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NIWAP (National Immigrant Women’s Advocacy Project) conducted a national survey in 2016 and 2019 

collecting data from 169 agencies in 42 states serving immigrant survivors who applied for immigration relief as 
victims of crime and abuse.  The victim advocates, attorneys and state government agency staff who participated 
in this study reported on 11,171 clients who had applied for immigration relief as VAWA self-petitioners (26%) 
U visa applicants (71%) and VAWA cancellation of removal of suspension of deportation (3%).4 Eighty percent 
of these clients were victims of domestic violence, child abuse, sexual assault, stalking or human trafficking.  A 
key goal of this study was to learn how survivor applicants, their children, the justice system, and communities 
from the VAWA and U visa programs and when as their immigrant case proceeds do applicants begin to receive 
the tangible benefits and protections that Congress envisioned for the VAWA and U visa programs. This study 
documents the resilience and success of VAWA and U visa applicants, documents how and when the VAWA and 
U visa programs provide the scaffolding on which survivors transform their lives, and charts survivors’ improved 
functioning, stability, and integration into the social fabric of this country.   

 
The study results showed that many of the most significant changes for most victims occur at the point 

when the VAWA and U visa applicants are granted legal work authorization and protection from deportation 
through deferred action. The changes resulted in significant reductions in immigration related threats and abuse, in 
threats of child abduction, in threats to gain custody of children, and declines in workplace based abuse. After 
receipt of work authorization, there is a 114% increase in immigrant survivors’ willingness to trust police5 and 36% 
of VAWA and U visa applicants who received work authorization continuing to make police reports regarding 
future crimes.6 These transformations demonstrate how removing the threat of deportation from abusers’ arsenal 
and providing victims a path to economic independence through work authorization fosters greater trust and faith in 
the law-enforcement and the U.S. justice system. This study documents VAWA and U visa survivors’ and how 
their confidence, self-esteem, mental health, and stability grow when granted protection from deportation and work 
authorization.  This results in their being more effective participants and witnesses allowing for greater access to 
justice, enabling law enforcement agencies to hold perpetrators accountable for their crimes,7 and overall generating 
greater safety for victims, law enforcement officers and communities across the country.  

 
These findings are consistent with prior research that found high levels of justice system participation 

among VAWA self- petitioners (62% participate in criminal investigations and prosecutions, 63% seek protection 
orders, and 60% turn to the courts for child custody orders) and U visa applicants (70% participating in active 
criminal prosecutions and investigations, 67% seek protection orders and 64% seek custody orders).8 Some 
significant findings on VAWA and U visa survivors’ experiences  after receipt of work authorization and 
protection from deportation, that continue to improve as victims gain lawful permanent residency include: 

 74% reduction in immigration-related abuse; 78% less threats to cut off victim from children; and 
65% reduction in perpetrators using immigration status against the victim in custody cases;9 

 22% of survivors are actively involved in helping other victims access help and justice;10  
 300% increase in jobs that pay at least minimum wage, a 542% increase in formal sector jobs that 

deduct taxes, 43% secure jobs with health insurance, sick leave and vacation benefits and 43% of 
victims (those working in the informal sector) pay taxes using tax IDs;11  

 226% increase in survivors taking ESL classes and 167% increase working to improve speaking 
English, and 60% attend social events with people from the U.S.12   

 35% obtain GEDs, 38% pursue AAs and BAs, and 21% receive vocational education;13  
 6.6 fold increase in survivors involvement in their children’s schools;14  
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 Survivors’ children are more socially active 101% and pursuing own interests 134%;15 
 Increased percentage of VAWA and U visa survivors with mental health improvements who: sleep 

better 300%, are calmer 300%, more focused 280%; have more energy 188%, are less depressed 
183%, are more at ease 162%; more independent 261%, stand up for themselves 225%, its easier for 
them to make decisions 432% and are more hopeful 130%;16  

 13 fold increase in reengagement with the survivors cultural community in the U.S.;17  
 80% increase in engaging with people in their communities outside of the abuser’s family including 

friends and neighbors, and 22% volunteer in their communities.18 

By the time they received lawful permanent residency, VAWA and U visa survivors experience the 
following additional benefits:  

 65% of survivor’s children’s grades improve, starting with a 29% at work authorization19;  
 125% decrease in disciplinary problems for survivor’s children and 80% are less aggressive;20  
 51% receive preventative health care and 40% have fewer medical problems and find it easier to 

make decisions;21  
 77% reduction in sexual assault or attempted sexual assault at work;22 
 Increases of 159% socializing with people from the U.S. and 126% adopting social norms23; and 
 47% are more familiar with and know how to access community resources.24 

 
The findings of this study provide evidence-based data to support a number of important policy changes 

that would contribute substantially to accomplishing the goals of the VAWA and U visa programs, protecting and 
supporting immigrant survivors, holding offenders accountable, stopping perpetrators from securing DHS help to 
harm victims; helping police and prosecutors fight crime; and increase integration and inclusion of immigrant 
survivors civic life more swiftly.  The Department of Homeland Security should:  

 
 Provide early access to work authorization and protection from immigration enforcement through 

deferred action25 for U visa applicants with a bona fide described in the U visa statute;  
 Grant VAWA self-petitioners deferred action at prima facie determination that is particularly needed 

for spouses and children abused by lawful permanent residents due to long adjudication delays; 
 Increase VAWA Unit staffing, reinstate trainings involving subject matter experts, and staffing on 

VAWA, U and T visas cases of no less than 85% capacity at all times, move battered spouse waiver 
adjudications to the VAWA unit and reinstate trainings for ICE on VAWA confidentiality;  

 Prohibit ICE and CBP from arrest, detention, deportation or any enforcement action against pending 
and approved VAWA self-petition, VAWA cancellation, and U visa applicants;26  

 Withdraw the Aug. 2019 USCIS U visa resource guide and reinstate the DHS Nov. 2015 U and T 
Visa Certification Resource Guide;  

 End all fees on all forms, work authorization and lawful permanent residency applications for all 
VAWA confidentiality protected victims’ cases including VAWA, U and T visa cases; 

 Amend U visa regulations to remove the supervisor requirement allowing heads of agencies to 
designate subject matter experts or other agency staff they deem appropriate; and 

 Amend VAWA Unit expedite criteria to authorize expediting VAWA and U visa adjudications as a 
remedy for VAWA confidentiality violations and for detention of VAWA, T and U visa applicant 
victims in detention without requiring that an expedite request come from ICE. 
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