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Abstract

However measured, refugees are likely to face common barriers towards integration in the West,
including language proficiency, difficulty finding a job commensurate with their education and
skills, and mental health stressors. This review draws on policy reports and academic research to
first answer two questions: (1) what do we know about refugee outcomes? and; (2) what factors
are associated with these outcomes? I synthesize information on the individual and environmental
traits associated with the socio-economic well-being of refugees, ranging from country of origin
and gender, to ethnic enclaves and rigid labor markets. I then survey pilots and programs aimed
at integrating refugees globally, with a focus on the U.S., Canada, and Europe. The evidence
base suggests that programs leveraging community support while supplementing income – such
as apprenticeships, private sponsorship, and cash transfers dovetailed with financial mentorship –
represent promising paths forward.
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1 Introduction

The 22 million asylum seekers globally are among the world’s most vulnerable communities. Un-

like economic or family migrants, refugees are forced to leave their homes, often spending years in

over-crowded refugee camps. The migration experience of refugees can take a toll on mental and

physical health even before arriving in the receiving country (Connor 2010). With few social ties and

resources, refugees must then adapt to a foreign language, labor market, and culture – often remaining

unemployed, under-employed, or otherwise low-income for years after arrival (Bansak et al. 2018).

Despite the magnitude of these barriers, the scale of the challenge (the world is currently experiencing

the highest levels of displacement on record), and the politicization of refugee admittance policy across

the globe, we know little about how refugees fare once resettled. Cash-strapped resettlement programs

compel a systematic analysis of refugee outcomes and best practices worldwide in order to maximize

resettlement agency dollars.1 This document aims to compile and analyze the evidence base on refugee

outcomes – and the factors that shape them – globally.

However measured, refugees are likely to face common barriers towards achieving integration in the

West, including: a lack of language proficiency, difficulty finding a job commensurate with their ed-

ucation and skills, having foreign credentials recognized, and weak social ties. This review draws on

policy reports, state-collected survey data, and academic studies to first answer two questions: (1) what

do we know about refugee resettlement outcomes? and; (2) what factors are associated with these out-

comes? I then highlight emerging best practices, programs, and promising pilots aimed at resettling

and integrating refugees worldwide, with a focus on leveraging community engagement. This is a chal-

lenging endeavor given the lack of “ground truth” data on refugees, especially in the U.S. For instance,

while a useful and creative first step among migration scholars, most studies on refugees in the U.S.

rely on imputing refugee status from surveys that have yet to be externally validated with a known

1At 20,000 estimated refugees, the 2018 arrival figures are lowest since the Federal Refugee Resettlement Program
was created in 1980 (Torbati and Rosenberg 2017).
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refugee population.2 The trends I highlight here, especially those from the U.S., should be therefore

taken as suggestive. I primarily consider the refugee-specific literature, but note where programs or

studies instead focus on other immigrants groups that may nevertheless be informative.

2 What Do We Know About Refugee Outcomes?

2.1 Economic outcomes

Governments typically view full-time employment as necessary for self-sufficiency, but approaches

to encouraging employment vary across, and sometimes within, countries. In the U.S., the Bureau

for Population, Refugees and Migration (PRM) contracts nine Voluntary Agencies (VolAgs) to reset-

tle refugees vetted by the United Nations and U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS).3

Through some 250 VolAg offices across the country, these agencies greet arrivals at the airport, find

and furnish suitable accommodation, and provide casework support for a median of 90 days.4 Data

points collected by PRM are largely confined to the first 90 days after arrival. VolAg funding is tied

to the 90-day employment metric, incentivizing agencies to place refugees into jobs as quickly as pos-

sible. The American “work–first” paradigm assumes that absorption into the labor force will facilitate

the cultural, psychological, and linguistic integration of marginalized groups. This approach optimizes

for the speed rather than the quality of employment. The counterfactual of whether refugees would

secure higher-quality jobs were they to delay employment (and perhaps invest in up-skilling) remains

unclear. In contrast, the “skills–first” Canadian and European models stress upfront investment in lan-

guage skills and job training. We have little causal evidence on which approach is more successful, and

2Studies like Evans and Fitzgerald (2017) and Fix, Hooper and Zong (2017) impute refugee status using country-year
combinations in the American Community Survey. Refugee status is assigned to each country-year combination for which
“refugee admissions in the DHS and WRAPS data exceed 40 % of the estimated foreign-born population identified in the
ACS data” (Capps et al. 2015a). Without being externally validated against a representative dataset where refugee status
is known, however, evidence that relies on imputation methods should be taken as suggestive but not definitive. More
validation work is needed to understand the direction of imputational bias using this technique.

3In Europe, this role is usually filled by municipalities and state agencies, while Canada has both government-resettled
and privately sponsored tracks.

4Some states provide only 30 days of these “Reception and Placement” Services, while Utah provides the most at two
years.
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for which subgroups. This is especially true if we wish to take quality of employment into account. We

can, however, compare employment rates and average earnings for some Western receiving countries.

Refugees tend to find work fastest in the U.S., followed by Canada, continental Europe, and Scandi-

navia (Pressé and Thomson 2007). Half of U.S. refugees find work within eight months, with refugee

men surpassing employment rates for U.S.-born men (67% vs. 62% percent) and refugee women

equally as likely to work as U.S.-born women (54%). Note that these figures may be upwardly bi-

ased due to non-representative data. Nevertheless, Burmese, Iraqi, and Somali men seem to have

lower-than-native employment probabilities, but they are also the most recently settled (Capps et al.

2015b). We observe the same gender gap, overall high refugee employment rate (82% employed after

five years), and weaker performance of Middle Eastern refugees in Canada (Salant and Benton 2017).

Country of origin is thus strong determinant of occupation status for refugees, as it is for immigrants

(Vigdor 2010). Shifting to Europe, only a quarter of refugees in Sweden find work after two years,

and most in subsidized jobs (Desiderio 2016). Comparing refugees to other immigrants, refugees take

five years to reach parity with family reunification migrants in Canada, six years in the E.U. (50% em-

ployment), 15 years (65% employment) in Sweden, and 10 –15 years in Norway (60 % employment)

(Capps et al. 2015b; Desiderio 2016). Convergence is slower relative to economic migrants: refugees

take 15 years to converge with economic migrants in Europe (70% employment) (Desiderio 2016).

Employment rates bely two related phenomena: low earnings and the under-employment. Nearly half

(44%) of U.S. refugee households resettled between 2009 – 2011 remained below the U.S. average

after 20 years. No such income gap existed in 2000 (Capps et al. 2015b). Those that do find em-

ployment are overrepresented in unskilled, low wage sectors like agriculture, construction, cleaning

services, hotels and restaurants, and retail trade. Around 25% of employed refugees work in skilled

jobs in the U.S. relative to roughly 40% of other immigrants (deMatos and Liebig 2014; Connor 2010).

Underemployment is sticky: the share of over-qualified refugees stays roughly constant at eight weeks

in the U.S. and 21 months (57% vs. 54%) (Cheung and Phillimore 2014). We observe the same phe-

nomenon of underemployment, low earnings, and overrepresentation in temporary and part-time work
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among refugee men and women in Canada, Australia, and Europe, even relative to other immigrant

groups (Desiderio 2016; Immigration and Citizenship Canada 2016; Salant and Benton 2017; Hugo

et al. 2011). Analyzing data on n = 445 refugees from the 2003 New Immigrant Survey (a sample of

immigrants with permanent residency in the U.S.), Connor (2010) finds a persistent disparity in occupa-

tional level and earnings when compared to other migrants. Nearly half of this gap cannot be explained

by education, English skills, and neighborhood. Unfortunately, education and work experience in the

country of origin are discounted in the U.S., underscoring the dual challenges of underemployment and

re-credentialing among refugees (Hao et al. 2001; Hao 2004; Akresh 2011).

Perhaps because baseline earnings are so low for refugees, the wage premium for duration in the host

country and language proficiency is high. The median refugee household earns $31,000 more after

20 years in the U.S. compared to five years, and each additional year spent in the U.S. is associated

with a 3.4% increase in the employment rate (Capps et al. 2015b; Beaman 2012). Employment rates

among Canadian refugees double over time from 20% employment at 6 months to 40% at 2 years

(Immigration and Citizenship Canada 2016). Language proficiency is likewise a strong predictor of

earnings and employment opportunities, albeit with small marginal effects on permanent employment

(Hooper, Desiderio and Salant 2017; Connor 2010; Cheung and Phillimore 2014). However, only 7%

of refugees resettled in the U.S. between 2002 – 2013 report speaking “good” English (33% spoke

“some”) and over half are “limited English proficient” even after 20 years in the U.S (Capps et al.

2015b; Desiderio 2016). A Dutch survey of n = 3,405 refugees similarly finds returns to host-country

specific work experience, education, and language proficiency on employment and occupational status

(De Vroome and Van Tubergen 2010). Promisingly, refugees tend to be much younger than other

migrant groups andmore likely to stay in the host country – pointing to a large potential to be productive

with the right training and education (Hugo et al. 2011). Young refugee arrivals increased average

wages among their cohort by approximately 22% between 2000 and 2010 (Giri 2016).
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2.2 Education outcomes

The literature on refugee educational attainment focuses on language proficiency and early childhood

education. Less is known about high school and tertiary performance. Host language proficiency is a

strong predictor of earnings and employment opportunities for refugees across Europe andNorth Amer-

ica (Hooper, Desiderio and Salant 2017; Connor 2010; Cheung and Phillimore 2014). Yet refugees typ-

ically struggle with language proficiency, even after decades in the host country (Capps et al. 2015b;

Desiderio 2016; Connor 2010).5 Barriers to language proficiency are described in Section 4.6. Perhaps

due to linguistic barriers, refugee adults have an average half a year less of schooling, and half as much

education undertaken in the U.S., relative to other immigrants (Connor 2010).

Parental language proficiency is important for parental engagement in schooling and children’s lan-

guage acquisition. Regular parent-teacher meetings have been found to causally boost test score in

students (Islam 2019). English competence among young refugees themselves is associated with a

reduced likelihood of depressive symptoms in young refugees (Fazel et al. 2012). One-third of refugee

children live in linguistically isolated households where no member over 14 is proficient in English,

however (Hooper et al. 2016). An observational study in the U.K. points to direct access to English

language support for high-schoolers, a welcoming school attitude, and the presence of specialist teach-

ers as key for refugee educational attainment (Hek 2005). A positive finding here is that once resettled,

refugee children tend to acquire conversational ability in the language of their new country faster than

their parents (Zhou 2001).

The linguistic, cognitive, and emotional benefits of high-quality Early Childhood Education Centers

are amplified for dual-language learners like refugee children. These families benefit from access to

comprehensive services and early exposure to the U.S. education system (Hooper et al. 2016; Mor-

land et al. 2016). Preschool education among immigrant children is associated with higher English

5Enumerator-reported English levels are also lower than those of other immigrants (2.7 vs. 3.0 on average, on a 4-point
scale) according to the 2003 New Immigrant Survey (Connor 2010).
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proficiency, reading and math scores, and a 20% reduction in the immigrant-native achievement gap

according to one study of Mexican immigrants in the U.S. (n = 13,843) (Crosnoe 2007; Magnuson,

Lahaie and Waldfogel 2006). While comparable to other immigrants, the pre-school enrollment rate

of refugee children is well below rates for U.S. born children, except for refugees from Iran, Colom-

bia, Russia, Haiti, and Vietnam (Hooper et al. 2016; Takanishi 2004; Crosnoe 2007; Bass, Shields

and Behrman 2004). The variation in pre-school participation rates by ethnic groups may be shaped by

parental beliefs and access to affordable preschool programs (Magnuson, Lahaie andWaldfogel 2006).

School and neighborhood quality matter for academic achievement. Immigrants assigned to high-

quality high schools withmore native speakers out-perform those enrolled in lower-quality pre-schools,

who do not gain the maximum language and cognitive benefits possible (Cattaneo and Wolter 2012;

Gould, Lavy and Paserman 2004; Leseman 2007). Community quality, however, can exacerbate neg-

ative effects of co-ethnicity. Leveraging randomized housing assignments in Sweden, Åslund et al.

(2011) find that a standard deviation increase in the fraction of highly educated co-ethnics raises the

probability of on-time high school graduation by 2.4 percentage points, and closes the achievement gap

between immigrant and native boys by 6 – 9%. The size of the (educated) ethnic community is more

important for boys and for children whose parents are less educated, two groups that have the poorest

schooling outcomes. A related study using Swedish population registry data confirms that the share

of co-ethnics in a school mainly affects students at the lower end of the achievement scale (Branden,

Birkelund and Szulkin 2018). Immigrant families with academically low-performing children tend to

move to ethnic enclaves with lower fractions of educated members, however.

Refugee children face several risk factors in educational attainment, but also have some advantages.

Refugee children are more likely than other children to live in a two-parent family, whose dual income

can compensate for below-average earnings among refugees (Hooper et al. 2016). The presence of

two parents and extended family members also implies more adults available for child supervision and

guidance. Refugee parents are also better educated than immigrant parents but not American parents

– one-third of refugee parents in the U.S. have a college education and over four-fifths have a high
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school degree according to Hooper et al. (2016), with similar figures across Western Europe (Legrain

2016). A young age at arrival also boosts outcomes: refugees who arrive to the U.S. before age 14

graduate high school and enter college at the same rates as natives. Conversely, those who enter as

older teenagers seem to have lower attainment potentially because of language barriers and status as

unaccompanied minors (Evans and Fitzgerald 2017).

3 What Explains These Outcomes?

Factors that inhibit economic and social integration include: geographic assignment, transit and pro-

cessing time, inadequate or unaffordable housing, mental health stressors, financial products unsuitable

for refugee-specific needs, a lack of recognized accreditation documents, and the absence of trusted

social networks.

3.1 Geographic Assignment

Three sets of factors affect the employment probability of refugees: location, personal traits, and the

synergies between the two. Location fixed effects are known to be highly important for economic

integration (Connor 2010; Bansak et al. 2018). All else equal, some cities provide better economic

and network opportunities that can boost employment. Likewise, some individual characteristics, like

language and educational attainment, are associated with high employment rates regardless of reset-

tlement location. Lastly, there are interaction effects between places and people. Certain traits make

a refugee a better match for a particular city. For instance, Francophone refugees in Switzerland are

more likely to be employed when assigned to French-speaking cantons as opposed to German-speaking

cantons. The algorithm developed by Bansak et al. (2018) learns just such synergies and provides es-

timates for returns to employment given a particular refugee case, the set of available resettlement

locations, and agency-specific capacity constraints. Running the model on historic data suggested in-

creases in employment rates by around 40% in the U.S. and 75% in Switzerland, with no losses for any
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refugee cases. The latest iteration of the model balances refugee preferences for specific cities with

employment outcomes (Acharya, Bansak and Hainmueller 2019). What remains is to test the algorithm

against the status quo assignment system using future arrivals. If realized gains align with back-tested

predictions, the case for using such models to aid the placement process is a compelling one.

Once assigned to a city, refugees often struggle to find affordable and well-located housing, especially

in the absence of pre-existing social and family networks. Several European countries randomly assign

refugees to a province or municipality to avoid overburdening any one locality when resettling refugees

(Åslund et al. 2011; Foged and Peri 2016; Hainmueller, Hangartner and Lawrence 2016a). The U.S.

and Canada take family into account (?). In both cases, however, we see secondary movement that is

both hard to prevent and to predict with accuracy. We do know that there are often spatial mismatches

between service providers concentrated in multi-ethnic, downtown areas on the one hand, and refugees

who settle outside these areas in suburban, rural, or ethnic communities far from public transport on

the other (Pressé and Thomson 2007; Connor 2010). This is particularly true for Government Assisted

Refugees, or “GARs” who cannot rely on sponsors for help finding adequate housing or a place to stay

for free. 11% of GARs in a Canadian government survey (n = 541) moved within the first year and

sought services from another resettlement assistance office. They did so to find employment (40%),

be closer to friends (22%), or be closer to family (19%) (Immigration and Citizenship Canada 2016).

Regardless of what drives secondary migration, frequent residence changes (especially for boys) can

worsen mental health outcomes for children, although there is no discernible difference in living in an

urban vs. rural area on adult mental health (Fazel et al. 2012).

3.2 Delayed processing times

The lives of refugees are often put on hold for months or years before obtaining a decision on their

refugee status. This waiting period is often de-motivating, depressing, and unproductive (Mestheneos

and Ioannidi 2002). Studying refugees in Switzerland between 1994 and 2004, a causally identified

study finds that one additional year of waiting reduces the subsequent employment rate by 4 to 5 per-
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centage points, a 16 – 23% drop compared to the average rate (Hainmueller, Hangartner and Lawrence

2016b). The results are consistent with the idea that the effect of wait time is mostly driven by psycho-

logical mechanisms rather than skill atrophy, although more work is needed to investigate the effects

of refugees’ skill depreciation over time. A similar trend is borne out in the Netherlands, where time

in a reception center is significantly and negatively related to refugees’ odds of employment and oc-

cupational status (De Vroome and Van Tubergen 2010). Unlike Europe, wait times for U.S.-bound

refugees take place before arrival over a (minimum) two year processing period. Long wait times also

affect host populations: the motivation and interest of private sponsors in Canada greatly decreases

with processing times (Hyndman, Payne and Jiminez 2017). While urging quick registration times,

both the E.U. and the Canadian government recommend providing refugees with cultural orientation

courses, language and soft skills training for educated refugees, and job-matching and referral services

to use wait times productively (Yu, Ouellet and Warmington 2007; Sommarribas et al. 2016).

3.3 Health

The majority of refugee-related health studies concern mental health, a strong correlate of social and

economic integration. In a 2001 study (n = 1,364), job experience in Canada was the strongest pre-

dictor of employment for men whereas depression proved an important predictor of employability for

women (Hou and Beiser 2006). Refugees resettled in the West are estimated to be ten times more

likely to have post-traumatic stress disorder than age-matched general populations in those countries

(a prevalence of 9 – 11%) and double as likely to suffer depression and anxiety as labor migrants (44%

vs. 20% and 40% vs. 21%) according to a n = 24,051 meta-analysis (Fazel, Wheeler and Danesh

2005). Self-reported depression and general health issues were also found to strongly correlate with

unemployment and a lower occupational status in a 2003 Dutch survey (n = 3,405) (De Vroome and

Van Tubergen 2010). Higher GNP in the host country is related to lower rates of depression and anxiety

in labor migrants but not in refugees (Fazel, Wheeler and Danesh 2005). Adult refugees may be re-

luctant to report mental and somatic conditions to resettlement authorities in the pre-departure period,
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and to medical officials in the post-departure period, despite high rates of insurance coverage among

some communities (Sommarribas et al. 2016; Taylor et al. 2014). On the other hand, encouraged by

favorable eligibility rules, children of refugees participate in public health programs at higher rates than

immigrant children, although they are also more likely to be poor (Hooper et al. 2016). The poorest

refugees have the highest rates of benefit use, although the range of benefits varies by state (Hooper

et al. 2016).

3.4 Financial Literacy

Refugees face specific financial difficulties that can be compounded by the urgency of their situation,

a lack of social support and knowledge about the host country, and limited opportunities to liaise with

family members. These difficulties include a lack of documentation (including proof of address), lan-

guage barriers, a lack of trust in the financial sector, and a high opportunity cost for shift workers to

visit with banks or service providers (Atkinson and Messy 2013; Orozco 2015). Among immigrants,

this disadvantage appears to be passed on to children: OECD PISA research indicates that students

with an immigrant background have lower levels of financial literacy than other students even when

comparing across students who speak the same language at home and have a similar socio-economic

background, and math and reading level (PISA and OECD 2012). Even if most transactions are under-

taken in cash, some refugees may still benefit from support in managing exchange rates, understanding

transaction fees, and smoothing irregular cash flows (OECD 2016).

Most work on the financial literacy of refugees focuses on receiving countries in the Global South.

In this context, refugees often require a mix of services including emergency loans, grants, insurance,

and educational input (Azorbo 2011). Even then, refugees can struggle to run sustainable businesses,

repay loans, and disentangle loans from grants (Easton-Calabria and Omata 2016; Nourse 2011). The

UNHCR attempted to address these issues by rolling out an incremental approach to financial em-

powerment. The ‘Graduation Approach’ started with financial literacy and ended with micro-loans,

yielding positive but short-term results (UNHCR and Beit Al Karma Consulting Egypt 2013). Tradi-
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tional access to credit may still be beneficial for some refugee groups, like older adults who ran small

businesses in their countries of origin and resettled in OECD countries (Hooper, Desiderio and Salant

2017). In the U.S., the International Rescue Committee’s car loan program for 200 refugees in San

Diego generated a a default rate of 1.95% – below the national average for subprime auto loans at

11.96% – in 2017 (Morrissey 2017). The program’s success relies on low interest rates, mandatory

financial education courses, regular budgeting sessions with a financial counselor, and earned income

verification. The San Diego model suggests that loan programs might be most effective when paired

with financial literacy support and targeted at full-time employees.

Scholars and international organizations (including the UNHCR) are shifting to micro-savings – the

only sure way to secure future assets – and away from micro-finance to tackle financial literacy among

migrants. Financial literacy interventions improve savings outcomes for the most vulnerable migrants,

whereas the less vulnerable develop micro-savings and lending groups within their own communi-

ties (Seshan and Yang 2014; Doi, McKenzie and Zia 2014; Ashraf et al. 2015; Easton-Calabria and

Omata 2016). Financially literate refugees, however, would likely still benefit from savings products,

electronic payment facilities and access to credit and insurance, among other products (OECD 2016).

Accessible information on building a credit history and starting a business seem important, especially

given qualitative evidence that complex legal obstacles deter refugees from starting business in the

U.S. (Nibbs 2016).

3.5 Ethnic Enclaves

Around 65% of refugees have pre-existing ties in the U.S. The network-creating effects of common

nationality among immigrants can be informative in understanding the potential use of these ties

(Bandiera, Barankay and Rasul 2008).6 Ethnic enclaves can improve economic integration through

three channels:

6The strength of these ties varies widely, ranging from first-order relatives that can provide housing and employment
support, to superficial acquaintances little more than a nominal contact on asylum documents.
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1. Disseminating job information, which increases job-worker match quality and thus the hourly

wage rate (Damm 2009; Topa 2001; Beaman 2012);

2. Ethnic trade or overrepresentation in a particular sector of the economy (Bevelander and Lundh

2007; Alesina, Harnoss and Rapoport 2016; Ottaviano and Peri 2006);

3. Lower exposure to discrimination than in the mainstream economy (Portes and Bach 1985;

Waldinger and Lichter 2003).

As of yet, there is no scholarly consensus on the impacts of ethnic enclaves. Effects appear highly con-

textual. Quasi-experimental evidence from Denmark and Sweden shows positive effects of conational

enclaves on how much refugees earn, but with no effects on employment rates (Åslund et al. 2011;

Damm 2009), suggesting that enclaves improve worker-job matches without impacting the likelihood

of employment. Conversely, a study of immigrants in Germany finds increases in employment that

decay quickly over time, and which come at the cost of depressing earnings (Battisti, Peri and Romiti

2016). These findings imply that enclaves facilitate referrals to low-paying jobs. Leveraging the Swiss

system, which randomly assigns refugees to specific locations and forbids them from relocating for five

years, Martén, Hainmueller and Hangartner (2019) find that assignment to ethnic enclaves increases

employment. Effects are strongest at the three year mark and weaken with longer residency. The

same study finds that conational refugees cluster among the same companies, indicating that enclaves

transmit information about employment opportunities.

On the socio-psychological front, positive enclave effects may be driven in part by the positive effect of

living and socializing with co-ethnics on psychological functioning (Fazel et al. 2012). Enclave effects

may also differ by gender. A 1995 – 2004 Swedish panel study found that greater percentages of co-

ethnic neighbors at the port of entry significantly harm female (but not male) refugee employment

prospects, unless the co-ethnics have a high rate of employment (Andersson, Musterd and Galster

2018). A study of 664 refugees in Portland, Maine over a similar period also found that co-ethnic

social capital on arrival decreased earnings for female refugees (Allen 2009).
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The competition produced by arriving at the same time as a large co-national cohort may reduce em-

ployment rates and earnings. A study of 1,700 adult male refugees resettled by the IRC between 2001

and 2005 finds that one standard deviation increase in the number of co-nationals who arrive in the U.S.

one year prior to a newly arrived refugee lowers her probability of being employed by 4.8 percentage-

points and average hourly earnings by $0.82. The negative competition effect more than offsets the

positive effects of an additional year of residence (Beaman 2012). Conversely, an increase in the

number of established network members (arrived 3 – 5 years prior) increases the employment prob-

abilities and average earnings of recently arrived refugees by the same amount (Beaman 2012). The

results suggest that by providing job information, networks affect wages both through the employment

rate and job quality. In other cases, however, negative enclave effects have been observed (Portes

and Sensenbrenner 1993). Knowledge transfer may also disseminate information detrimental to labor

market success, like welfare eligibility (Bertrand, Luttmer and Mullainathan 2000).

3.6 Social Ties with Local Community

Social ties – not necessarily with co-ethnics – and a welcoming reception have been found to improve

integration and well-being across a variety of settings (Ager and Strang 2008). A study of 6,538 Mex-

ican immigrants in the U.S. found that similar individuals are more likely to be employed and hold a

higher paying nonagricultural job when networks are exogenously larger (Munshi 2003). Living close

to family and friends is associated with a lower quality of employment among refugees in Alberta,

Canada, but those who sought familial and extra-familial aid in finding a job found better quality em-

ployment than their peers who did not have such networks (Salant and Benton 2017). Social networks

can help refugees access functional resources like help with employment and housing, and strengthen

English proficiency (Phillimore and Goodson 2006; Cheung and Phillimore 2014). The economic dis-

advantage of having no social contacts fades after 21 months in the U.S., however, which may explain

why refugee participation in religious or cultural groups is initially high but drops off quickly (Hugo

et al. 2011; Cheung and Phillimore 2014). A strong connection with one’s neighborhood and social
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support in the host country are also associated with lower rates of depression in refugees (Fazel et al.

2012; Nazzal et al. 2014).

It is unclear how ties with natives shape outcomes relative to (non-native) co-ethnic ties. Refugees in

Canada socialize most with co-ethnics and extended families (47% and 26%) rather than native-born

friends (26%) or even sponsors (7%). (Salant and Benton 2017), although they are also more likely to

make “mostly non-coethnic friends” relative to economic migrants – an effect largely driven by pri-

vately sponsored refugees (Roth et al. 2012). One concern is that the emphasis on rapid self-sufficiency

in North America undermines investments in building personal connections with community members

or learning English (?). The rates of refugee participation in community organizations in the U.S.

was low enough in 2017 to prompt one VolAg to cease measuring this outcome at the two-year mark

(Mousa 2017a). This is bad news according to a Dutch survey of 3,405 refugees, which concludes that

social capital (organizational membership and friendships with natives) increases both employment

probability and occupational status (De Vroome and Van Tubergen 2010).

3.7 Discrimination and Labor Markets

At least three structural factors impede refugee employment outcomes. The first is rigid labor mar-

kets. High minimum wages, extensive job protections, and small informal sectors in European welfare

regimes are prohibitive barriers to refugee employment. A Swedish study (n = 350,000 refugees) found

that a 1% increase in the minimumwage increases the length of unemployment for refugees by 3.5 days

on average as well as raising the unemployment rate by 0.33%. The effect for age-matched young na-

tives is half as large (Lundborg and Skedinger 2014). By the same token, formal labor market access

for refugees (i.e. the right to work and own businesses) is thought to spur higher incomes for refugees

and natives as well as positive fiscal effects for the host governments, although the extent of these

effects is highly contextual (Clemens et al. 2018).
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Second, even if firms are willing to hire refugees, they must both navigate complex immigration and

labor legislation and understand the value of foreign-acquired qualifications and skills. These barriers

are often insurmountable for small firms without dedicated human resources departments or experience

in hiring foreigners (Hooper, Desiderio and Salant 2017). There is a pressing need to streamline the

process of recognizing foreign credentials for refugees, especially in light of encouraging evidence

that immigrants who have their foreign degrees recognized in the U.S. and Europe are more likely

to find well-matched jobs even after accounting for the origin of the qualifications and the field of

study (de Matos and Liebig 2014; Halpern 2008). Third, discrimination in Western labor markets is

pervasive, as evidenced by myriad experiments comparing resume call-back rates for applicants with

ethnic vs. native-sounding names (Riach and Rich 2006; Kaas andManger 2012; Blommaert, Coenders

and Van Tubergen 2014; Bertrand and Mullainathan 2004; Adida, Laitin and Valfort 2016).

Discrimination and prejudice are closely tied to the nature of inter-group contact (Enos 2017; Paluck,

Green and Green 2017; Pettigrew and Tropp 2006). Causal evidence from Greece and Austria suggests

that positive contact with refugees depresses votes for far-right, anti-refugee parties, while negative

exposure at the border can increase it (Hangartner et al. 2017; Steinmayr 2016). Negative exposure –

sharing a physical space without interacting – similarly increased prejudice toward ethnic minorities

(Enos 2014) and the poor (Sands 2017) in the U.S. The relationship between positive contact and

tolerance is borne out in Austria: half of Austrians in municipalities that received large numbers of

refugees report interacting with immigrants at least several times per month (n = 704), and 68% believe

that hosting refugees “worked well” or “very well” in their municipality Hofinger, Zandonella and

Hoser (2017). Even subtle interventions encouraging natives to see life from the perspective of a

refugee have been found to boost empathy (Adida, Lo and Platas 2018; Simonivitz, Kezdi and Kardos

2017). This evidence suggests that positive contact has the potential to fill information gaps, reduce

racial anxieties, and humanize the “other” in lasting ways (Allport, Clark and Pettigrew 1954). These

effects tend to be limited to those harboring positive attitudes to begin with, however, with backlash

effects observed among the most hostile (Adida, Lo and Platas 2018; Gubler 2013)
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4 Which Approaches Seem Promising?

4.1 Outsourcing Services to Volunteers

Funding cuts and an on-going migration crisis have increased the need for, and enthusiasm of, volun-

teers working in the refugee space. German refugee organizations saw volunteer enrollment increase

by 70% in response to the Syrian crisis (Karakayali and Kleist 2015). VolAgs in the U.S. similarly

saw increases in volunteer registrations by as much as 200% (Mousa 2017a). Evidence from the U.S.,

Canada, and Germany suggests that volunteers tend to be predominantly female and in their twenties

or over 60 (Government of Canada 2009). In Germany, they are typically of migrant background and

non-religious relative to the societal average (Karakayali and Kleist 2015). Volunteers in the refugee

space globally tend to begin with a limited, logistical mandate that gradually expands to include per-

sonal, essential care. German volunteers started out by facilitating visits, communication with officials,

and language training, and then began to donate essentials in lieu of the state according to a survey of

466 volunteers and 70 organizations (Karakayali and Kleist 2015). A similar story played out among

Syrian volunteers working with Iraqi refugees in Damascus: volunteers identified vulnerable refugees,

connected them with services, and then began donating essentials, offering space in their homes, and

handling emergencies. Leveraging the opportunity to build trust with refugees (Mccarthy and Haith-

Cooper 2013), the UNHCR then trained volunteers on issues like gender-based violence, self-reliance,

first aid, and psychosocial issues (Mirghani 2013).

Volunteers are effective at alleviating the burden from agencies. Some U.S. resettlement agency offices

outsource 40% of furnishing requirements to volunteers, the German state now intentionally relies on

volunteers in some areas, and Syrian volunteers assisted an average of 6,000 cases per month between

2003 – 2008.7 Many governments fund programs to match volunteers with new arrivals (6.1) to cover

7Best practices in this arena include: weekly meetings between volunteers and organizational staff for sharing ideas and
case management scenarios, an informational “hotline” for refugees, covering transportation and communication costs via
a monthly allowance for volunteers, and establishing a Facebook group to share experiences and recruit others (Mirghani
2013).
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basic, short-term needs (e.g. driving to appointments) in addition to long-term social adjustment (e.g.

job search help, language practice). Clear mission statements, input in decision-making, group-based

work to share experiences, and career progression options all serve to improve volunteer satisfaction

and performance (Chacón et al. 2017; Vecina et al. 2012; Drucker 1989; Stukas et al. 2009).

4.2 Mentorship

One way to leverage community support for refugees is through mentorship programs. Mentorship

schemes could connect volunteers to refugees seeking to join their profession. Mentors can advocate

on behalf of mentees, help them acclimate to an organization’s culture, and provide other psycho-

social support (Chao, Walz and Gardner 1992; Eby, Lockwood and Butts 2006; Noe, Greenberger and

Wang 2002). The importance of social capital to employment is reflected in a survey (n = 525) of

Canadian refugees, which finds that social networks – not human capital – are most predictive of em-

ployment (Lamba 2003). Building on this insight, one of Canada’s largest mentorship schemes targeted

at refugees and immigrants (MentorConnect) requires that mentors connect mentees to at least three

people within the industry during their 12-week relationship. Mentorship is associated with enhanced

productivity, salaries, promotions, and self-confidence (Kram and Isabella 1985; Roche 1979a; Fagen-

son 1989; Roche 1979b; Stumpf and London 1981). Unfortunately, the causal effect of mentorship is

unknown. Proteges and non-proteges likely differ on unobserved motivation.

Canada has pioneered sector-matched mentorship programs for immigrants and refugees. Partners in-

clude professional associations, educational institutions, employers facing labor shortages, and cities.

Sector councils work with community colleges to provide bridging programs for technical upgrading.

By encouraging their employees to be mentors, employers gain access to potential recruits (65% of

apprentices are recruited via employee references (Lerman, Eyster and Chambers 2009)), become el-

igible for tax credits, fulfill corporate social responsibility prerogatives, and often receive diversity

leadership training on behalf of the mentorship program (Alboim 2002). An important limitation is

that mentorship programs in Canada tend to benefit high-skill refugees despite the fact that employers

19



are most in need of low-skill labor. This is because clients are typically unable to meet language profi-

ciency requirements imposed by mentorship programs.8 By 2008, the national Mentoring Partnership

Program graduated 2,000 skilled immigrant mentees, with 72% of these finding employment within

a year (Toronto Region Immigrant Employment Council N.d.). However, the independent effect of

enrollment is unknown, and several mentorship programs are restricted to professionals.9

4.3 Apprenticeships

In addition tomentorship programs, apprenticeships have similarly caught the eye of resettlement agen-

cies aiming to help refugees find employment. Apprenticeships entail paid, on-the-job training under

the guidance of a mentor, often combined with classes at community or vocational colleges. Most

apprentices earn an industry-recognized credential and are hired into a job that marks the start of a

career. As with mentees, we see a correlation with higher earnings, but with no evidence of causal

effects. 91% of American apprentices find employment after completing their program, and their av-

erage starting wage is above $60,000 (Steinberg and Schwartz 2014). A study of ten U.S. states finds

that apprentices earn 1.4 times more than non-participants matched for pre-apprenticeship history six

years on, returning $28 in benefits for every $1 in costs and yielding net gains of $125,000 over a

worker’s career (Reed et al. 2012).

This increase in productivity is evident for firms hiring apprentices in the U.K. (increase of $366 per

week), Canada ($1.47 for every $1 invested in apprenticeships), Switzerland ($450 million in profits

for the 30% of companies that participate in their national apprenticeship schemes), and across the

OECD (The Impact of Apprenticeships 2013; Canadian Apprenticeship Forum 2009; of Foreign Af-

fairs 2013; Hoeckel and Schwartz 2010). Because apprentices start out earning about 40 – 50% less than

8JobConnect candidates should reach a level six Canadian Language Benchmark (CLB) out of ten, but most lie between
levels zero and two according to IECBC staff (Mousa 2017c). Government statistics indicate that 56% of 2009 arrivals
(including immigrants) spoke no English or French (Government of Canada 2009).

9For instance, the Toronto-based TRIEC program sets the language requirement at a lofty level eight (out of ten),
requires post-secondary education (accredited locally if possible), and focuses exclusively on high-skill professions like
accountancy and IT (Mousa 2017b).
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a fully trained employee, businesses offset some of the costs of offering an apprenticeship program.10

Apprentice sponsors gain a pipeline of loyal, skilled workers, increase productivity, and improve the

bottom line (Lerman, Eyster and Chambers 2009). Apprenticeships enjoy higher returns relative to

other training programs, including two-year community college programs, in a variety of national con-

texts (Hollenbeck and Huang 2016; Brodaty, Crépon and Fougère 2001; McIntosh 2007; Euwals and

Winkelmann 2004).

Who becomes an apprentice, and are refugees likely to benefit? American sponsors cite referrals by

current employees (65%), educational institutions (40%), and community organizations (20%) as re-

cruitment sources (Lerman, Eyster and Chambers 2009). Yet the market may be harder for disadvan-

taged groups like refugees. In Norway, ethnic minority applicants of non-Western origin have to out-

perform their majority peers in order to have the same chance of obtaining an apprenticeship (Helland

and Støren 2006). Nonetheless, disadvantaged groups thrive when they can access “earn and learn”

programs at firms with greater training capacity (Card and Sullivan 1987; Fuhrer and Schweri 2010;

Mohrenweiser 2012). Bridge programs have also been helpful in preparing refugees for the English

and mathematics tests needed for apprenticeships (Richard 2012). In Europe, apprenticeships are seen

as a way to improve language, soft skills, and social integration for refugees while getting a foothold in

the labor market, especially for those without formal proof of work experience or qualifications. These

opportunities also offer a valuable first salary to new arrivals.11 Despite their proven benefits, Ameri-

can companies are not familiar with apprenticeships (Kellman 2017). The U.S. apprenticeship system

is small compared to those of other advanced economies as a result, with very limited government

support, although this is changing.12

10Over 60% of U.S. employers surveyed said saving money on wages was either a “very important” or “somewhat
important” benefit of apprenticeship (n = 974) (Helper et al. 2016).

11For instance, the Swedish Fast Track Initiative includes “bridging courses” that graduated 941 participants in teacher
courses and 224 participants in higher administrative courses as of 2018. Graduates enjoyed higher earnings (445,400
SEK/year vs. 388,800 SEK/year), employment rates in relevant fields (44% vs. 27%) and profession according to education
(47% vs. 35%) than skill-matched peers (Desiderio 2016).

12President Trump signed a executive order in June 2017 to double the $200 million in taxpayer money spent on appren-
ticeships by re-allocating money from existing job training programs (Kellman 2017). Many states are increasing funding
for technical assistance, tax credits to employers, and career and technical training to prepare students for apprenticeships
(Steinberg and Schwartz 2014).
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4.4 Private Sponsorship

The primary alternative to the government-settled refugee track is private sponsorship. Sponsorship is

a commitment by a group of private citizens to assist with resettling a refugee case through an organized

contribution of in-kind goods, services, and financial assistance. At its core, private sponsorship com-

bines mentorship with cash transfers. When resettlement duties are shared with government agencies,

this arrangement is known as co-sponsorship. Private sponsorship is gaining traction among host coun-

tries around the globe – with the UK, Ireland, Argentina, and New Zealand announcing programs in

2017 (Immigration and Canada 2017). Sponsorship tends to range from 90 days to five years, with most

in Canada and the E.U. lasting between one to two years. Additional services, like support accessing

social services and the job market, are seen as best practices but not required (European Commission

Directorate — General for Migration and Home Affairs 2018). The government retains responsibility

for healthcare, education, and employment. If the relationship between a sponsored case and sponsor-

ship team dissolves – often due to secondary migration – responsibility for the case also reverts back

to the government. Sponsorship programs can be organized through several channels, the most com-

mon of which are religious organizations, groups of private citizens, or family reunification programs

(European Commission Directorate — General for Migration and Home Affairs 2018).

The most expansive and established private sponsorship program in the world is that of Canada. Cana-

dians have sponsored over 200,000 refugees since 1978. Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship

Canada aims to facilitate the resettlement of 18,000 privately sponsored refugees (PSRs) by the end of

2018 (Immigration and Canada 2018). E.U. citizens, by way of comparison, sponsored 30,000 refugees

from 2013 – 2018 (with over three-quarters settled to Germany) (European Commission Directorate—

General for Migration and Home Affairs 2018). In Canada, PSRs enter the labor market more quickly

than GARs (71% vs. 45%) and earn double on average ($20,000) one year on – converging on an

average income of $35,000 only after a decade (Hyndman, Payne and Jiminez 2017; Immigration and
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Citizenship Canada 2016; DeVoretz, Pivnenko and Beiser 2004).13 There is a large selection effect,

however. Not only must refugees request PSR status, but they are significantly more likely to be better

educated and speak English or French, sponsors often arrange employment for PSRs prior to arrival,

PSRs tend to live with their sponsors (at least initially), and 62% of them are sponsored by family

members. Given these disparities in support systems, it is unsurprising that GARs are double as likely

to be receiving social assistance at the two-year point than their PSR counterparts (73% vs. 33 %)

(Immigration and Citizenship Canada 2016). A survey of n = 525 adult refugees revealed that GARs

are also disproportionately impacted by delays in accessing language training and hurt by reductions in

government financial support upon finding a job (Lamba 2003). The exception to this trend are GARs

aged 20 – 29, who find work faster than PSRs of the same age. PSRs and GARs are nearly identical,

however, in application rates for Canadian citizenship (Yu, Ouellet and Warmington 2007).

Full-fledged private sponsorship – private citizens providing core services and support in lieu of the

government – has not taken off in the U.S. Co-sponsorship is underway on a small, local, and often ad-

hoc level among American resettlement agencies. Co-sponsorship is similar to Canada’s PSR model

in that it often includes financial responsibilities, such as paying rent or utilities, and providing mate-

rial goods like furnishings for an apartment or children’s school supplies. The primary responsibility

for core services and well-being rests with the resettlement agency. Similar to their Canadian counter-

parts, co-sponsored refugees in the U.S. earn higher median incomes than GARs – $16,600 vs. $11,900

among the 2009–2013 arrivals (Desiderio 2016; Eby et al. 2011). Sponsorship assistance from commu-

nity groups has become increasingly ad-hoc, however (Nawyn 2005). Moreover, the screening process

is slow for U.S.-bound refugees (18 to 24 months), which can decrease both sponsor enthusiasm and

client motivation (Hainmueller, Hangartner and Lawrence 2016b; Hyndman, Payne and Jiminez 2017).

What could an American co-sponsorship program look like? There is legal precedent and federal

authority for an American private sponsorship program. The President can allocate slots for PSRs (in-

13The Longitudinal Immigrant Database released by Statistics Canada shows that PSR arrivals from 2009 – 2013 earned
a median income of $16,000, relative to $11,900 among GARs (Desiderio 2016).
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voked by President Reagan to admit 16,000 refugees). Such a program must comply with the principle

of “additionality,” i.e. any privately sponsored refugees should be in addition to – not instead of – gov-

ernment settled refugees. PSRs would also have to undergo existing systems for screening pre-arrival.

Refugees with no U.S. ties could then be matched with a trained and vetted American sponsor (an

individual or organization), or sponsored by a pre-existing U.S. tie. Resettlement agencies could train

and monitor sponsorships, ensuring that basic needs are being met, avoiding exploitation or abuse, and

serving as a safety net should the sponsorship relationship dissolve (International Refugee Assistance

Project 2016). Agencies could also match sponsors to refugees based on language, culture, or occupa-

tion sector. Whereas ethnic cultural organizations are experienced sponsors in Canada, the small-scale

co-sponsorship programs in the U.S. currently tend to attractWhite, primarily English-speaking church

congregations (Mousa 2017a). Structuring a co-sponsorship model around the interest expressed by

civic groups that share a cultural background with new arrivals could prove fruitful.14

Some sponsors could be exclusively financial, pooling together resources to support other private spon-

sors in covering medical screening and other costs, or donating directly to the resettlement agency (In-

ternational Refugee Assistance Project 2016). Donating to screening costs could accelerate the process

without skipping security or health checks (Foley 2015b). A hybrid model could combine financial

commitments from distant sponsors with the volunteerism and mentorship of proximate civic groups

(like co-ethnic religious groups) with lower financial resources. An alternative model could stress

career mentorship, taking place at the municipal level or via corporations. Under such an arrange-

ment, refugees could be provided special job opportunities like sector-matched apprenticeships. Co-

sponsorship programs like this could tackle one of the biggest disadvantages of the Canadian model –

over-dependence and “friendship fatigue” (Kantor and Einhorn 2017). Another innovation could tackle

the stress of benefits cliffs by tapering off financial assistance (and encourage earlier self-sufficiency)

near the end of the sponsorship period (Mousa 2017a). Whatever the model, there is a large opportunity

to optimize matches between sponsors and refugee arrivals.

14Several cultural groups, such as the Syrian American Council, the Arab American Institute, and the Islamic Society
of North America, signed open letters expressing interest in supporting resettled refugees in response to the Syrian crisis
(Foley 2015a).
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4.5 Direct Cash Transfers

An important component of sponsorship is the financial commitment. This sum can be tied (e.g. to

rent payments) or untied (e.g. a monthly stipend). There is reason to be cautiously optimistic about the

impact of untied cash transfers. Evidence from randomized control trials and program evaluations point

to positive effects in the short- to mid-term. Cash transfers in developing and industrialized contexts

improve the health and schooling of children and savings, investment, and health in adults (Burtless

et al. 1986; Bastagli et al. 2016; Duflo 2003; Baird et al. 2012; Macours, Schady and Vakis 2008;

Amarante et al. 2011; De Mel, McKenzie and Woodruff 2012; Blattman, Fiala and Martinez 2013;

Bharat, UNICEF et al. 2014; Costello et al. 2010). Positive effects do not seem to come at the cost of

reduced working hours (Burtless et al. 1986; Widerquist 2005). Scholars have even observed increased

productivity as recipients travel to obtain better jobs (Salehi-Isfahani and Mostafavi-Dehzooei 2018;

Fiszbein and Schady 2009; Hagen-Zanker et al. 2016). Similar results were found for transfers below

a living wage in India, intentionally sized so as not to substitute for employment (Bharat, UNICEF

et al. 2014). Results dissipated after nine years in a Ugandan experiment, however, suggesting that the

impacts of cash grants on poverty may be temporary (Innovations for Poverty Action 2017).

These insights suggest that cash transfers (via sponsors or otherwise) may benefit refugees at least

in the crucial post-arrival period, and would probably not discourage employment. Nor should we

expect that refugees would systematically squander cash transfers on temptation goods, according to a

World Bank meta-analysis (Evans and Popova 2014). Refugees differ from the working poor in these

contexts in significant ways, however. The information asymmetries experienced by refugees could

lead to suboptimal spending decisions, for instance. A next step in this research agenda is to study

how transfers affect financial behavior in countries with low wealth and large amounts of high-cost

debt such as the U.S., according the the Innovations for Poverty Action (IPA)’s U.S. Finance Initiative

(2018). The design of core transfer features, particularly the size of the transfer, duration of its receipt,
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and method of transfer (e.g. mobile money) is will need to be carefully tailored to meet the distinct

needs of refugees (Haushofer and Shapiro 2013).

4.6 ESL Education

The percentage of public school students in the United States who are “ELLs” (English Language

Learners) has been rising year after year, reaching 9.4%, or roughly 4.6 million students in 2015 (Na-

tional Center for Education Statistics 2015). One of the greatest challenges facing the teachers of ELLs

lies in the diversity of ELLs’ language skills, educational backgrounds, and ages at arrival. An esti-

mated 80% of ELL students are Spanish-speaking, but a much more diverse picture is painted when

considering refugees (Calderón, Slavin and Sánchez 2011). The policy landscape further constrains

opportunities to learn English. Public investments in second language acquisition is low, with only a

tenth of adults with limited English proficiency enrolled in ESL courses (The Bill and Melinda Gates

Foundation 2008). With these constraints in mind, what factors are associated with second language

acquisition? Predictors of success can be categorized into three pools: (1) individual traits; (2) learning

environment; and (3) methods of instruction.

Variation in students’ literacy within their native language is a strong predictor of their ability to learn

and become fluent in English. The shorter the “linguistic distance” between the students’ native tongue

and English, the easier it is to learn English (Koda 2007). Illiteracy in one’s first language thus presents

a significant obstacle to second language attainment. Relatedly, those with interrupted formal educa-

tion, and especially refugee children who have never attended school, tend to have literacy and subject

matter gaps that go beyond language learning, particularly if they enter U.S. schools in the upper grades

(Flege and Liu 2001). Another important individual-level factor is motivation. This was the strongest

predictor of success for users of Duolingo, and motivation of parents was cited as an untapped resource

for schools a U.S. Department of Education study (Flege and Liu 2001; Vesselinov and Grego 2012).

Motivation itself may be negatively shaped by perceiving oneself as a member of a low-status language

group (August, Shanahan and Escamilla 2009). By the same token, motivation can compensate for the
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neurobiological difficulty of learning a language as an adult (Klein 1995; Moyer 2004; Piller 2002).15

English language attainment is generally linearly related to age of arrival up to puberty; after puberty,

performance is low but highly variable (Johnson and Newport 1989; Qureshi 2016).

There is clear evidence that tapping into first-language literacy can confer advantages to ELLs. Several

metanalyses (cumulative n = 405 studies) reached two conclusions. First, instructional programs work

best when they provide opportunities for students to develop proficiency in their first language (Gene-

see et al. 2005; Greene 1997; Rolstad, Mahoney and Glass 2005; Slavin and Cheung 2005). Second,

instruction in one’s native language as well as in English improves proficiency compared with stu-

dents instructed only in English (Genesee et al. 2005; Greene 1997; Rolstad, Mahoney and Glass 2005;

Slavin and Cheung 2005). Bilingual instruction is associated with a “moderate” effect size (Plonsky

and Oswald 2014) and has not been found to delay or hinder English attainment (Cummins 2000).Yet

legislation continues to undermine bilingual instruction in the U.S. Propositions passed in three states

imposing English-only language classes worsened English proficiency and academic achievement in

the long run (Goldenberg 2015).16 The Bilingual Education Act of 1968 and No Child Left Behind

in 2002 both undercut bilingual instruction and worsened educational inequity among ELLs (García

and Kleifgen 2010). These findings concord with qualitative evidence linking education achievement

among second generation immigrants with maintaining their native languages and cultures (Portes and

Rumbaut 2001).

Environments both inside and outside of the classroom shape language attainment as well. Consider

that poverty is a strong predictor of language fluency: children on welfare (among whom refugees

are disproportionately represented) hear an average of 176 words an hour while affluent children hear

487. A difference of 30 million words in exchanges with adults separates the two groups by the age

of three (Putnam 2016; Hart and Risley 1995). Language decays in similar ways to other educational

15Age affects some linguistic skills than others: adult ELLs will nearly always retain an identifiable foreign accent even
if displaying perfect grammar.

16A Stanford University study found that in Arizona, the reading achievement gap between English-learners and non-
English-learners increased by about 1.5 grade levels for 4th and 8th graders. In California, the gap increased almost as
dramatically in 8th grade and slightly in 4th (Goldenberg 2015).
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attainments among disadvantaged groups. In a 5-year panel study of immigrant children (n = 470)

in Boston and San Francisco, GPAs dropped consistently over time and father’s employment status

was a strong predictor of academic achievement (Suárez-Orozco, Suárez-Orozco and Todorova 2009).

School quality also matters. Immigrant students more likely to attend low-performing schools and only

12% of public school teachers are trained to teach ELLs (Koda 2007). Less is known about the effect

of environmental factors on adults, but the time, motivation, and emotional health constraints imposed

by poverty likely play a role.

5 Paths Forward and Conclusions

Despite a large potential to contribute and thrive, refugees in the U.S., Canada, and Europe often strug-

gle to find adequate employment and can take decades to escape low-income traps. Many of the risk

factors are well-known: lack of language proficiency, recognition of foreign credentials, and afford-

able housing located near urban centers, among others. The impact of other factors, like work–first

resettlement models, are less apparent. More longitudinal data are needed for a wider array of out-

comes (e.g. university admission rates, secondary migration) to establish ground truths about refugee

trajectories – and how these differ by sub-group in this incredibly diverse population. The high degree

of heterogeneity within the refugee community poses clear challenges in designing and targeting pro-

grams. Leveraging geographic placement algorithms as well as offering bilingual ELL instruction are

two interventions that can accommodate this diversity.

Six intervention spaces in particular seem encouraging given the evidence reviewed here. These in-

terventions work within current U.S. policy constraints by aiming to enhance labor market prospects

without delaying employment.

1. Re-credentialing, possibly via external testing by potential employers in the private sector, re-

credentialing NGOs, or universities that test particular skill sets (e.g. accounting, coding). Given

that re-credentialing itself does not require training, these programs leverage existing human
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capital at low costs. Caseworkers could also be trained to identify high-skill individuals to fast-

track for re-credentialing.17

2. Placement assignments. City and neighborhood effects are significant, and the placement pro-

cess could leverage data on individual-place interactions to optimize this process.

3. Direct cash and investment capital for refugees. This includes matched micro-savings, condi-

tional loans (e.g. tied to educational attainment) or entrepreneurial support for former business

owners.

4. Vocational ESL, potentially as part of a re-credentialing or job training package. English pro-

ficiency is strongly correlated with employment rates and earnings, and VESL is an established

(although under-evaluated) method of enhancing the employability of refugees.

5. Private co-sponsorship that connects refugees to a network of individuals in a host community.

This can range from formal co-sponsorship with high financial and time commitments (perhaps

matched on occupational sector) to more light-touch engagement of local churches, schools, and

volunteer groups (e.g. “buddy” systems that cover activities like supermarket trips, tutoring, and

apartment-hunting).

6. Apprenticeships. Work experience in the host country is often highly valued, and apprentice-

ships are expanding in the U.S. Apprenticeship tracks for refugees focused on local boom indus-

tries have proven successful in the U.S. and Europe, but a model for scaling up to regional or

national schemes is needed.

Resource constraints in the American resettlement program, the availability of large pools of volun-

teers, and the efficacy of volunteer-led programs abroad encourage outsourcing some services to local

communities. Programs that combine community support with financial assistance seem particularly

promising. Private co-sponsorship, apprenticeships, and direct cash transfers are well-positioned to

overcome the network, economic, and linguistic constraints faced by refugees. The relative importance

17The success of different service provisionmodels themselves has received scant attention in this review. There appears
to be large amounts of variation in service provision models at the local level, and various models (e.g. integrative vs.
piece-meal) likely have a significant effect on resettlement outcomes (Simich et al. 2005). For this reason, adjusting and
standardizing service provision models could be a fruitful avenue.
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of mentorship vs. financial support – the key components of sponsorship – remains unknown, however.

In addition, programs that include financial assistance would benefit from shared learning and tie-ins

with programs that target low-income Americans. For instance, both populations risk losing eligibility

for badly-needed welfare assistance by accepting direct cash transfers. Creative work-arounds could

include matched micro-savings, or targeting small families in states with low welfare coverage in order

to reduce the opportunity cost of foregoing welfare assistance. Whichever routes are taken up by those

of us working on refugee integration, an inconsistent data landscape and on-going migrant crisis render

the need for scholars to partner with service providers more important than ever.
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6 Appendix

6.1 Volunteer-Driven Resettlement Programs Worldwide

Table 1: Volunteer Programs

Program Type Country Target
Group

Outcomes Result

Handling 1st reception centrally for
14 days, w/ interpreting services,
provision of clothing, medical care,
counselling & cultural orientation
supported by volunteers

Govt.
Program

Germany Refugees Integration-enhancing
arrival reception

German best practice,
refugee-reported posi-
tive opportunity to get
bearings, learn about the
country & daily routines,
& identify the right
contact people

“HOST” program matching vol-
unteers w/newcomers for naviga-
tional, social & admin support, job
search help, language practice

Govt.
Program

Canada Refugees &
Immigrants

Language proficiency,
community knowl-
edge, navigational
independence, social &
professional network

Matched over 18,000
newcomers by 2017 (inc.
9,000 refugees)

Peer support from settled refugees
& volunteers (e.g. help signing up
for sports clubs, tutoring, biking
lessons, field trips)

Govt.
Program

E.U. (most expan-
sive in Belgium)

Refugees Integration-enhancing
social support

E.U. best practice

“Bank of Offers” w/ variety of in-
kind services offered on a voluntary
basis to support integration. Pro-
moted by religious orgs, companies
& volunteers

Govt.-
Private
Program

Poland Refugees Integration-enhancing
arrival reception

Polish best practice

Lutheran Immigration Services’
BRYCS program: dozens of
programs nationally coordinating
between refugee service providers,
religious organizations, and local
volunteers to link refugees w/ info,
training & education programs,
transportation, and American
“buddies”

Private
Program

U.S. Refugees Language proficiency,
children enrolment
in Head Start, social
support, psychological
well-being

Substantial up-take
(1000s of refugees) and
improved outcomes in
some sub-programs
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Table 2: Sponsorship Programs

Program Sample Commitments Duration Pros Cons

Privately-
Sponsored
Refugees
(Canada),
often through
faith groups

45,000 approved
and 16,000 resettled
(2017), groups of
5-10 individuals or
families

$50,000 that can be tied
or untied at sponsors’
discretion, registering
for services (replace
agency), social adjust-
ment & mentorship, job
help as a soft goal

12
months

Self-sufficiency and learning by
doing at best (when sponsors are
hands-off, encourage ESL, and
help clients reach their own goals).
Pros and cons to untied cash. Cash
assistance crucial to freeing up
clients to focus on English, find-
ing work, and acclimating. Easy
to fundraise. Arabic language
community huge help (e.g. bank
staff, doctors.) and co-ethnic co-
sponsors more effective for this
reason

Over-reliance (extra infusions of
cash after 12 months) and dissatis-
fied sponsors – these tend to mis-
understand their roles as sponsors,
instead internalizing client prob-
lems rather than teaching by do-
ing and stepping away. Cons of
untied cash: financial mismanage-
ment possible

IRIS spon-
sorship pilot
(New Haven,
CT), church
groups

58 refugee fami-
lies matched with
groups of 5 –10
co-sponsors

Secure short-term hous-
ing, PRM furniture
requirements & rental
assistance for up to 6
months ($4,000-7,000),
core service enrollment,
check in regularly w/
case worker

12
months

Money is “huge,” most impor-
tant component. Co-sponsorship
worked well for high-risk (ICM)
cases

Over-reliance, social isolation, and
worse economic outcomes than non
co-sponsored groups. Often re-
settled in remote locations close
to co-sponsors, co-sponsors doing
things for clients rather than teach-
ing them how, resentment built up
because co-sponsors had specific
expectations of gratitude

6.2 Survey of Pilots, Programs, and RCTs

Below is a review of select experiments and pilots aimed at integrating refugees worldwide. I note

where sample sizes are known, where no treatment effects were found in related interventions, and

where programs were targeted at both immigrants and refugees. Best practices refer to government

tried, tested, and recommended programs. Table 6.2.1 outlines interventions for the pre-departure

period, suggesting productive uses of wait times such as language instruction or cultural orientation.

While the European Commission prioritizes the pre-departure period, U.S. VolAgs have virtually no

contact with refugees for the two years (or more) before they arrive (Table 6.2.1).18 Table 6.2.2 presents

access points with local host communities for the first month after arrival. Shifting to employment-
18See: the 2017 Action Plan on the Integration of Third-Country Nationals.
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focused interventions, Table 6.2.3 outlines bridging courses, job training, recredentialing programs

targeted mainly at the medium to high skilled. The final two tables cover financial literacy, micro-

finance, and entrepreneurship programs (Tables 6.2.4 and 6.2.5).

Average intervention durations tend to vary by issue area in the following way (based on EU practices):

• Pre-departure phase: 2 days – 2 weeks

• Welcome reception, post-arrival orientation: 2 – 6 weeks

• Gradual transition from paying partial to full rent: 12 months

• Career development/VESL: 3 – 12 months

• Internships and business incubators: 1 – 3 months

• Re-credentialing via testing: 3 – 5 days of testing

• Financial literacy seminars: 1 – 2 hours
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6.2.1 Pre-departure Preparation

Intervention Type Country Sample Dependent Variable(s) Result

Cultural orientation via webinar or
Skype with bi-cultural trainer

Govt.
Program

Netherlands,
Finland,
Norway

8,000
refugees
(Norway)

Awareness of host country soci-
ety, expectations about arrival &
resettlement, minimization of cul-
ture shock

E.U. best practice

Refugee country seminars for mu-
nicipalities and resettlement ser-
vice providers

Govt.
Program

Norway 820 munici-
pal workers

Awareness of countries and cul-
tures of resettled refugees (26
refugee country seminars held as of
May 2017)

E.U. best practice

Online helpw/ identifying potential
employers, job search skills & fil-
ing for professional recertification

Province
Program

Quebec Refugees Faster accreditation, job search as-
sistance

Evaluation un-
known, program
on-going

60-hour English-language course
piloted by PRM in camps in Kenya,
Thailand, and Nepal

Govt.
Program

U.S. U.S.-bound
refugees

Basic English proficiency Improved prepa-
ration and self-
confidence

Early Intervention Program: lan-
guage learning, qualifications
recognition, job search help in
early stages of application

Govt. Pi-
lot

Germany 700
refugees

Language proficiency, credentials
recognition, identifying jobs

Succeeded and
rolled out nation-
ally
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6.2.2 Processing, Arrival, and Community Engagement

Intervention Type Country Sample Dependent Variable(s) Result

Handling 1st reception centrally for
14 days, w/ interpreting services,
provision of clothing, medical care,
counselling & cultural orientation

Govt.
Program

Germany Refugees Integration-enhancing
arrival reception

German best practice,
refugee-reported posi-
tive opportunity to get
bearings, learn about the
country & daily routines,
& identify the right
contact people

Direct access to affordable housing
while “shifting to rent” (bail glis-
sant) in France. Incrementally pay
rent proportional to income over 12
months before paying full rent

Govt.
Program

France (direct hous-
ing: Netherlands
and Finland)

Refugees Housing independence at
12 months

French, Dutch and
Finnish best practice

Peer support from settled refugees
& volunteers (e.g. help signing up
for sports clubs, tutoring, biking
lessons, field trips)

Govt.
Program

E.U. (most expan-
sive in Belgium)

Refugees Integration-enhancing
social support

E.U. best practice

“Bank of Offers” w/ variety of in-
kind services offered on a voluntary
basis to support integration. Pro-
moted by religious orgs, companies
& volunteers

Govt.-
Private
Program

Poland Refugees Integration-enhancing
arrival reception

Polish best practice

Lutheran Immigration Services’
BRYCS program: dozens of
programs nationally coordinating
between refugee service providers,
religious organizations, and local
volunteers to link refugees w/ info,
training & education programs,
transportation, and American
“buddies”

Private
Program

U.S. 1000’s of
refugees

Language proficiency,
children enrolment
in Head Start, social
support, psychological
well-being

Substantial up-take and
improved outcomes in
some sub-programs
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6.2.3 Training, Re-credentialing, and Employment

Intervention Type Country Sample Dependent Variable(s) Result

The IMPRINT consortium works
directly with employers to mentor,
train (via VESL), re-credential, and
place immigrants

NGO
Program

U.S. &
Canada

Vocationally-
trained immi-
grants

Re-credentialing, English
proficiency, mentorship, job
placement

16-year national pro-
grams nation-wide,
served 11,300+ im-
migrants with some
programs expanded to
refugees recently

Uni. of Metropolia’s Technology
and Engineering Pilot Program:
tests math, digital competence, &
engineering tests in Arabic, English
& Finnish

Govt. Pi-
lot

Finland 30 refugees w/
technology or
engineering
background

Skills accreditation Almost all participants
certified, rolled out
nationally. Also promis-
ing: E.U. will have
765,000 unfulfilled tech
vacancies in 2020

Fast tracking skilled refugees
into shortage occupations via
vocational training paths set up by
companies and the public sector
(21 occupations)

Govt.
Program

Sweden,
Germany

High-skill
refugees

Training, certification, men-
toring, vocational language
proficiency, and work place-
ment

E.U. best practice as em-
ployers trust the results
of vocational training
they designed

Paid internships at Siemens &
Porsche for refugees w/ graduate
degrees and German/English profi-
ciency (inc. workplace orientation,
skills assessment & training, and
anti-discrimination staff campaign)

Govt.-
Private
Pilot

Germany 113 high-skill
refugees

Training, accreditation, ap-
prenticeship, employment

Second edition rolled out
in Nov. 2016, 11/13 ben-
eficiaries at Porsche now
employed there

Kiron Open Higher Education: 23
universities offer online & in-
person classes, no German required
initially

Govt.-
Private
program

Germany 1,250+
refugees

Remote e-learning and ac-
creditation of university cred-
its obtained this way

Evaluation unknown, on-
going program

World Education Services alterna-
tive qualifications assessment: re-
constructs academic histories and
advises on equivalency of creden-
tials when documentation unavail-
able

Private
Program

Canada Syrian
refugees

Academic attestation &
re-credentialing for Syrian
refugees

Pilot phase

Norwegian Agency for Quality As-
surance in Education (NOKUT) ac-
creditation program based on aca-
demics’ assessment and written
tests

Govt.
Program

Norway 500+ refugee
applicants

Accreditation 220/500 applicants ob-
tained re-credentialing,
over half of those then
found relevant jobs in
Norway and 4/5 were
satisfied with the service

Swedish bridging courses for rec-
ognizing qualifications of highly
qualified immigrants (medical pro-
fessionals, teachers, and lawyers)

Govt.
Program

Sweden
(sister pro-
grams in
Norway and
UK)

High-skill
immigrants &
refugees

Professional accreditation Foreign-qualified teach-
ers who participated in
the courses were 18%
more likely to find rele-
vant employment56



6.2.4 Financial Literacy

Intervention Type Country Sample Dependent Variable(s) Result

Financial education seminar
held for Indian migrants (Se-
shan and Yang 2014)

Field Ex-
periment

Qatar 232 Indian mi-
grant couples
(157 treated
husbands)

Financial/ savings knowledge
& practices

Treated participants were 44.6%
more likely to listen to finan-
cial matters radio show, 13.2
percentage-points more likely to
make financial decisions with
their wives (advocated by the
seminar), and more likely to
demonstrate sound financial and
savings practices 13-17 months
after the intervention

World Bank RCT to induce
savings among migrants
through financial education
aimed either at migrants, the
families of migrants, or both
the migrant and their family
(Doi, McKenzie and Zia
2014)

Field Ex-
periment

Indonesia 400 migrant
households
(296 treated)

Financial/savings knowledge
& practices

Treatment increased knowledge
of migrant insurance & cost
of a remittance transaction
by 25.6 and 7.9 percentage-
points. Treated households 10
percentage-points more likely
to have prepared cash records,
saved, and opened a bank
account in the past 6 months

Varying migrant control over
El Salvador-based savings
by offering different types
of accounts across treatment
groups (Ashraf et al. 2015)

Field Ex-
periment

U.S. 898 mi-
grants from
El-Salvador

Savings Migrants offered the greatest de-
gree of control accumulated the
most savings at the partner bank,
compared to others offered less
or no control over savings

Financial literacy programs
(Karunarathne and Gibson
2014)

Field Ex-
periment

Australia
& New
Zealand

Pacific is-
lander, east
Asian &
Sri Lankan
migrants

Financial literacy knowledge,
use of cheaper remittance
products, amount & fre-
quency of remittances

Small increase in knowledge but
no effect the use of cheaper
remittance products, or on the
amount and frequency of send-
ing money home
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6.2.5 Micro-finance and Entrepreneurship

Intervention Type Country Sample Dependent Variable(s) Result

Monthly start-up classes allowing
refugees to connect w/ local busi-
ness community, take classes in
Arabic, receive mentoring & legal
assistance

Germany Govt. Pi-
lot

Refugees in
Berlin

Start-up support Still in pilot phase by German
Chamber of Trade and Industry
(IHK)

Incubator for Immigrants program
(similar to German program above)

Netherlands Govt. Pi-
lot

Refugee en-
trepeneurs

Start-up support 40 business plans from asylum
seekers and refugees less than a
year after launching (mid-2017)

UNHCR “graduation approach’
micro-finance program, where
refugees pass incremental steps
from financial literacy training,
to micro-grants, to micro-loans.
Treatments: self-employment
track (SET) & wage-employment
track (WET)

UNHCR
program

Egypt 1,000 low-
income
Syrian
refugees

Income, job placement,
start-up creation & sur-
vival

Income increased by 18 – 27%
(still cannot meet basic needs),
only 17-35% of WETS retained
jobs after 6 months, 78-97% of
SETs opened businesses but ma-
jority folded in 6 months
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