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A refugee is “someone who is unable or unwilling to

return to their country of origin owing to a well-

founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race,

religion, nationality, membership of a particular social

group, or political opinion and on the basis of asylum

eligibility” (Refugee Convention, 1967). The United

States has led the world in formal refugee resettlement

(Blizzard & Batalova, 2019). Refugee assistance

programs, administered by the Office of Refugee

Resettlement (ORR), are instituted to help refugees

achieve economic self-sufficiency as soon as possible

after arriving in the United States (Bruno, 2011).

Identity confusion, acculturation stress, separation from

family members back home, poverty, unemployment,

and lack of their cultural social network are powerful

consequences of post-migration stress (Wessels, 2014;

Keyes & Kane, 2004; Khawaja et al., 2008; Miller,

Worthington, Muzueovic et al., 2002 & Teodorescu,

2012). Currently, there is a lack of research on

refugees. Refugees are subject to multiple stressors

prior to and after their arrival to the United States. Due

to the United States serving as a popular site of refugee

resettlement, understanding their stressors can drive

legislation, improve current assistance programs, and

ease their transition and adjustment.

The current study utilized data from the Annual

Survey of Refugees, which included a sample of

4,776 refugees. In addition to demographic

questions, the participants were asked questions

about their experiences prior to and since their

immigration to the United States as well as types of

received government financial assistance. A

regression analysis was used to examine whether

several demographic variables and migration

stressors were significant predictors of annual

household income. Annual household income

accounted for the number of people reported in the

household. All countries of origin from the region

of central Africa were coded as 1; countries from

east Africa were coded as 2; countries from south

Asia were coded as 3; countries from the Middle

East were coded as 4 and Cuba, which was the

only North American country, was coded as 5.

Responses entered as “don’t know” or missing

were excluded from the analyses.

METHOD RESULTS

This study examined demographic and migration factors associated

with annual household income among refugees who immigrated to

the United States between 2011 and 2015. The data revealed a

significant relationship between receiving food stamps, SSI, and

reported annual household income. It is expected that refugees who

received food stamps had significantly lower household income than

those who did not. Prior research found that there was an increase in

utilization of food stamps for refugees who entered the United States

after 1996 (Bollinger, & Hagstrom, 2008) and refugee households

utilizing food stamps were 85% more likely to have food insecurity

(Hadley & Sellen, 2006). Also, the current study found an

association between annual household income and English language

proficiency prior to entering the United States. These findings along

with prior research may have support for more language proficiency

classes for incoming refugees to assist them with their transition into

the United States. All refugee assistance programs should be

evaluated to determine why only food stamps and SSI programs

were associated with annual household income. Other research has

found that refugees’ income is at a near-destitute level for those that

received any form of assistance (DeVotz et al, 2004). This current

study fills a gap in the literature about migration and demographic

factors associated with financial “success” in the United States.

Future studies should examine additional indicators of “successful”

economic transition into the United States. Annual household

income may not necessarily be the best proxy of how well a refugee

family is adapting to their new home.

Refugee assistance programs have historically been

very helpful to individuals resettling in the United

States (Kerwin, 2019). However, refugees’ adjustment

to their new homes can be impacted by a variety of

stressors. Currently, most of the research focuses on

post-migration stressors and has no concrete way to

determine success within the United States. The

current study focuses on identifying whether a

relationship exists between various stressors and

demographic factors, including receipt of financial

programs and their annual household income. The

results revealed that refugees who reported speaking

English ‘very well’ prior to migration and those that

were not currently attending school or university had

significantly higher annual household income.

However, region of origin and receiving certain types

of financial assistance were significantly associated

with a lower annual household income. Implications of

these findings are also discussed.

Refugees from south Asia had the highest reported

mean household income (M = $9,878.10) compared to

the other regions of citizenship (Table 1). Assistance

received varied; however, the most common assistance

was food stamps (60%). A chi-square omnibus test

showed that the current model with the predictors

outperformed the null model, F (17) = 55.103, p =

.000. Table 2 revealed that several variables were

significant predictors of annual household income. In

comparison to Cuba, refugees from east Africa had

significantly lower household income χ2(1) = 4.45, p =

.035. In comparison to those who reported that they

did not speak any English at all prior to arriving in the

United States, those who spoke English ‘very well’

had a significantly higher annual household income,

χ2(1) = 6.12, p = .013. Those that attended

school/university within the past 12 months compared

to those that did not, had significantly lower household

income, χ2(1) = 14.56, p = .000. Refugees that

received food stamps, χ2(1) = 7.63, p = .006 and

supplemental security income (SSI) had significantly

lower household income than those who did not

receive such assistance, χ2(1) = 7.61, p = .006.
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