better health and greater English proficiency were associated
with more positive civic attitudes. That is, those who were healthier or more proficient
in English language had stronger civic attitudes.

Table 6. Pearson Correlation Matrix
1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Gender® 1.0 00 -0.1 -02* 0.1 0.1
2. Length of stay 1.0 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.1

3. Health 1.0 0.4%*% 0.3** (0.2%
4. English language 1.0 0.3** 0.1

5. Civic attitude 1.0 0.4%**
6. Civic engagement 1.0

< 0.01. * p < 0.05.
a. Gender (0= Male; 1=Female).

The regression model was significant (F(4, 122) = 5.2, p < 0.01). This model
explained 15% of the variance in civic attitudes with these four variables (R = 0.4, R?
=0.15). Health status (B=1.1, #=0.2, SE=0.5,¢=2.0, p <0.05) and English language
proficiency (B = 1.7, = 0.3, SE = 0.6, t = 2.9, p < 0.01) were significant factors.
Unstandardized coefficients indicated that for a one unit improvement in health status
or a one unit increase in language proficiency, attitudes toward civic engagement
significantly improved by 1.1 or 1.7 units, respectively (Table 7).
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Table 7. Regression Analysis
B Std. Error Beta t Sig.

Length of Stay 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.3 0.80
Health Status 1.1 0.5 0.2 2.0 <0.05
English language proficiency 1.7 0.6 0.3 2.9 <0.01
Gender 1.2 0.8 0.1 1.5 0.10

Mediation Effect of Civic Attitudes

In order to examine the second research question, the mediation effect of civic
attitudes was analyzed using three linear regression models. First, Pearson correlation
was checked. According to this test (Table 6), health status was significantly associated
with both civic attitudes (7(135) = 0.3, p <0.01) and civic engagement (#(131) = 0.2, p
<0.05). Other independent variables (i.e., language proficiency and U.S. length of stay)
were not significantly correlated with civic engagement. Therefore, these could not be
examined in mediation analysis. Civic attitudes and engagement were also significantly
correlated with each other (#(129) = 0.4, p < 0.01). Thus, the mediation effect of civic
attitudes between health status and civic engagement was examined.

First, bivariate regression analysis was conducted to see if health status predicted
civic attitudes. Including health status as the only independent variable, the regression
model was significant (F(1, 133) = 9.3, p < 0.01). Health status explained 7% of
variability in civic attitudes (R = 0.3, R* = 0.07). For a one unit increase in health status,
civic attitudes improved by 1.5 units (= 0.3, SE=0.5, r=3.1, p < 0.01). The second
regression model was also significant (F(1, 129) = 5.5, p < 0.05) with health status
explaining 4% of the variance in civic engagement (R = 0.2, R* = 0.04). In this model,
a one unit increase in health status led to a 1.5 unit improvement in civic engagement
(=0.2,SE=0.7,t=2.3, p<0.05). Finally, multiple regression analysis was conducted
with civic attitudes as an independent variable, controlling for health status, and civic
engagement as the dependent variable. This regression model was also significant (F(2,
125) = 11.8, p < 0.01). These two variables explained 16% of the variance in civic
engagement (R = 0.4). Health status was no longer a significant factor (p > 0.05) but
attitudes were significant; for each one unit increase in civic attitude, engagement
improved 0.4 units (= 0.3, SE = 0.1, t = 3.8, p <0.01). This analysis demonstrated
that civic attitudes mediate between health status and civic engagement. Statistical
assumptions for all regression models were met. Figure 1 illustrates the standardized
regression coefficients.
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Figure 1. The Mediation Model

c=0.2*%
Health > | Civic Engagement

(a) No mediator

Civic Attitudes

/Y\ N
a:0.3**/ \>=03

c’=02
Health —>| Civic Engagement

(b) Civic attitudes as a mediator

Notes. ** p <0.01. * p <0.05; a, b, ¢, ¢’: Standardized regression coefficients (betas)

Discussion

This study examined factors predicting civic attitudes as well as the mediation
effect of attitudes between those factors and civic engagement. Descriptive statistics
demonstrated strong feelings of social responsibility toward community members
among the target group, which is consistent with other studies of immigrants in the U.S.
(Jensen, 2008; Makki Alamdari et al., 2016; Makki Alamdari & Bishop, 2020). In
addition, the participants reported active engagement, especially in terms of staying
informed about the community, helping neighbors, and donating money. Two-thirds of
respondents had volunteering experiences during the previous 12 months. This is in
line with other studies on immigrants’ civic engagement in the U.S. (Abu-Ras, 2013;
Jensen, 2008; Makki Alamdari, 2017; Read, 2014; Tucker & Santiago, 2013), which
reported active involvement. This study shows that refugees and immigrants from the
MENA region are not isolated and have high capability to contribute to their
communities.

The results of the study showed that the length of stay was not a significant
predictor of civic attitudes. More studies should examine this factor in the future. In
addition, gender did not predict civic attitudes, which is consistent with the study of
Handy and Greenspan (2009) indicating no significant association between gender and
volunteering among immigrants in Canada. However, the study found health status and
English language proficiency as significant factors predicting civic attitudes among
MENA refugees and immigrants. That is, those who were more competent in the
English language and those with better health status had more positive attitudes toward
civic engagement. Immigrants and refugees with higher levels of language proficiency
are more likely to communicate and learn about the host communities. This is
consistent with the existing literature. Stepick et al. (2001) studied the Haitian
immigrant community in Florida using focus groups and interviews and reported
language difficulties as a barrier to civic participation. Similarly, Boyd (2009) and Van
Londen et al. (2007) examined immigrants in Canada and the Netherlands and
confirmed the importance of language skills in civic and political participation.
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Furthermore, the direct and positive effect of self-rated health on civic and political
participation was acknowledged in the existing literature conducted in the UK,
Australia, and the U.S. (Burden et al., 2017; Ding et al., 2015; Emerson et al., 2014).

In line with existing literature, this study supported the finding that civic attitudes
predict civic engagement. Gastil and Xenos (2010) studied approximately 3,000
Americans and found attitudes about one’s efficacy in political areas were a predictor
of political participation. Luengo Kanacri et al. (2016) examined 1,300 people in Chile
and found beliefs regarding poverty as a significant factor predicting financial
donation. These findings suggest that improving civic attitudes can lead to higher levels
of participation in civic activities. With this in mind, education and awareness-raising
are critical to improve attitudes. Based on a representative sample of Black youth in
the U.S., Hope and Jagers (2014) reported that formal and informal civic education can
significantly act as a moderator and strengthen the association between sociopolitical
attitudes and civic engagement. Community agencies can educate MENA refugees and
immigrants regarding their activities, participation opportunities, and benefits of civic
engagement.

The findings of this study have a number of implications for social work practice.
Augmenting their civic attitudes and consequently their civic engagement, refugees and
immigrants can experience better health, greater life satisfaction, stronger social
networks, more effective integration in the new community, as well as address their
feelings of isolation and loneliness (Gele & Harsloef, 2012; Weng & Lee, 2016). This
will also improve communities through increasing human capital, diversity,
democracy, and the quality of public service (Handy & Greenspan, 2009; Makki
Alamdari & Jalaiepour, 2012; Tucker & Santiago, 2013). The social work profession
emphasizes such individual and societal improvements as its core values (National
Association of Social Workers, 2017).

Improving English language skills can help enhance the target population’s civic
attitudes. In this case, especially for refugees, providing English as a Second Language
classes through resettlement agencies or religious institutions is beneficial. Improving
the accessibility and effectiveness of such classes for the target population is
recommended (Steele, 2017). In addition, if possible, marketing regarding community
events or volunteer opportunities can be undertaken through ethnic social networks, so
that immigrants and refugees can communicate around these topics in their own
language. Finally, having civic learning programs or flyers in refugees and immigrants’
native language can aid in developing stronger civic attitudes.

Moreover, no mediation effect of civic attitudes was found between factors of
English language proficiency or length of stay and civic engagement. However, the
results indicated civic attitudes as a mediator between health status and civic
engagement. Improving health among immigrants and refugees through culturally-
appropriate practice and support groups, health information provision, counselling, and
evidence-based policies can enhance the level of civic engagement through
strengthening civic attitudes (de Bocanegra et al., 2018; Shishehgar et al., 2017). In
other words, health status not only directly predicts civic attitudes, but also indirectly
influences the level of civic engagement. This has important implications. At the policy
and program level, providing diverse, equitable, and affordable health services that
meet the health needs of immigrants and refugees is fundamental (Burden et al., 2017;
Newbold & McKeary, 2017). Additionally, community agencies and organizations that
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conduct civic participation activities can offer specific programs that, in addition to the
general purposes, render some incentives or benefits for those who may experience
health issues. For example, if there is a community event, the convener agency can
have a booth or a table to offer health-related information or basic services such as
blood pressure examination. This might encourage those with lower health status to
participate in programs. More studies are needed to investigate what kinds of
community programs might be of interest for those immigrants and refugees with lower
health status.

This study has several limitations. The assumption of the researcher in this study
was that attitudes form and influence civic engagement. However, it is critical to
acknowledge that the reverse direction is possible as well. That is, higher levels of civic
engagement can improve civic attitudes through exposing individuals to diverse
populations (O'Leary, 2014; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Immigrants tend to have a
higher health status upon arrival in the host country, which declines over time during
their stay because of negative acculturation effects (Ablow Measelle et al., 2019;
Gorman et al., 2010). This study did not examine the impact of this declining health on
civic attitudes and engagement. Using a longitudinal design, future studies can address
this limitation. Further, many potential factors were not investigated. For example,
factors such as age, religious and cultural identity, family income, education, and
whether the members of the target population hope to return home one day (Choi, 2003;
Handy & Greenspan, 2009; Jensen, 2008; Read, 2014; Tucker & Santiago, 2013) can
be considered in future studies. This study examined many forms of civic engagement
such as volunteering, community problem-solving, and monetary donation under one
broad label of civic engagement. For future studies, it could be more beneficial to look
at each of these forms individually. In terms of validity, confirming other forms such
as construct and factor validity could increase rigor. Using self-report measures of
health status and English language proficiency was also an issue in this study. One
constraint was social desirability bias. That is, respondents might have answered in a
way that is desired by others. Participants were recruited mainly from Facebook pages
or convenient locations. This posed sampling bias and limited the generalizability of
the findings as this sample was not representative. Most participants had a high levels
of language proficiency, education, and health status. There were also some MENA
countries that were not represented in this study’s participants. For future studies,
recruiting more diverse participants is recommended.

Conclusion

This study contributes to the existing literature by examining civic attitudes and
engagement of an understudied group of immigrants and refugees. English language
proficiency and health status were found to be significant factors for improving civic
attitudes. Health status was also found as a critical factor indirectly increasing the level
of civic engagement through enhancing attitudes. These findings are useful to enhance
resettlement programs, health policies, and services as relevant to this group as well as
civic events in a way to advance civic attitudes and engagement of MENA refugees
and immigrants. Promoting civic engagement of this group could help to counter anti-
Muslim viewpoints that are common in the U.S.
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