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ABSTRACT 
 

The U.S. refugee resettlement program costs taxpayers between $450 and $550 

million a year and helps 50,000 refugees each year. This paper evaluates the 

economic benefits of enrollment in the U.S. refugee resettlement program for 

refugees that entered the United States between the years 1980 and 1985.  The study 

finds that while employment outcomes are not better for those enrolled in the 

program than their counterparts who did not participate in the program, participants 

in the program are more likely both in the short-term and long-term to have higher 

earnings outcomes.  The results also show a significant gap between earnings of 

male and female refugees, with women earning significantly less than equally 

qualified males.  These results support recommendations for reform of the 

resettlement program to emphasize employment in addition to training and 

education; identify and address gender issues responsible for the gender wage gap; 

and increase the number of refugees resettled to deliver the benefits of this effective 

program to a more extensive refugee population.   
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Chapter 1.  Introduction 

“Each member government of the United Nations has a direct selfish interest in 
the early disposal of this problem.  As long as a million persons remain with refugee 
status, they delay the restoration of peace and order in the world…They represent in 
themselves political, economic and national conflicts which are symbolic of the work 
which lies before nations if peace is to be restored.  While they remain a solid mass in 
assembly centres they deteriorate individually, and collectively they represent a sore on 
the body of mankind which it is not safe for us to ignore.” (Eleanor Roosevelt, United 
Nations 1946). 

 
The world’s 14 million refugees are an extremely vulnerable population (U.S. 

Committee for Refugees and Immigrants, 2008).  They are most often women and 

children fleeing generalized violence, civil war, natural disasters or persecution on 

account of their race, religion, nationality, political opinion or membership in a social 

group.  Their countries and governments are either unwilling or unable to protect them 

and they flee to the doorstep of the international community.  Left without help, not only 

will these individuals suffer greatly, their communities will become hotbeds for the 

spread of disease and security threats as generations of people grow up in squalid 

conditions, often without education or hope.   

The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) has 

identified three durable solutions to the general refugee problem: voluntary repatriation, 

local integration, and resettlement.  Under voluntary repatriation the refugee is able to 

return home and live in safety.  Local integration occurs when a refugee flees their 

country of origin and is able to integrate into the society of the country of first refuge, 
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often a neighboring country.  Through resettlement a refugee is moved from their first 

country of refuge to a third country where they are allowed to build a new home for 

themselves.  Resettled refugees make up less than one percent (70,000 out of 14 million) 

of the refugee population worldwide but they account for a large amount of the resources 

available to aid all refugees(Spindler, 2008)(U.S. Committee for Refugees and 

Immigrants, 2008).  Thus, it is important to evaluate whether resettlement programs are 

worth their considerable cost.   

Because the United States resettles the largest number of refugees in the world 

and is the largest single donor to the UNHCR, the U.S. program is of particular interest 

for study.  The United States has also had a long history of welcoming refugees.  This 

inscription at the base of the Statue of Liberty, at the gateway to America, a country of 

immigrants and refugees, highlights the beloved ideal of America as a land of opportunity 

for the downtrodden.    

Give me your tired, your poor,  
Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,  
The wretched refuse of your teeming shore,   
Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me,  
I lift my lamp beside the golden door!(Lazarus).   
 

Although resettlement is a solution for only a small percentage of refugees 

worldwide, over the last three decades the U.S. has dedicated millions of dollars to 

resettle approximately 2.6 million refugees(Office of Refugee Resettlement, 2008).  
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During the early and mid-1990’s resettlement was at a high point with an average of 

116,500 refugees resettled every year.  Despite a severe reduction in refugee resettlement 

in the United States following the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, the program is 

slowly  growing again and in recent years has averaged more than 50,000 resettlement 

cases a year(Office of Refugee Resettlement, 2005).   

The money spent on this program contributes to language and job training, as well 

as health services, cash assistance, and the opportunity to become a citizen of the United 

States.  Because there are limited resources available to meet the needs of the more than 

14 million refugees in the world, it is imperative that we ensure that the millions being 

spent on resettlement programs in the United States and abroad are effectively assisting 

refugees in building new lives and becoming economically and socially productive.  This 

paper analyzes the effect of the U.S. resettlement program on the economic outcomes of 

refugees five and ten years after their arrival in the U.S., testing the hypothesis that 

participation in such programs has a positive effect on economic outcomes.   

The U.S. Resettlement Program  
Resettlement as it exists in the United States has its foundations in the aftermath 

of World War II.  President Truman and his Secretary of State George Marshall were 

both strong advocates for offering an option of resettlement to many of the refugees and 

displaced persons from the war.  Their advocacy led to the U.S. Displaced Persons Act of 

1948 and the Displaced Persons Commission which was designed to implement the 
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United States’ first refugee resettlement program (Carlin, 1989, pp. 21-24).  In the 1960s 

and 1970s this resettlement program was broadened and adapted to fit the needs of 

refugees fleeing communism and later Southeast Asians on an ad hoc basis (Refugee 

Council USA) (Carlin, 1989, pp. 34, 36).  In 1980, Congress passed the Refugee Act 

which adopted the United Nations definition of refugee and also created a uniform 

package of services available to all refugees admitted into this country.(Refugee Council 

USA).  These first benefits were geared toward economic as well as social integration of 

refugees and included employment and non-employment based assistance on a needs 

basis (Majka, 1991, p. 269).  Even after the passage of the Refugee Act the resettlement 

program continued to evolve, shifting from general assistance to a more restrictive and 

outcome-based program, emphasizing the value of immediate employment and self-

sufficiency (Majka, 1991, p. 270) 

From the outset, with funding and oversight from the Federal Government 

through the Office of Refugee Resettlement (ORR), the program has been heavily reliant 

on voluntary organizations as well as individual states to design and implement programs 

to meet the needs of resettled refugees in their communities.  Currently, 24 programs are 

listed on the ORR Web site ranging from cash and medical assistance and preventive 

healthcare to a healthy marriage initiative and social services (Office of Refugee 

Resettlement).  The intent and scope of the programs have remained largely stable over 

the years.  Benefits include:  access to public welfare assistance such as cash benefits and 
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Medicaid, free public education for refugee children and immediate work authorization 

and employment training for refugee adults.  Additionally, refugees have been eligible to 

adjust their status after one year in the United States to legal permanent resident and after 

five years to apply for naturalization and citizenship.  Finally, through the family 

reunification program, refugees’ immediate families are given refugee status by 

association and are allowed to join their relative in the United States and enjoy equal 

benefits.  (Refugee Council USA). 
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Chapter 2.  Literature Review 

Refugees are the subject of a large body of literature.  This includes the study of 

their origination as a result of conflict or persecution, their experience in camps and their 

search for a durable and effective solution to their situation.  The present research focuses 

on measuring the effect of participation in the U.S. refugee resettlement program on 

economic outcomes of refugees in the United States.   

A. Refugee Resettlement 
Although it is usually clear why refugees flee, it is not always clear when they 

leave.  Kunz (1973) identified two models of refugee movement: anticipatory, when 

refugees have some advance warning and are able to gather up their things and leave; and 

acute when the refugee waits until the last possible moment to flee the country of 

persecution.  Underlying both of these models is the premise that unlike typical migration 

theory which credits pull and push factors for drawing immigrants away from their 

homes, refugees are subject mainly to push factors.  Simply stated, rather than choosing 

to leave their homes, they are pushed out of them.   

Only 29 countries accept refugees for resettlement.  Recipient countries determine 

the number of refugees they would like to resettle; currently the numbers range from 25 

to tens of thousands.  The United States is currently resettling more refugees each year 

than any other country (54,000 on average).  The tremendous cost of resettlement, which 

grew to more than $550 million in 2006, or approximately $11,000 per refugee 
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annually(Office of Refugee Resettlement, 2009), and the small percentage of refugees 

that directly benefit demands that the program be assessed freshly on its merits to 

determine its cost-effectiveness (Jacobsen, 2005, p. 55).  The economic integration of 

refugees in third country resettlement situations serves as a measure of the value of the 

resettlement option.   

There is a new generation of refugees very different from the first wave of 

refugees who fled to the U.S. following World War II, instigating the creation of our 

resettlement program.  Unlike the first wave of refugees, these new refugees have no tie 

to Europe or any European culture, making adjustment into a European based society 

more challenging.  They are small fragmented groups from Southeast Asia, Central 

America, the former Soviet Union and now Africa rather than monolithic movements as 

before (Stein, 1981).  Their diversity, including distance from the local culture and 

language leads to increased difficulty in achieving success through resettlement (Stein, 

1981; Martin, 2004).  Figure 1 demonstrates the change over recent decades in the U.S. 

refugee population, shifting to increased diversity. 
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Figure 1. Refugees Resettled through the U.S. Resettlement Program by Region 

of Origin 

 

Two strands of literature examine refugee experience: one looks at personal 

characteristics and well-being and community issues that may contribute to successful 

integration; while the other explores the programs, policies and agencies assisting 

refugees (Stein, 1981).  This paper contributes to the second strand in the literature.  

Although socio-cultural assimilation is vitally important to the success of refugees in the 

United States, this paper focuses on the economic assimilation, as that is the primary 

objective of the U.S. refugee resettlement program.   

There are four phases of refugee adjustment, each with likely refugee behaviors as 

shown by previous studies (Stein, 1981). The initial period which lasts for several months 
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after arrival is often a dark one, when the refugee realizes all that he or she has lost 

(Weiermair, 1971; Rogg, 1974).  This can lead to tension in community and family 

relationships, as children often embrace the new culture first and socialize their parents 

(Hoff, 1958; Rees, 1960).  This stage is often followed by one or two years during which 

the refugee will ambitiously seek to recover those important things which were lost upon 

arriving in the country of resettlement.  Often refugees were successful in their home 

country and possess skills and qualities which contributed to their earlier success, and 

which may make it easier for them to succeed in their new country (Kent, 1953; Davie, 

1947; Stein, 1979; Rogg, 1974).  The newest generation of refugees may not have these 

higher skill sets.  Nevertheless, the literature shows that this is a time when refugees seek 

to gain human capital, by investing in further education and new jobs (Khan 1997).   

The third phase of refugee adjustment comes in the fourth and fifth year after 

arriving, after the refugee has gained extensive language skills and is familiar with the 

culture.  The refugee will likely start to feel discouraged with the realization of 

disappointed expectations and transfer their hopes for a better future on to the next 

generation (Soskis, 1967).  Finally, after ten years, life will stabilize for refugees as they 

are largely adjusted.  But sadly even at the final stage, many refugees are often still in a 

lower social and economic status than they enjoyed in their home country (Stein, 1981).   
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B. Central American & Southeast Asian Refugees 
To understand the U.S. refugee resettlement program and to evaluate its 

effectiveness, this study examines two refugee populations – Southeast Asians and 

Central Americans.  Both populations fled to the United States from civil conflict and 

violence and have experienced similar levels of trauma.  The Central Americans, who 

came to the United States largely on their own and unassisted by the U.S. resettlement 

program, will serve as the control group for the purposes of this study.  The Southeast 

Asians, who were the focus of the resettlement program in its early years, will serve as 

the treatment group (North, 1984).   

C. Integration   
An extensive literature examines the impact of certain behaviors, characteristics 

and outside factors on the economic integration of immigrants.  In particular, Barry 

Chiswick’s “The Affect of Americanization on the Earnings of Foreign-Born Men,” 

relying on the human capital model (Mincer 1958 & 1974), is often credited as the 

foundation for the study of economic outcomes of immigrants.  The fundamental 

argument is that immigrants are at a disadvantage upon arrival in the United States 

because they lack the specific skills that the U.S. labor market values.  Acquiring these 

skills has costs in the short-term, but in the long-term it can lead to greater earning 

capacity.  Cortes (2004) notes that recent studies have found that language has a larger 

impact on outcomes than country-specific skills.  A substantial body of work 
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demonstrates the positive correlation between the level of fluency in the host country’s 

language and immigrant success (Carliner, 1996; Chiswick 1986, 1991, 1998; Chiswick 

and Miller, 1996; Funkhouser, 1995; Rivera-Batiz, 1990: Shields & Price, 2001).   

D. Similarities and Differences between Refugees and other 
Immigrants 
Much can be learned by comparing the integration of refugees with other 

immigrants.  Cortes (2004) took a creative look at the effect of time horizons on human 

capital investments and wage assimilation.  She studied two immigrant populations that 

presumably have uniformly different time horizons: refugees and economic immigrants.  

Refugees are brought to the United States with a clear path to citizenship and a history of 

persecution in their country of origin, preventing them from returning home, giving them 

a commitment to a long-term future in the United States.  Cortes contrasts this group with 

all other immigrants, whom she classifies as economic immigrants.  Economic 

immigrants are more likely to come to the United States with shorter time horizons in 

order to make money and send it home or take it with them as they return to their country 

of origin.  Cortes’s two main findings were, “first, refugee immigrants on average have 

lower annual earnings upon arrival; however, their annual earnings grow faster over time 

than those of economic immigrants.  Second, refugees over time tend to have higher 

country-specific human capital (CSHC) investment than economic immigrants,” (Cortes, 

2004, p. 465). 



 

12 

In addition to building on these findings, the present study will use similar data 

and methodology to that employed by Cortes, and improve on it by accounting for the 

assistance provided to refugees in the resettlement program.  In her paper, Cortes 

neglected to control for the sizeable amount of assistance that is given to refugees 

resettled through the formal U.S. process.  This paper will fill this gap in the research by 

analyzing the relationship of the U.S. refugee assistance programs and the long-term 

economic integration of resettled refugees.   
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Chapter 3.  Data 

A. Data Source 
In order to study refugees’ participation in the U.S. resettlement program and their 

subsequent economic outcomes, this paper uses 1990 and 2000 five percent Public Use 

Microdata Sample (PUMS) of the U.S. Census to compare two groups of refugees; one 

group that received services through the program and one that did not.  The complete 

census is conducted decennially, as directed by the Constitution of the United States.  It 

solicits demographic information including age, race, and housing value from every 

individual and household in the country.  Ninety-five percent of the population 

participates in the survey through forms either sent or hand delivered to their homes, with 

detailed instructions on how to complete the documents and return them to the Census 

Bureau.  The other five percent are contacted through outreach efforts to capture data on 

hard to reach individuals, including those with non-traditional homes.  (U.S. Department 

of Commerce, Economic and Statistics Administration, U.S. Census Bureau, 1992)(U.S. 

Department of Commerce, U.S. Census Bureau, 2007). 

Decennial U.S. Census figures are based on actual counts of persons dwelling in 

U.S. residential structures. They include citizens, non-citizen legal residents, non-citizen 

long-term visitors, and illegal immigrants. In recent censuses, estimates of uncounted 

housed, homeless, and migratory persons have been added to the directly reported 

figures.  Although the U.S. Census does include the different groups specified above, 
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there could be a selection issue at work.  Illegal immigrants may be underrepresented 

because they fear the government and associate the possibility of deportation with 

engaging in the Census survey.  

The five percent PUMS is a sample of the U.S. Census, a stratified selection of 

observations from the complete census data.  “The stratification is intended to improve 

the reliability of estimates derived from the public use microdata samples by defining 

strata, within which there is a high degree of homogeneity among the census sample 

households with respect to characteristics of major interest.1”  One in twenty people 

nationally are randomly selected for each of these samples.  Each person and dwelling is 

weighted in such a way that when the weights are applied, the sample is expanded to 

represent the total.   

 

 

1 US Census 2000, technical documentation.  http://www.census.gov/prod/cen2000/doc/pums.pdf 
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Chapter 4.  Plan of Analysis 

In keeping with the model used by Cortes which relied on PUMS data to compare 

refugees to economic immigrants, this study uses 1990 and 2000 PUMS data to create a 

cohort of refugees who arrived between 1980 and 1985 based on variables indicating year 

of arrival in the United States and age.  Again, following Cortes’s model, this study 

specifically focuses on immigrants who arrived in the United States between 1980 and 

1985, who were aged 21-60 years when counted in the 1990 census and 31-70 years 

when counted in the 2000 census.  This allows for the investigation of the economic 

outcomes of refugees given assistance through the resettlement program compared with 

refugees who did not enjoy similar assistance.  This analysis of economic outcomes is in 

two parts.  One, which analyzes the earnings of refugees using an Ordinary Least Squares 

(OLS) model, and the other which analyzes rates of employment for refugees using a 

Logistical model.       

A. OLS Model 
A portion of the research for this paper will rely on a simple OLS regression 

model which includes the variable of interest as well as several variables to hold outside 

factors affecting income constant.   This model is based on the human capital 

accumulation model first developed by Jacob Mincer which maps the relationship 

between wages and the skills, or human capital, which an individual possesses (Mincer 

1958 & 1974).   
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Y=  + ε  

ln(Annual Earned Income) = Constant + β1(Southeast Asian) + β2(Year) + β3(Level of 

Education) + β4(English Language Skills) + β5(Citizenship Status) + β6(Age) + β7(Age 

Squared) + β8(Married) + β9(Region of Resettlement) + β10(Male) + β11(Logged Hours of 

Work Per Week) +β12(Logged Weeks Worked Previous Year ) + ε 

Variables: 

In order to measure economic integration and success, this paper will use a 

variable which indicates earned income in dollars per year as the dependent variable in 

the OLS regression model.   

The primary independent variable of interest will be Southeast Asian, which is a 

constructed variable indicating whether a refugee has come to the United States with 

access to the formal resettlement program, or if the refugee came to the United States. 

largely unassisted.  The Southeast Asian refugees, specifically those from Vietnam, 

Cambodia and Laos, who came to the United States between 1980 and 1985 are very 

similar characteristically to the Central American refugees who fled from Nicaragua, El 

Salvador and Guatemala during the same time period.  The relevant difference between 

these two populations is that the Southeast Asians were given access to assistance 

through the resettlement program and the Central Americans were given very little, if any 

assistance.  Following this logic, those refugees from Southeast Asia will be considered 
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to have participated in the assistance programs, while Central Americans will be 

considered not to have participated.  The paper will examine the relationship of Federal 

assistance to the short and long-term economic integration and success of refugees in the 

United States.   

The variables in the human capital, earnings model that could be related to 

immigrant success are listed in Exhibit 1:  

Exhibit 1.  Overview of Variables in OLS Model and Expected Effects 

Variable Definition Expected 
Sign 

Justification 

Dependent Variable of Interest 
Earned 
Income 

Income earned from wages or a person's 
own business or farm for the previous 
year. 

  

Independent Variables of Interest 
Southeast 
Asian 

Indicator variable representing whether 
or not a refugee has come to the United 
States with access to the formal 
resettlement program.  

Unsure  

Year Indicator variable representing the census 
year (1990 or 2000). 

Positive Cortes (2004) 

Level of 
Education 

The respondent's highest level of 
educational attainment. 

Positive Mincer (1974) 

English Level of fluency in English. Positive Carliner, 1996; 
Chiswick, 1986, 
1991, 1998; 
Chiswick & 
Miller, 1996; 
Funkhouser, 
1995; Rivera-
Batiz, 1990; 
Shields & Price, 
2001 
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Citizen Dummy variable for whether or not an 
individual is a citizen of the United 
States. 

Positive Observation –  
many economic 
benefits come 
with citizenship 
including access 
to employment. 

Age Age of the respondent. Amb-
iguous 

Borjas (1985); 
Chiswick & 
Miller (1985) 

Age2 Squared age of the respondent.   
Married Indicator variable reporting whether or 

not a respondent is married. 
Positive Loh (1996); 

Hersch & Stratton 
(2000); 

Region Series of indicator variables representing 
the region of residence of each 
respondent. 

Amb-
iguous 

 

Male Indicator variable, representing the sex of 
the individual, 

Positive Oaxaca (1973) 

Hours/ 
Week 

The average number of hours worked per 
week by each respondent.   

Positive Observation – 
increased hours 
worked provides 
opportunity for 
increased annual 
income earned. 

Weeks/ 
Year 

The number of weeks worked in the 
previous year for each respondent.   

Positive Observation – 
increased  work 
weeks provides 
opportunity for 
increased annual 
income earned. 

 

B. Logistical Model: 
The second part of the research for this paper will rely on a logistical regression 

model to examine employment likelihood.  Southeast Asian (resettled) as well as most of 
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the variables in the OLS regression model remain in this model in order to hold outside 

factors affecting employment constant.    

Y=  + ε  

Employment Status = Constant + β1(Southeast Asian) + β2(Year) + β3(Level of 

Education) + β4(English Skills) + β5(Citizenship Status) + β6(Age) + β7(Married) + 

β8(Region of Resettlement) +β9(Male)+ ε 

 

Variables: 

In order to measure economic integration and success, this model will use a 

variable which indicates whether or not an individual worked in the last year as the 

dependent variable.  Like the OLS model, the primary independent variable of interest in 

the logistical model will be the constructed variable, Southeast Asian.   

Other variables found to  affect immigrant employment which will be in the 

model include:  

 

Exhibit 2. Overview of Variables in Logistical Model and Expected Effects 

Variable Definition Expected 
Sign 

Justification 

Dependent Variables of Interest 
Employed Indicator variable reporting whether or 

not an individual is employed. 
  

Independent Variables of Interest 



 

20 

Southeast 
Asian 

Indicator variable, representing whether a 
refugee has come to the United States 
with access to the formal resettlement 
program, or if the refugee came to the 
U.S. largely unassisted.   

Unsure  

Year Indicator variable representing the census 
year (1990 or 2000). 

Positive Cortes (2004) 

Level of 
Education 

The respondent's highest level of 
educational attainment.  

Positive Mincer (1974) 

English The respondent’s level of fluency in 
English. 

Positive Carliner, 1996; 
Chiswick, 1986, 
1991, 1998; 
Chiswick & 
Miller, 1996; 
Funkhouser, 1995; 
Rivera-Batiz, 
1990; Shields & 
Price, 2001 

Citizen Dummy variable for whether or not an 
individual is a citizen of the United 
States. 

Positive Observation –  
many economic 
benefits come with 
citizenship 
including access to 
employment. 

Age The age of the respondent. Amb-
iguous 

Borjas (1985); 
Chiswick & Miller 
(1985) 
 

Married Indicator variable that reports whether or 
not a respondent is married. 

Positive Loh (1996); 
Hersch & Stratton 
(2000); 

Region Series of indicator variables representing 
the region of residence of each 
respondent. 

Amb-
iguous 

 

Male Indicator variable, representing the sex of 
the individual, 

Positive Oaxaca (1973) 
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Chapter 5.  Analysis 

A. Preliminary Findings 
Table 1. Characteristics of Southeast Asian and Central American Refugees, 1990 
and 2000 
 

 Southeast Asian Central American 
Age (Mean) 39 37 
Male (Mean) 53.2% 51.3% 
Employed (Mean) 65.5% 69.2% 

 

Table 1 shows that on average, Southeast Asian refugees from this sample are 

slightly older, more likely to be male and less likely to be employed.  This seems to 

support the notion that refugees are less likely to find employment as quickly as 

economic immigrants.   

 

Table 2. English Proficiency of Southeast Asian and Central American Refugees, 
1990 and 2000 
 

 Southeast 
Asian 

Average 
Earned 
Income 

Central 
American 

Average 
Earned 
Income 

Does not speak 
English 

1,672 (5.3%) $2,843.97 2,732 (10.2%) $8,898.65 

Yes, not well 9,684 (30.7%) $11,330.38 8,443 (31.6%) $11,860.11 
Yes, speaks well 12,180 (38.6%) $20,732.41 8,408 (31.5%) $16,633.67 
Yes, speaks very 
well 

7,211 (22.9%) $22,936.57 6,235 (23.4%) $19,943.77 

Yes, speaks only 
English 

804 (2.5%) $17,351.81 882 (3.3%) $14,718.49 
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Table 2 shows that on average, refugees from Southeast Asia have a higher level 

of proficiency in English.  The data indicate that 64 percent of Southeast Asians 

characterize their level of English proficiency as “well” or better, while only 58.2 percent 

of Central Americans assess themselves at similar levels of proficiency.  This table also 

indicates that as English proficiency increases, average earned income also increases.  

The exception is the small group of refugees who only speak English.  While a definite 

explanation of this anomaly is not clear from the data, one possible explanation is that 

this group (less than 3.5 percent of each population) consists of individuals who came to 

the United States at a younger age and perhaps with learning disabilities or other special 

circumstances that would hinder their earning potential.     
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Table 3. Educational Attainment of Southeast Asian and Central American 
Refugees, 1990 and 20002   
 
Educational 
Attainment 

Southeast Asian Average 
Earned 
Income 

Central 
American 

Average 
Earned 
Income 

No school 
completed 

4,416 (14.0%) $7,702.40 2,494 (9.3%) $11,228.84 

1st-4th grade 1,029 (3.3%) $7,243.75 1,756 (6.6%) $10,868.91 
5th-8th grade 2,466 (7.8%) $10,484.59 5,706 (21.4%) $12,243.19 
Some high school 5,383 (17.1%) $14,154.31 6,225 (23.3%) $13,546.16 
High school 
graduate 

5,716 (18.1%) $16,369.72 4,957 (18.6%) $15,870.64 

Some college, no 
degree 

5,468 (17.3%) $18,249.27 3,034 (11.4%) $19,664.07 

Associate’s 
Degree 

2,913 (7.0%) $22,395.73 957 (3.6%) $18,320.68 

Bachelor’s 
Degree 

3,275 (10.4%) $30,769.23 1,012 (3.8%) $25,269.42 

Master’s Degree 885 (2.8%) $49,114.26 559 (2.1%) $33,847.31 
      

Table 3 shows that, on average, Southeast Asian refugees have a higher level of 

educational attainment than refugees from Central America.  While 37.5 percent of 

Southeast Asian refugees have completed at least some college, only 20.9 percent of their 

Central American counterparts have a similar level of education.  The table also suggests 

a correlation between additional years of education and increased earnings.   

As indicated by the region of origin however, there seems to be a complex 

relationship between education, earnings and participation in the U.S. refugee 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

2 Reports the respondent's highest level of educational attainment. Respondents without high 
school diplomas were to indicate the highest school grade they had completed, while those with 
high school diplomas were to indicate the highest diploma or degree they had obtained. 
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resettlement program.  On average, Southeast Asians make more than Central Americans 

and education appears to be playing a role.  At lower education levels, Southeast Asians 

earn less than Central Americans, but this relationship turns around at higher education 

levels where Southeast Asians earn more than Central Americans.  There are several 

possible explanations for such an association as many things are unaccounted for 

including level of employment, hours and weeks worked, etc.   

Regression results may help sort this out.  For example, citizenship status may be 

important in shaping the pattern of economic outcomes.  A much higher percentage of 

Southeast Asian refugees than Central American refugees were citizens in 1990 and 

2000; more than twice as many, as shown in the following tabulation: 

Citizenship Status Southeast Asian Central American 
Naturalized Citizen 18,363 (58.2%) 7,331 (27.5%) 
Not a Citizen 13,188 (41.8%) 19,369 (72.5%) 

 

As refugees participating in the U.S. refugee resettlement program are 

automatically put on track towards citizenship, this result is somewhat predictable.     
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Table 4. Average Total Earned Income of Refugees, Southeast Asian and Central 
American, 1990 and 20003   
 
Earned Income 1990 2000 
Southeast Asian $13,565.00 $ 23,047.17 

Men $17,217.70 $29,463.48 
Citizen $22,180.44 $32,816.84 

Not Citizen $11,999.90 $19,189.82 
Women $9,418.65 $15,763.79 

Citizen $13,609.38 $18,60.21 
Not Citizen $5,813.62 $10,206.09 

   
Central American $11,340.06 $19,188.66 

Men $15,082.67 $25,954.05 
Citizen $17,013.16 $30,666.51 

Not Citizen $14,692.60 $23,193.16 
Women $7,399.72 $12,055.82 

Citizen $8,883.03 $14,673.69 
Not Citizen $7,096.87 $10,176.58 

     

Table 4 provides information on the average earned income of Southeast Asian 

and Central American refugees, broken down by gender, citizenship status and year.  The 

data indicate that individuals earned more income in 2000 than 1990 and also that 

Southeast Asians, on average, earn more than Central Americans.  After allowing for 

gender and citizenship status, Southeast Asians still earned more than Central Americans, 

except for non-citizens.  For both men and women, Central American non-citizens 

typically earn more than Southeast Asian non-citizens.   

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

3 Earned Income: Reports the amount of money earned by an employee in the year previous to the 
census (pre-tax) plus any earnings or losses from one’s own farm or business.   
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These earning differentials do not appear to be related to hours or weeks worked, 

especially since Central American refugees work slightly more weeks and hours than 

Southeast Asian refugees.   

 Hours Worked per 
Week 

Weeks Worked last 
Year 

Southeast Asian   
2000 30.8 35.0 
1990 29.1 32.7 

   
Central American   

2000 32.1 36.0 
1990 32.9 36.3 

 
The data above indicate that hours worked per week and weeks worked per year 

stay relatively constant from 1990 to 2000, with Southeast Asians showing only marginal 

gains in working time.    

B. Regression Results - Earnings 
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Table 5. Regression Results of OLS Model, 1990 & 2000 

 1990 2000 1990 & 2000 
 Ln(Earned Income) Ln(Earned Income) Ln(Earned Income) 

Southeast Asian 0.049 0.053 0.043 
 (2.99)** (3.53)** (3.77)** 

Age 0.059 -0.005 0.049 
 (9.73)** (5.81)** (12.09)** 

Age Squared -0.001 - -0.001 
 (9.33)** - (12.12)** 

Education 0.066 0.081 0.073 
 (15.59)** (21.63)** (25.28)** 

Married 0.096 0.085 0.097 
 (6.00)** (5.38)** (8.51)** 

Male 0.248 0.313 0.275 
 (16.50)** (21.95)** (26.10)** 

English 0.123 0.115 0.118 
 (6.92)** (7.07)** (9.61)** 

Citizen 0.089 0.108 0.095 
 (5.16)** (6.84)** (8.03)** 

West 0.012 -0.037 -0.006 
 (0.71) (2.28)* (0.51) 

Northeast 0.148 0.022 0.093 
 (5.60)** (0.95) (5.14)** 

Midwest -0.058 0.045 -0.013 
 (1.76) (1.47) (0.58) 

Ln(Hours/Week) 0.766 0.682 0.735 
 (36.47)** (34.88)** (50.31)** 

Ln(Weeks/Year) 0.976 0.748 0.887 
 (69.41)** (53.20)** (87.90)** 

Year - - 0.425 
 - - (35.78)** 

Constant 1.126 3.987 1.708 
 (8.61)** (42.60)** (18.40)** 

Observations 25551 19355 44906 
R-squared 0.28 0.29 0.31 
F-statistic 751.00 668.16 1433.40 

Absolute value of t statistic in parentheses 
*significant at 5%; **significant at 1% 
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 Regression results support the hypothesis that participation in the U.S. refugee 

resettlement program is positively associated with economic integration, in the form of 

increased earnings4.  That is, the program appears to be helpful in raising refugees’ 

incomes.  The level of the relationship increases slightly as the length of residence in the 

United States increases.  While causality cannot be assumed, it is important to note that 

Southeast Asian refugees, and likely participants in the U.S. resettlement program, are 

associated with higher earnings, while Central American refugees, and unlikely 

participants in the program, are associated with lower earnings.   

 The number of hours worked per week and weeks worked per year has the 

strongest correlation with earned income of any of the variables in the model.  In 

addition, the results show that of those refugees who were employed, on average, male 

refugees made 25 percent more than the employed female refugees in 1990 and 31 

percent more in 2000.  These differences are troubling not only because they are 

increasing, but also because they are slightly higher than the average U.S. gender 

difference of 28 percent in 1990 and 27 percent in 2000 (The Institute for Women's 

Policy Research, 2008).   

 

4Several diagnostic tests were run, revealing no multicollinearity or heteroskedasticity; 
however they did reveal some degree of misspecification most likely due to the omission 
of immeasurable factors such as ambition.  The test results in their entirety can be found 
in Appendix A.   
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 Consistent with the literature on economic integration of immigrants, the present 

study shows a significant and positive correlation between English language skills and 

earned income.  Specifically, those with a higher level of English, on average, make 

between 11 and 12 percent more than those without similar skills.  

The regression results also indicate that marital status as well as citizenship status 

are significantly correlated with earnings.  Those refugees who were employed and 

married earned nearly ten percent more than their unmarried counterparts.  Citizenship, a 

benefit offered to most refugees in the resettlement program,  is also associated with 

earnings approximately ten percent higher than non-citizen refugees. 

As expected, there is also a significant, positive correlation between education 

and income.  With each additional level of education attained, refugee earnings increase 

between six and eight percent.  In addition, within this sample, which is made up of a 

largely working age population, age is positively correlated with income, intuitively 

implying that as the refugee ages, he or she gains experience which leads to increased 

income.  Age squared is negatively correlated with income, showing that earnings 

increase with age at a decreasing rate.   

 Since the regional variables were used only as a means of accounting for regional 

job market differences, the results will not be discussed.   
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C. Regression Results – Employment 
The emphasis of the U.S. refugee resettlement program on economic integration 

through employment, makes the likelihood of employment in Southeast Asians and 

Central Americans relevant for examination.   
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Table 6. Regression Results, Logistical Model, 1990 & 2000 

 1990 & 2000 
 Employed Last Year 
Southeast Asian -0.743 
 (31.59)** 
Year 0.068 
 (2.76)** 
Age -0.023 
 (19.04)** 
Level of Education 0.161 
 (26.55)** 
Married 0.062 
 (2.67)** 
Male 1.128 
 (50.49)** 
Good English 0.501 
 (20.73)** 
Citizenship Status 0.532 
 (21.08)** 
West -0.649 
 (22.94)** 
Northeast -0.415 
 (10.11)** 
Midwest -0.168 
 (3.21)** 
Constant 1.245 
 (20.57)** 
Observations 58,251 
Pseudo R-Squared .1444 
Chi-Squared 9051.28 
Absolute value of z statistics in parentheses  
* significant at 5%; ** significant at 1% 
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Table 7. Likelihood Statistics, Logistical Model, 1990 & 2000 

Independent Variable Employed Last Year 
Model with x = means 81.2% 
Southeast Asian  

Yes 75.4% 
No 86.6% 

Year  
1990 80.7% 
2000 81.8% 

Good English  
Yes 84.0% 
No 76.0% 

Citizenship Status  
Citizen 85.3% 

Non-Citizen 77.3% 
Education  

No school completed 71.1% 
1st-4th grade 74.3% 
5th-8th grade 77.2% 

Some high school 79.9% 
High school graduate 82.4% 

Some college, no degree 84.6% 
Associate’s Degree 86.6% 
Bachelor’s Degree 88.3% 

Master’s Degree 89.9% 
Married  

Yes 81.5% 
No 80.5% 

Male  
Yes 88.1% 
No 70.5% 
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The regression results from Table 6 and Table 7 provide insight into the economic 

integration of refugees based on whether or not they obtained employment5.  The results 

in Table 6 indicate that refugees in the resettlement program are significantly less likely 

to be employed.  This result is not completely counter-intuitive.  Unlike economic 

immigrants, refugees were forced to leave their home countries, often making their 

arrival in the United States rather sudden.  Moreover, the literature shows refugees tend 

to boost their human capital, especially for those refugees in the resettlement program 

who have many training and education programs available to them (Khan 1997, Cortes 

2004).  They are more likely to take advantage of these programs, thus staying out of the 

labor market for longer periods of time.        

 The results also show that male refugees have a 20 percentage point higher 

likelihood of being employed than females.  Additionally, consistent with the literature 

on economic integration of immigrants, the results show that individuals with a high level 

of English proficiency are eight percentage points more likely to have worked in the last 

year than those with a low level of proficiency.  Also, although being married only 

slightly increases the probability of employment in the previous year, citizenship, a 

benefit offered to most refugees in the resettlement program,  significantly increases the 

likelihood of employment.  As expected, there is also a significant and positive 

 

5 Several diagnostic tests revealed no multicollinearity, but some misspecification.  
After testing several variations, the best specified model was used.  The exhaustive 
results of these diagnostic tests can also be found in Appendix A.   
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correlation between education and income.  Those with any college have more than a 13 

percentage point higher likelihood of being employed than those with no education.  

 It appears safe to conclude that although refugees may have lower employment 

rates than other types of immigrants, through retraining and educational opportunities 

provided by the resettlement program, they are able to catch up economically.   
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Chapter 6.  Policy Recommendations 

The findings here suggest that policymakers can strengthen U.S. refugee policy in 

three ways: increase focus on employment, increase attention to issues of gender and 

economic integration, and increase admittance of refugees to the United States through 

the program. 

First, the results indicate that participation in the U.S. refugee resettlement 

program is associated with increased earnings, but decreased likelihood of employment.  

The diversity in implementation of refugee programs across the country makes it difficult 

to maintain a coherent, consistent policy on programs, but based on the results of this 

study, it seems that a shortcoming of the overall program is employment opportunities.  

Many programs try to link refugees with employment including, RefugeeWorks, an 

organization that works with refugees, refugee service providers as well as employers in 

an attempt to link these employers and refugees for mutually beneficial results 

(RefugeeWorks).  This is an area that must be cultivated in order to improve initial labor 

outcomes for refugees in the resettlement program.   

There are two schools of thought on refugee employment: one proposes that rapid 

employment is of the utmost value, while the other affirms that skills and language 

training must be complete before the refugee is obliged to seek employment.  Ideally, 

diversity in programming, should enable individual organizations and agencies to identify 

the needs of the population in their care and adapt to suit them.  However, this study 
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suggests that there needs to be a greater emphasis on actual employment in addition to 

training.   

In addition to focusing on employment, the study indicates a large discrepancy in 

income between men and women refugees.  Cultural norms and traditional roles for 

women are intuitively responsible for lower levels of employment for women 

(approximately 88 percent for men and 71 percent women).  But those women who are 

employed make more than 25 percent less than their male counterparts, accounting for 

outside factors affecting employment.  The U.S. refugee resettlement program must 

address this large gender wage gap.  Although some programs address gender inequality 

more effectively than others, it seems that this gap is large enough to warrant the 

ascension of gender issues to the top of the priority list for refugee economic integration.   

Finally, the resettlement program as a whole is helping refugees to become 

economically integrated and successful in the United States.  This leads to the final policy 

implication, which is that the United States should increase its intake of refugees.  

Although the United States currently accepts more refugees than any other country in the 

world, it is still a small number in proportion to the U.S. population.  In this challenging 

economic climate, it is difficult to advocate for an increase in immigration, but the 

success of this program combined with increasing migratory pressure on our borders and 

the U.S.’s role in the creation of millions of Iraqi refugees compels the United States to 
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broaden its refugee policy and lift the refugee admittance cap to its former level of nearly 

100,000 people per year.   

Although the program is costly, in addition to benefitting refugees and their 

families, an increase in the program also helps to improve the image of the United States 

abroad as well as address the problem of refugee camps which are known to breed threats 

not only to public health, but also to international safety.  It is in the best interest of 

refugees as well as the United States to increase support for this effective program.   
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Chapter 7.  Conclusion 

This study relies on data from two similar refugee populations to evaluate the 

quality of the U.S. refugee resettlement program, one that received access to resettlement 

services and one that did not.  The results suggest that although the program is effective 

in many ways, there are areas which can be improved in order to better serve the U.S. 

refugee population.  By addressing employment and gender issues, the program can 

cultivate higher rates of employment and higher earnings for the entire U.S. refugee 

population, leading to a new, successful generation of Americans.  
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Appendix 

A. Diagnostic Tests – OLS Regression 
Multicollinearity 

As is evidenced by the correlation matrices included below, there does not seem 

to be a problem of multicollinearity.  The only variables that seem to be highly correlated 

are those which are interactive with each other, and the age and age squared variable.   

 
correlate lnincearn seasian educ  lnhrswk wkswork1 goodenglish Dcitizen West Northeast Midwest married male age age2 
year 
(obs=44906) 
 
             | lnince~n  seasian     educ  lnhrswk wkswork1 gooden~h Dcitizen     West Northe~t  Midwest  married 
-------------+--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
   lnincearn |   1.0000 
     seasian |   0.0664   1.0000 
        educ |   0.1709   0.2455   1.0000 
     lnhrswk |   0.3070   0.0095   0.0414   1.0000 
    wkswork1 |   0.4385   0.0479   0.0749   0.2176   1.0000 
 goodenglish |   0.1271   0.1317   0.4067   0.0458   0.0628   1.0000 
    Dcitizen |   0.1532   0.3749   0.3081   0.0390   0.0811   0.2368   1.0000 
        West |  -0.0386  -0.0300   0.0086  -0.0525  -0.0330  -0.0022   0.0119   1.0000 
   Northeast |   0.0336  -0.0136  -0.0160   0.0174   0.0123  -0.0030  -0.0181  -0.4028   1.0000 
     Midwest |   0.0038   0.1323   0.0130   0.0026   0.0050   0.0258   0.0310  -0.2888  -0.0927   1.0000 
     married |   0.1107   0.0659  -0.0080   0.0672   0.0817  -0.0181   0.0941  -0.0409  -0.0017   0.0272   1.0000 
        male |   0.1744   0.0145   0.0659   0.1515   0.0912   0.0705  -0.0103  -0.0146   0.0196   0.0034   0.0319 
         age |   0.0981   0.0340  -0.1162   0.0335   0.0900  -0.2066   0.1025  -0.0167  -0.0114   0.0025   0.2165 
        age2 |   0.0775   0.0401  -0.1102   0.0197   0.0749  -0.2033   0.0945  -0.0170  -0.0119   0.0023   0.1851 
        year |   0.2039  -0.0651  -0.0546   0.0335   0.0625  -0.0221   0.1882  -0.0340   0.0202  -0.0010   0.1276 
 
             |     male      age     age2     year 
-------------+------------------------------------ 
        male |   1.0000 
         age |  -0.0140   1.0000 
        age2 |  -0.0119   0.9888   1.0000 
        year |   0.0012   0.4091   0.3751   1.0000 
 
 

Heteroscedasticity 

As an informal test, the residuals were plotted against the predicted values.  The 

left graph represents those employed in 1990 and the right is for 2000.  It seems from 

these graphs that the variability is relatively homoskedastic.   
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To formally test for heteroskedasticity, a Breusch-Pagan test was run.  The 

results, displayed below, indicate that there is constant variance, and no 

heteroskedasticity.   

 
1990 Regression: 
Breusch-Pagan / Cook-Weisberg test for heteroskedasticity  
         Ho: Constant variance 
         Variables: fitted values of ln(incearn) 
 
         chi2(1)      =   549.35 
         Prob > chi2  =   0.0000 
 
Breusch-Pagan / Cook-Weisberg test for heteroskedasticity  
         Ho: Constant variance 
         Variables: Southeast Asian Age Age2 Level of Education Married Male English 
Citizen West Northeast Midwest ln(Hours/Week) Weeks Worked/Year 
 
         F(13 , 25537)=     9.75 
         Prob > F     =   0.0000 
 
2000 Regression: 
Breusch-Pagan / Cook-Weisberg test for heteroskedasticity  
         Ho: Constant variance 
         Variables: fitted values of ln(Earned Annual Income) 
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         chi2(1)      =   634.84 
         Prob > chi2  =   0.0000 
 
Breusch-Pagan / Cook-Weisberg test for heteroskedasticity  
         Ho: Constant variance 
         Variables: Southeast Asian Age Level of Education Married Male English Citizen 
West Northeast Midwest ln(Hours/Week) Weeks/Year 
 
         F(12 , 19342)=     3.19 
         Prob > F     =   0.0000 
 

Specification Errors 

In order to test for specification errors, the residuals were plotted against the 

observed dependent variable to check for randomness.  The results are below and the 

distributions do not look incredibly random.  The graph on the top represents 1990 and 

below is 2000.   
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Because the first test showed some evidence of misspecification the Ramsey 

RESET test was run, using powers of the fitted values of earned income with the two 

different models.  The results are below.  Despite the fact that these results show that it is 

likely that there is some misspecification in the model, the fit is greatly improved from 

previous models. 

 
Model 3: 
 
Ramsey RESET test using powers of the fitted values of ln(Annual Earned Income) 
       Ho:  model has no omitted variables 
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               F(3, 44889) =     15.65 
                  Prob > F =      0.0000 
 
Model 1: 
 
Ramsey RESET test using powers of the fitted values of ln(Annual Earned Income)       

Ho:  model has no omitted variables 
               F(3, 25534) =     18.49 
                  Prob > F =      0.0000 
 
Model 2: 
 
Ramsey RESET test using powers of the fitted values of lnincearn 
       Ho:  model has no omitted variables 
               F(3, 19339) =     13.34 
                  Prob > F =      0.0000 
 

B. Diagnostics – Logit Model 
 

Multicollinearity 

The correlation matrix below indicates that there should not be a problem of 

multicollinearity. 

          |  wkdlast  seasian    D2000      age     educ      married     male gooden~h Dcitizen     West  
      ---------+-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
   wkdlast |   1.0000 
   seasian |  -0.0920   1.0000 
     D2000 |   0.0019  -0.0766   1.0000 
       age |  -0.1443   0.0671   0.4099   1.0000 
      educ |   0.2236   0.1550  -0.0549  -0.1777   1.0000 
   married |   0.0000   0.0534   0.1061   0.1699  -0.0162   1.0000 
      male |   0.2411   0.0186  -0.0013  -0.0380   0.1222   0.0099   1.0000 
   English |   0.2207   0.0600  -0.0237  -0.2552   0.4292  -0.0291   0.1191   1.0000 
  Dcitizen |   0.1204   0.3085   0.2043   0.0793   0.3069   0.0736   0.0251   0.2430   1.0000 
      West |  -0.1057   0.0027  -0.0393   0.0083  -0.0386  -0.0254  -0.0313  -0.0443  -0.0146   1.0000 
   Ntheast |   0.0122  -0.0189   0.0276  -0.0121  -0.0020  -0.0061   0.0159   0.0067  -0.0087  -0.4224   
   Midwest |   0.0156   0.1236  -0.0035   0.0025   0.0149   0.0163   0.0084   0.0265   0.0291  -0.3007  
             |  Northeast Midwest 
-------------+--------- 
Northeast |    1.0000   
 Midwest  |    -0.0902   1.0000 
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Link Test 

The results of the Link Test (below) indicate some misspecification.  The _hat 

should be significant and it is.  Unfortunately, the _hatsq should not be significant but it 

is.  

 
Logistic regression                               Number of obs   =      58251 
                                                  LR chi2(2)      =    9136.39 
                                                  Prob > chi2     =     0.0000 
Log likelihood = -26781.341                       Pseudo R2       =     0.1457 
 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
     wkdlast |      Coef.   Std. Err.      z    P>|z|     [95% Conf. Interval] 
-------------+---------------------------------------------------------------- 
        _hat |   1.192977   .0242824    49.13   0.000     1.145384     1.24057 
      _hatsq |  -.0908032   .0097657    -9.30   0.000    -.1099437   -.0716627 
       _cons |  -.0238489   .0165258    -1.44   0.149    -.0562389    .0085411 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
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