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When we think of refugees and asylum seekers, we often think of 
destitute individuals who are fleeing war or other crises.1 We also 
tend to think of these individuals as only needing help, not the 
extent that they can help us. But those fleeing war, persecution, 
and other crises have long been an important part of American 
society and have greatly contributed to our economic growth. 
They can be an important part of our economy and society as we 
move forward from the COVID-19 crisis.

Refugees and asylum seekers are, by definition, in need of help 
when they come to the United States. They have often had to flee 
their homes quickly, with little time to gather their belongings, let 
alone sell their property.2 What little money they did have, they 
usually have to spend in transit. Refugees and asylum seekers, 
then, have to depend on governments and non-governmental 
organizations for assistance.3 

In the US, refugees are eligible to receive a relatively large 
amount of assistance in their first year. This includes reception 
and placement grants to help them get settled, cash, medical, 
and other assistance meant as a stopgap until they can find em-
ployment. Asylum seekers are not eligible for these benefits, or 
other federal benefits until they receive refugee status (although 
they may be eligible for state benefits). A recent report that was 
rejected by the Trump Administration calculated that these bene-
fits cost the government about $7,253.79 per refugee (including 
all family members) each year for the first ten years they are in the 
country or about $326.4 billion over ten years.4 

Yet, the fact that refugees and asylum seekers come to our coun-
try with little and need government assistance does not mean that 
they do not make a contribution to our economy or society. That 
same government report found that refugees and their families 
contributed $343.3 billion in revenue over those same ten years, 
for a net contribution of $16.9 billion.5 

The fact that refugees and asylum seekers are net beneficiaries to 
the US is not surprising to those who have studied them. Refu-
gees and asylum seekers come to the US not just for protection 
but also because they want to rebuild their lives. In a study of 
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Syrian and Iraqi refugees, my co-authors and I found that refugees 
prioritized the ability to work when choosing a destination to 
settle in.6 These refugees had suffered extreme amounts of vio-
lence at the hands of the Assad regime or the Islamic State. They 
had to flee quickly, usually leaving with only a few hours’ or days’ 
notice. In the process, they have lost much of what may have 
given them their sense of self-worth: their job, their homes and 
other possessions, their communities, and many have lost family 
members or close friends. Refugees are often unmoored from 
all that defined them and now must make their way in a society 
that they don’t know and maybe don’t understand well. When 
asylum seekers flee their homes for a new country, the major goal 
for these migrants is safety, yes, but it is also to rebuild their lives. 
They want to try to get back what they have lost: to build a new 
community and home. 

The refugees and asylum seekers in our study saw work as one of 
the most important ways in which they could rebuild their lives. 
By working, they could take care of their family and be contribut-
ing members of society, regaining their status. And it’s not just our 
respondents who feel this way; other studies have shown that ref-
ugees throughout the world move to where they can find jobs.7 

This desire to rebuild their lives has meant that refugees and 
asylum seekers are great contributors to the US economy and 
American society.8 We see this in places like Utica and other 
cities of Upstate New York, which has relied on refugees to help 
revive the economy and their towns, by building businesses and 
community centers.9 

Now, under COVID-19, refugees and asylum seekers are on 
the front lines as essential workers. They are doctors, nurses, 
and other health care workers;10 they work in food processing, 
including 9,300 butchers and meat processors who work in an 
industry that has been badly hurt by COVID-19;11 and they work in 
grocery stores.12 They are also working in some of the hardest-hit 
areas—11,400 refugee healthcare workers are in New York—and 
in frontline positions—14.2% of refugee healthcare workers are 
registered nurses.13
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As we consider reforms to our immigration system, we should not 
be using this time to push away the very people who are saving 
lives and revitalizing communities. Instead, we should continue 
to welcome refugees and asylum seekers. There are many poli-
cies and actions that can be taken in both the short and long run 
that will help ensure our economy grows and rebuilds our sense 
of community as the pandemic ends. 

On the federal level, the Trump Administration could immedi-
ately resettle more refugees. For fiscal year 2020 (October 1, 
2019-September 30, 2020), the Trump Administration has set a 
ceiling of 18,000 refugees; historically we have resettled almost 
80,000 refugees on average per year.14 We should immediately 
increase the number of refugees resettled to at least the previous 
levels. 

Additionally, we could shift our priorities in who is resettled. 
Currently, we cannot resettle all of those most in need of resettle-
ment. One option is to prioritize those with prior experience in 
health care or other essential services. These individuals could 
be resettled in areas that have been the hardest hit by COVID-19. 
That way, they could immediately start aiding in the recovery for 
these communities. 

We could also work to fix our broken asylum system. The asylum 
system has long faced backlogs15 , and the Trump administra-
tion’s “Remain in Mexico” program and other changes have led 
to increased violence and insecurity for the asylum seekers16 
but have not had a proven deterrent effect.17 Instead of placing 
quotas on immigration judges,18 we need to surge resources to 
the border to adjudicate the asylum seekers’ cases properly. We 
can also better ensure that asylum seekers are able to contribute 
to society if we adjudicate their cases more quickly. Studies have 
shown that the longer a refugee waits to join the labor market, 
the less likely she is to be employed in the future. 19 By providing 
status for asylum seekers quickly, they can begin working and 
rebuilding their lives. 

Even without federal action, there are actions that states and 
localities can take. On the state level, many jobs require licensing 
before they can be done. These licensing requirements are often 
formidable burdens that can prevent immigrants from using their 
skills.20 States could reform these licensing requirements to allow 
refugees and asylum seekers to use the skills they have devel-
oped elsewhere. Additionally, states, localities, and civil society 
groups could invest more in English language programs, skills 
training programs, and programs that match refugees and asylum 
seekers to jobs that use their skills. 

It has long been a part of the American creed to welcome those 
who are “yearning to be free” from some of the earliest settlers 
who fled religious persecution to those fleeing Communism 
during the Cold War to those fleeing war and persecution today. 
Some of these refugees, like Albert Einstein, were known for their 
major contributions to American society, but most lived ordinary 
lives. Nonetheless, these refugees have long made significant 
contributions to our economy and our society. We can be the 

generous “city upon a hill”—providing refugees with safety and 
the social safety net programs, including access to jobs and 
health care, that give them a chance to rebuild their lives— with-
out fear that refugees and asylum seekers will harm our economic 
future.
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