
 
 

 

 

Immigrants as Economic Contributors: Refugees Are a Fiscal Success Story for 

America* 

 

Introduction 

The United States has been a welcoming safe haven for refugees fleeing conflict and persecution 

since its founding in 1776. Over three million displaced people have relocated to the United States 

since 1975.1 Refugee resettlement efforts peaked in 1980 when the country resettled over 200,000 

refugees, most of whom were fleeing Communist Vietnam.† 

 

Today, U.S. efforts to resettle refugees fulfill an important humanitarian mission while also 

providing significant economic benefits to the country. Refugees contribute billions of dollars 

each year to the economy through consumer spending and business start-ups, resulting in a net 

positive fiscal impact. Additionally, refugees help to revitalize declining areas and drive the 

creation of vibrant communities where Americans can proudly call home. 

 

Annual refugee admissions to the United States, however, have fallen since 1980. Nonetheless, 

while the country continues to be the global leader in total numbers of refugees resettled, as a 

share of total population, other countries such as Canada and Australia admit far more refugees 

on a per capita basis.2  

 

The global refugee population in 2016 was at a record 22.5 million people, according to a report 

from the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR),  while, at the same time, 

the Trump administration limited annual  refugee admission for fiscal year (FY) 2018 at just 

45,000.3 Efforts to significantly curb or halt resettlement efforts on the basis of unfounded 

national security concerns would have serious consequences.4 The current cap on refugee 

admissions not only diminishes the humanitarian impact of U.S. resettlement efforts, but also 

                                                           
* The National Immigration Forum would like to thank Jeff Mason, former policy intern and primary author, for his 
extensive contributions. 
† This does not include the Cubans who immigrated to the U.S during what is known as the “Mariel Boatlift” as they 
were not given refugee status in 1980. 
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results in the loss of economic benefits that refugees provide. This paper aims to provide an 

overview of research that demonstrates how refugees contribute to our nation’s well-being. 

 

Chart 1: U.S. Refugee Admissions (FY 1975 –2017) 

 

Sources: Refugee Processing Center, “Admissions & Arrivals—Historical Arrivals Broken Down by Region (1975 – 
Present), Arrivals Graph by Region,” accessed March 21, 2018,   http://www.wrapsnet.org/admissions-and-arrivals/. 

 

An Important Share of the American Workforce 

 

Refugees are vital to the U.S. labor market by filling needed jobs, and, as a group, have a higher 

employment rate than the U.S.-born population. Male refugees of working age had a 67 percent 

employment rate from 2009 to 2011, while native-born males had only a 60 percent employment 

rate during the same time period. Refugee women were just as likely as native-born women to be 

employed.5 The relatively high rate of employment among refugees is reflective of the labor 

market participation for the entire foreign-born population, who also work at a higher rate than 

does the native-born population.6 Refugees are also more likely than the U.S.-born population 

and other immigrants, to be of working age (25-64 years).7 The combination of refugees’ high 

employment rate and their substantive working age population signals that they are likely to be 

important contributors to their local economies.  

  

http://www.wrapsnet.org/admissions-and-arrivals/
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Chart 2: Refugees, Other Immigrants, and U.S-Born by Age Categories 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Source: New American Economy, From Struggle to Resilience: The Economic Impact of Refugees in America (June 

2017), http://research.newamericaneconomy.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2017/11/NAE_Refugees_V6.pdf. 

 

Refugees are employed in various 

industries including manufacturing 

(20.3 percent), health care (14.2 

percent), and general services (10 

percent), representing the top three 

fields.8 Employed refugees do not 

remain in the same jobs more often 

than not, they move on to positions 

with higher earnings. 

 

A study of Somali, Burmese, and 

Hmong refugees found* that, after 

living in the United States for at least ten years, these populations tended to move from primarily 

blue collar and service jobs to white collar positions. Nearly, a quarter of the Burmese in the study 

became executives, administrators, doctors, lawyers, and engineers. The study found that 

Burmese refugees had a higher percentage (24 percent) in professional capacities compared to 

U.S.-born employees (16 percent) while Somali, Burmese, and Hmong refugees tend to 

                                                           
* The study examined also trends among Bosnian refugees, who did not experience such career 
advancement.  

http://research.newamericaneconomy.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2017/11/NAE_Refugees_V6.pdf
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concentrate over time in teaching, social work, and the arts.9 The shift into white collar work 

indicates that refugees not only make substantial investments in human capital, like education 

and English ability, but are also responsive to the changing labor demands of the economy.  

 

A study of refugees who arrived to the United States in 1980 found that ten years later these 

refugees earned 20 percent more than economic immigrants during the same time period.10 The 

refugees also edged out economic immigrants by working four percent more hours and improving 

their English literacy skills   11 percent more. By 1990, the refugees saw their earnings grow26 

percent and their English-language abilities jump ten percent, relative to the 1980 baseline.11 

Refugees recognize the advantages of investing in developing skills necessary for better 

employment opportunities and higher wages. The refugees’ willingness to make those key 

investments in learning English and gaining more education makes them valuable economic 

contributors in their own right. Refugees realize economic benefits from their human capital 

investments over time, reflecting findings that other non-economic immigrants experience from 

their investments as well. Duleep and Regets (2017) compare the outcomes of family-based versus 

employment-based immigrants and find that family-based immigrants experience a higher 

earnings growth rate over time because they invest in developing new skills at high rates, similar 

to what refugees do.12 

 

The impact of immigration on native employment has long been debated by the public, despite 

the academic consensus that immigration has a minor impact on the labor market. For example, 

the 1980 mass emigration of Cuban refugees to Florida, known as the Mariel Boatlift, has been 

examined to determine if there is such an impact. During the five-month boatlift, President Fidel 

Castro lifted travel restrictions and allowed about 125,000 Cubans to flee. Economist David Card’s 

1990 landmark analysis of the Marielitos’ effect on the Miami area labor market has recently been 

reexamined and brought the issue back into the academic spotlight. Card found that the 

Marielitos had little to no impact on native Miami workers and that the Miami labor market was 

effectively able to accommodate the influx of people.13 The leading immigration skeptic among 

economists, George Borjas (2017), argues that Card is wrong and that low-skilled Miami workers 

did experience wage decreases due to the massive influx of Cuban refugees.14 In response, 

Clemens and Hunt (2017) and Peri and Yasenov (2017) find that Borjas’ conclusion was false and 

a result of a sampling and measurement error.15 Maybal, et al. (2017) also adds to the consensus 

that refugees have little impact on native-born workers through an examination of U.S. refugee 

admissions from 1980 to 2010, finding no long-term adverse impact on the labor market.16 

Unfortunately, the volume of labor economics papers, specifically on refugees, is limited, the 

existing research strongly suggests that, similar to immigration, the benefits of refugees 

significantly outweigh any costs. 
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Entrepreneurs Driving the Economy and Creating Jobs  

 

In addition to seeking employment, many 

refugees also opt to start their own businesses. 

Refugees, in fact, have higher entrepreneurship 

rates than the U.S.-born population and the 

foreign-born population. In 2015, over 181,000 

refugee entrepreneurs generated $4.6 billion in 

business income.17 These businesses provide jobs, 

goods, and services for thousands of Americans, 

both foreign and native-born. Refugees are 

entrepreneurial in sectors such as general services 

(26.1 percent), retail (11.2 percent), and 

transportation (10.7 percent).18 The wide variety 

of areas in which refugee entrepreneurs operate 

demonstrates further the adaptability of refugees 

to the economic needs of where they live.  

 

Furthermore, economists have identified that young businesses are primarily responsible for job 

creation, indicating that the entrepreneurial nature of refugees an even more valuable economic 

trait.19 In fact, new businesses account for nearly all net new job creation, as well as 20 percent of 

gross job creation. Companies less than a year old have created an average of 1.5 million jobs per 

year over the last thirty years.20 

 

In addition to the thousands of refugee-owned small businesses around the United States, several 

refugee-created businesses are among the most well-known companies in the U.S., including 

Google (Sergey Brin), WhatsApp (Jan Koum), and PayPal (Max Levchin).21 The entrepreneurial 

spirit displayed by many refugees sends a clear signal about their willingness to work and 

contribute to their local economies.  

 

Economic Engines for Local Economies 

 

In 2015, refugees possessed $56.3 billion in disposable income that could be spent at businesses 

in their communities, making local economies stronger.22 Refugees initially start out at low 

income levels, with a median annual household income around $22,000 during their first five 

years in the United States. However, in subsequent years, their income grows significantly. 

Annual median income reaches $37,000 after 15 years in the country. Refugee household income 

reach parity with median U.S. households after 25 years at $51,000. After the 25-year, refugee 

households surpass median U.S. household income, earning $67,000 annually.23 This growth in 

household income over time is reflective of the refugee community’s propensity to invest in 

human capital as well as the shift into white collar work observed for some refugee populations. 
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Median household income for refugees overall was $42,000 from 2009 to 2011. Refugee 

populations that have stayed the longest in the United States, such as the Vietnamese and Russian 

communities, have had much higher median incomes than more recent arrivals, like Somalis, 

Iraqis, and Bhutanese.24 Discounting economic contributions to the country made by refugee 

communities, based solely on their initial low earning, ignores the full context of the refugee 

experience. The longer refugees stay in the United States, the more likely their spending power 

and incomes increase, benefitting economies in the long run.  

 

Chart 3: Median Household Income of Refugees in Selected U.S. Cities and Counties 

 
Source: New American Economy, From Struggle to Resilience: The Economic Impact of Refugees in America (June 

2017), http://research.newamericaneconomy.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2017/11/NAE_Refugees_V6.pdf. 

 

Purchasing a home, for example, is often considered a sign of economic health, and after a period 

of time, refugees have shown they have the capacity to own their own homes. Burmese and 

Bosnian refugees, who have resided in the United States for at least ten years, have higher home 

ownership rates, 73 and 72 percent respectively, than that of native-born Americans (68 

percent).25 Refugees also tend to own their homes at higher rates than other immigrants.26 

 

Refugees have real impact when they move into areas that were previously in decline, helping to 

spark community growth.   In “Rust Belt” cities and elsewhere, refugee resettlement offers a 

powerful mechanism to help prevent population decline and the spread of urban decay, as well as 

establish vibrant new communities. 27  

 

 

 

http://research.newamericaneconomy.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2017/11/NAE_Refugees_V6.pdf
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A Case Study on the State and Local Impacts of Refugees: The Midwest  

 

When analyzing the impact of refugee resettlement, it is important to consider the local economic 

and fiscal implications, in addition to the national implications. Refugees are resettled throughout 

the United States, but primarily in the Midwest Ohio, Michigan, and Illinois have historically been 

among the leading states for refugee resettlement. Nearly 2,700 refugees resettled in the Midwest* 

from October 1, 2017 through January 31, 2018, accounting for about a third of all U.S. refugee 

admissions.  Ohio, during the same time period, resettled 676 refugees, the most received by any 

state in the country.28 Other Midwestern states, including Nebraska, North Dakota, South Dakota, 

and Minnesota, have high numbers of refugees resettled on a per capita basis.29  

 

A number of analyses by researchers attest to the value of economic contributions by refugees in 

Midwestern communities. One study found that in Southeast Michigan, refugees were responsible 

in 2016 for $229.6 million to $295.3 million in economic activity and for creating 1,800 to 2,300 

jobs. This includes refugee entrepreneurs, whose businesses generated $70 million to $90 million 

in economic benefits, along with 319 to 410 jobs.30 Continued refugee resettlement can help spur 

economic growth and prevent economic stagnation31 for Midwestern states with minimal 

population growth such as Michigan. 

 

Refugee resettlement in Ohio, similar to Michigan, has been a major economic boon. In Franklin 

County, 13.6 percent of all working-age refugees are entrepreneurs, more than double the rate of 

native-born residents. An estimated 873 refugee-owned businesses in the Columbus area employ 

nearly 4,000 people, with the refugee community at-large supporting over 21,000 jobs.32 These 

refugee-supported jobs accounted for approximately two percent of Columbus-area jobs in 

2013.33 Columbus-area refugees, however, had a higher unemployment rate than the native-born 

population, yet with a higher workforce participation rate. This signals that this group is less likely 

to give up on employment searches and exit the labor force. In 2013, Columbus-area refugees 

generated approximately $35.9 million in household spending, and $1.6 billion in overall 

economic activity.34 Not only have the refugees benefited the Columbus metro area with jobs and 

consumer spending, but they have also had an economic impact throughout Ohio. 

 

In 2013, refugees in Akron held $23 million in household spending power and paid over $3 

million in state and local taxes. Akron refugees also contributed $3.6 million to Social Security 

and over $840,000 to Medicare. In addition, 86 percent of refugees were of working age, 

compared to just 66 percent of the U.S.-born population. Refugees made up 5.6 percent of 

manufacturing workers and 6.7 percent of city service workers, while accounting for just 1.3 

percent of Akron’s total population. Over 11 percent of immigrants and refugees in the Akron area 

owned a business, and over 1,100 manufacturing jobs, 2.7 percent of total manufacturing jobs, 

have remained in the area because of the refugee population.35 

                                                           
*”Midwest” includes Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Kansas, Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, Nebraska, North 
Dakota, Ohio, South Dakota, and Wisconsin.  
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Refugee household spending, refugee-owned businesses, and refugee-service organizations 

combined generated in 2012 650 jobs and $48 million in economic benefits in Cuyahoga County, 

which includes Cleveland. Cleveland-area refugees, their businesses, and support service 

organizations contributed $2.7 million to state and local taxes the same year. Cleveland refugees 

also tend to have higher earnings than their counterparts in other sections of the country and have 

a higher employment rate than the broader refugee population in the country. Also, one study 

found that public assistance use by refugees in Cleveland was lower than cities with refugee 

communities and declines rapidly over time.36 

 

Refugees have done well elsewhere in the United States.  From 1990 to 2012, refugees in 

Tennessee generated over $1.3 trillion in state revenue, while only accounting for $753 million in 

state expenditure, a net benefit of over $633 million.37 In Georgia, 91 percent of refugee 

households were entirely self-sufficient and working within six months of arrival. Refugee services 

organizations contributed over $3 million to the Georgia economy in FY 2016.38 In Erie, 

Pennsylvania, refugees have helped employers in manufacturing and other sectors remain in 

business, as well as open needed stores in areas with limited resources.39 

 

Fiscal Contributors Helping to Solve Demographic Challenges  

 

Refugees face a number of challenges when they resettle: they must build a new life, in a new 

country and do so with limited resources. In addition, they may continue to address effects of 

trauma associated with fleeing their homeland due to conflict or persecution. Refugees are 

provided with various services upon arrival to help them adjust to life in the United States and to 

set them on a path to self-sufficiency. Resettlement organizations typically receive refugees when 

they first arrive, as well as provide housing, clothing, food, and community/cultural orientation. 

They also assist refugees in finding employment, health care, legal services, and English 

instruction.40 Providing essential services to refugees when they arrive and transition to living in 

the U.S., helps to ensure that they will successfully integrate into American society and thrive as 

new Americans. 

 

At first, refugees may initially receive more 

services than they pay in taxes. Resettlement 

organizations provide initial services to set 

the stage for the refugees’ long-term success 

and, over time, they end up paying more in 

taxes than they receive in benefits. Refugees 

between the ages of 18 and 45 pay an 

estimated $21,000 more in taxes than they 

receive in benefits over a 20-year period.41 

For example, refugees participate in food 

stamp programs initially, but, over time, 

their usage drops off considerably.42  
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A Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) report, leaked in September 2017, found that 

refugees were net fiscal contributors, at $63 billion between 2005 and 2014.43 Specifically, 

refugees contributed almost $41 billion in net fiscal benefits to the federal government and $22 

billion to state and local governments. Refugees and their non-refugee children were net benefits 

to the federal government at nearly $53 billion during the same time period. Their net costs to 

state and local government were $35.9 billion, largely due to education costs.44 But, second-

generation Americans, including the children of refugees, have, on average, higher levels of 

income, education, and home ownership. They also have lower poverty rates than their parents.45 

 

Table 1: Expenditures and Revenue of Refugees, and Refugees and Families  
(In Millions of U.S. Dollars) 

 Expenditures Revenue Net 

Refugees    

Federal $153,446 $194,442 $40,996 

State/Local $52,626 $74,663 $22,037 

Total $206,071 $269,106 $63,035 

    

Refugees and Families   

Federal $197,310 $250,096 $52,786 

State/Local $129,122 $93,243 -$35,879 

Total $326,432 $343,339 $16,907 
 

Source: Department of Health and Human Services, “The Fiscal Costs of the U.S. Refugee Admissions Program at the 
Federal, State, and Local Levels, from 2005 – 2014” (Draft, July 29, 2017), 

http://assets.documentcloud.org/documents/4056060/Refugee-Report-Draft.pdf. 

 

As net fiscal contributors, refugees can help America overcome demographic challenges brought 

on by an aging population. As the country’s population ages, more seniors depend on fewer and 

fewer working age people to keep the Social Security Trust Fund solvent. Increasing the number 

of refugees resettled in the United States increases the number of working people paying federal 

taxes, who are not drawing from Social Security, thereby extending the solvency of the Trust 

Fund.46 The same holds true for funding for other programs, such as Medicare. Immigrants 

contributed $182.4 billion more to the Medicare Hospital Insurance Trust Fund from 1996 to 2011 

than they received in benefits.47 As refugees’ income rises over time, their payments into the 

system will also increase and extend the solvency of the programs. Refugees and their children 

can help slow the aging of the U.S. workforce. 

 

Conclusion  

 

As the research discussed in this paper shows, refugees contribute to building our economy and 

our nation. At a time when global demand for refugee resettlement is at a record level, the United 

States would be amiss to dramatically cut refugee admission levels. Refugees are an incredibly 

valuable economic and fiscal resource. They work hard in needed jobs, start their own businesses, 

spend money in local economies, and help revitalize struggling communities. Over time, refugees 

http://assets.documentcloud.org/documents/4056060/Refugee-Report-Draft.pdf
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also prove to be overwhelming positive fiscal contributors, helping to extend to longevity of 

important programs like Social Security and Medicare while slowing the aging of the U.S. 

workforce. Making significant cuts to refugee resettlement would not only be an abdication of a 

moral responsibility the U.S. has upheld for decades, but a serious economic and fiscal blunder. 
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