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Introduction
The United States refugee program began in 1980 and has resettled about 3.7 million people since 
then.1 That is approximately 85,000 refugees each year. Yet in recent years the US has admitted 
fewer refugees. In 2021, only 15,000 refugees were resettled, and in 2022, the US resettled fewer 
than 26,000.2 Why has refugee resettlement fallen so much in recent years?

The global number of refugees has not similarly fallen. Instead, it has grown: there are about 27 
million refugees today, according to the United Nations.3 The reduction in resettlement to the 
United States has taken place despite research that makes it clear that there are large economic and 
security benefits to admitting refugees.4

This report examines why the US has admitted fewer refugees in recent years and how the US 
compares to similar countries in terms of refugee resettlement. It also considers options for admit-
ting greater numbers of refugees. Our central finding is that the US can both match and exceed 
other countries in refugee resettlement. Instead of setting political goals, like the current goal 
of 125,000 (which the country is unlikely to reach), the United States should be changing the 
way refugees are admitted, which would allow us to set our sights higher—to at least 250,000. 
This would render the US resettlement rate similar to the rates of countries such as Canada and 
Germany. 

Our major findings and policy proposals are as follows:

1. The US resettles relatively few refugees compared to similar countries after we adjust for the 
much larger US population.

2. Relying on a needs-based refugee resettlement approach would imply a much greater level of 
resettlement by the US.

3. Restoring and expanding the US private refugee resettlement capacity could bring in many 
more refugees at little public cost.

4. Adopting state-based resettlement options may avoid political debates about refugee levels by 
letting states opt in to or out of additional resettlement.

5. The US is already piloting a refugee matching system that could modernize and simplify the 
resettlement process so that the country can take in more refugees.

1 Ryan Baugh, “Fiscal Year 2020 Refugees and Asylees Annual Flow Report,” Department of Homeland Security Office of Immigration 
Statistics, March 8, 2022, https://www.dhs.gov/sites/default/files/2022-03/22_0308_plcy_refugees_and_asylees_fy2020_1.pdf. 
2 “U.S. Annual Refugee Resettlement Ceilings and Number of Refugees Admitted, 1980-Present,” Migration Policy Institute, 2023, 
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/programs/data-hub/charts/us-refugee-resettlement.
3 “Figures at a Glance,” UNHCR, accessed January 10, 2023, https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/figures-at-a-glance.html. 
4 Michael A. Clemens, “The Economic and Fiscal Effects on the United States from Reduced Numbers of Refugees and Asylum 
Seekers,” Oxford Review of Economic Policy 38, no. 3 (2022): 449–86, https://doi.org/10.1093/oxrep/grac012; Courtney Brell, Christian 
Dustmann, and Ian Preston, “The Labor Market Integration of Refugee Migrants in High-Income Countries,” Journal of Economic 
Perspectives 34, no. 1 (2020): 94–121, https://doi.org/10.1257/jep.34.1.94; Idean Salehyan, The Strategic Case for Refugee Resettlement 
(Niskanen Center, September 2018), https://www.niskanencenter.org/wp-content/uploads/old_uploads/2018/09/NC-Refugee-Paper-
SalehyanElec_FINAL.pdf; Donald Kerwin, “The US Refugee Resettlement Program—a Return to First Principles: How Refugees 
Help to Define, Strengthen, and Revitalize the United States,” Journal on Migration and Human Security 6, no. 3 (2018): 205–25, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/2331502418787787. 

https://www.dhs.gov/sites/default/files/2022-03/22_0308_plcy_refugees_and_asylees_fy2020_1.pdf
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/programs/data-hub/charts/us-refugee-resettlement
https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/figures-at-a-glance.html
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxrep/grac012
https://doi.org/10.1257/jep.34.1.94
https://www.niskanencenter.org/wp-content/uploads/old_uploads/2018/09/NC-Refugee-Paper-SalehyanElec_FINAL.pdf
https://www.niskanencenter.org/wp-content/uploads/old_uploads/2018/09/NC-Refugee-Paper-SalehyanElec_FINAL.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/2331502418787787
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This report begins with an explanation of how the US refugee system currently works and then 
compares the US to other countries. It concludes with recommendations for increasing resettle-
ment levels in the United States. Raising US resettlement levels to be comparable with those of 
other countries will be a long-term project. It ’s one that will generate large and important benefits 
for the country and for the refugees themselves if it is successful.

How does the US refugee system work?
Refugee resettlement is a global challenge. There are currently 27 million refugees in the world.5 
Recent conflicts in the Middle East have dramatically increased the number of refugees worldwide. 
The Syrian civil war that began in 2011 has especially contributed to the current refugee crisis.6

The United States cooperates with international groups to evaluate refugees for resettlement 
and to coordinate aid efforts. Since 2016, the United States has taken in approximately 190,000 
refugees—about 27,000 a year—though it often sets much higher goals. President Biden set the 
refugee ceiling for fiscal years 2022 at 125,000 refugees.7 However, the US only resettled 25,465 
refugees, leaving nearly 100,000 slots unfilled.8 The 2023 goal is again 125,000.9

This section provides an overview of the refugee resettlement system in the United States and 
explains how it works within the international system. Specifically, the section explains who counts 
as a refugee, how many refugees the United States admits in relation to the worldwide refugee 
population, what the process is for a refugee to come to the United States, and what combination 
of public and private support is available to refugees once they are in the country.

Who is a refugee?
Under both US and international law, a refugee is someone with a well-founded fear of persecu-
tion on the basis of a protected characteristic. Protected characteristics include religion, race, and 
nationality.10 Additionally, belonging to a specific social group or holding certain political opinions 
can qualify someone for refugee status. So family members persecuted for their religion can qual-
ify as refugees, as can pro-democracy advocates who face discrimination because of their political 
activities in countries with authoritarian regimes.

5 “Figures at a Glance,” UNHCR.
6 “Syria Refugee Crisis Explained,” USA for UNHCR, accessed September 14, 2021, https://www.unrefugees.org/news/syria-refugee-
crisis-explained/. 
7 “Refugee Admissions Report,” Department of State, Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration, Office of Admissions—Refugee 
Processing Center, June 30, 2021, https://www.wrapsnet.org/admissions-and-arrivals/; “Memorandum for the Secretary of State 
on the Emergency Presidential Determination on Refugee Admissions for Fiscal Year 2021,” White House, May 3, 2021, https://
www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/presidential-actions/2021/05/03/memorandum-for-the-secretary-of-state-on-the-emergency-
presidential-determination-on-refugee-admissions-for-fiscal-year-2021-2/. 
8 “Refugee Arrivals by Region,” Department of State, Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration, Office of Admissions—Refugee 
Processing Center, October 2022, https://www.wrapsnet.org/documents/Refugee%20Arrivals%20by%20Region%20-%20Fiscal%20
Year%20by%20Month%20as%20of%2030%20Sep%202022.pdf. 
9 Antony J. Blinken, “The Presidential Determination on Refugee Admissions for Fiscal Year 2023,” news release, Department of State, 
September 27, 2022, https://www.state.gov/the-presidential-determination-on-refugee-admissions-for-fiscal-year-2023/. 
10 Immigration and Nationality Act of 1952, 8 U.S.C. § 1101(a)(42) ( January 2, 2023), https://uscode.house.gov/view.
xhtml?req=granuleid%3AUSC-prelim-title8-section1101&num=0&edition=prelim; 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees 
and 1967 Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees, UNHCR, https://www.unhcr.org/3b66c2aa10.html. 

https://www.unrefugees.org/news/syria-refugee-crisis-explained/
https://www.unrefugees.org/news/syria-refugee-crisis-explained/
https://www.wrapsnet.org/admissions-and-arrivals/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/presidential-actions/2021/05/03/memorandum-for-the-secretary-of-state-on-the-emergency-presidential-determination-on-refugee-admissions-for-fiscal-year-2021-2/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/presidential-actions/2021/05/03/memorandum-for-the-secretary-of-state-on-the-emergency-presidential-determination-on-refugee-admissions-for-fiscal-year-2021-2/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/presidential-actions/2021/05/03/memorandum-for-the-secretary-of-state-on-the-emergency-presidential-determination-on-refugee-admissions-for-fiscal-year-2021-2/
https://www.wrapsnet.org/documents/Refugee Arrivals by Region - Fiscal Year by Month as of 30 Sep 2022.pdf
https://www.wrapsnet.org/documents/Refugee Arrivals by Region - Fiscal Year by Month as of 30 Sep 2022.pdf
https://www.state.gov/the-presidential-determination-on-refugee-admissions-for-fiscal-year-2023/
https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=granuleid%3AUSC-prelim-title8-section1101&num=0&edition=prelim
https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=granuleid%3AUSC-prelim-title8-section1101&num=0&edition=prelim
https://www.unhcr.org/3b66c2aa10.html
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Individuals who flee their country because of a fear of persecution qualify as refugees only once 
they have gone through the US refugee status determination process. This designation process is a 
key difference between refugees and asylum seekers. Asylum seekers go from their home country 
directly to a permanent host country. Refugees, on the other hand, go from their home country to 
a temporary country of asylum, where they go through a formal designation process, and then they 
go on to a permanent host country.

The United States grants both refugees and asylum seekers protection. This means that individ-
uals who are fleeing persecution and are at the border or already in the United States are granted 
asylum status and don’t need to seek refugee status.11 Refugees who come to the United States, by 
contrast, previously sought asylum in a foreign country or were displaced and designated as refu-
gees.12 Not every asylum seeker will meet the criterion to be a refugee.

The legal framework for refugees under US law is documented in the Immigration and Nationality 
Act of 1952. On an international level, the Convention and Protocol Relating to the Status of 
Refugees constitutes the legal framework for international refugee law. By signing the 1967 refugee 
protocols, the United States and 148 other countries committed to upholding the human rights 
of refugees.13 The Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees defines a refugee as anyone who 
“owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, member-
ship of a particular social group or political opinion is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to 
avail himself of the protection of [his home] country.”14

How many refugees exist in the world?
According to data from the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), as 
of 2019 there were 89.3 million forcibly displaced people worldwide, of which 27.1 million are 
refugees and 4.6 million are asylum seekers.15 In addition to refugees and asylum seekers, UNHCR 
also recognizes internally displaced persons and Venezuelans who are displaced abroad and cannot 
return to their home country but haven’t formally sought asylum. These groups, as seen in figure 1, 
constitute the displaced people in the world.

While the number of refugees worldwide has increased dramatically in the past decade, the United 
States has seen a decline in the number of refugees admitted to the country compared to pre-2015 
levels. 

11 “Refugees and Asylum,” US Citizenship and Immigration Services, accessed August 3, 2021, https://www.uscis.gov/humanitarian/
refugees-and-asylum. 
12 Procedural Standards for Refugee Status Determination under UNHCR’s Mandate (UNHCR, 2020), https://www.refworld.org/
docid/5e870b254.html. 
13 “States Parties to the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees and the 1967 Protocol,” UNHCR, accessed September 14, 
2021, https://www.unhcr.org/protect/PROTECTION/3b73b0d63.pdf. 
14 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees.
15 “Figures at a Glance,” UNHCR.

https://www.uscis.gov/humanitarian/refugees-and-asylum
https://www.uscis.gov/humanitarian/refugees-and-asylum
https://www.refworld.org/docid/5e870b254.html
https://www.refworld.org/docid/5e870b254.html
https://www.unhcr.org/protect/PROTECTION/3b73b0d63.pdf
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Figure 2 presents the number of refugees admitted to the United States from 2001 to 2022. It 
shows the steep decline in US refugee resettlement. Throughout the paper, we use UNHCR data 
on refugee resettlement to achieve consistency between US and international data in our compar-
isons. But in figure 2 we also include the US counts of refugees resettled to display the small 
differences between the US data and the UNHCR data. The two data sets (one from UNHCR and 
one from the Worldwide Refugee Admissions Processing System, or WRAPS) differ slightly, but 
not in substantial ways.

Figure 2. UN Data and US Data on US Refugee Admissions, 2000–2022 

Sources: “Refugee Admissions by Region since 1975 as of September 30, 2022,” Refugee Processing Center, accessed January 10, 2023, 
https://www.wrapsnet.org/archives/; “Resettlement Data Finder,” UNHCR, accessed January 10, 2023, https://www.unhcr.org/refu-
gee-statistics/download/?url=t6E24C; “The U.S. Refugee Resettlement Program Explained,” UNHCR, July 21, 2022, https://www.
unrefugees.org/news/the-u-s-refugee-resettlement-program-explained/.

Note: Data for 2022 may be updated. This chart uses the UNHCR data for resettlement arrivals in the US.

Figure 1. The Sources of Displaced People (as of January 2023) 

Source: “Figures at a Glance,” UNHCR, accessed January 10, 2023, https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/figures-at-a-glance.html. 

https://www.wrapsnet.org/archives/
https://www.unhcr.org/refugee-statistics/download/?url=t6E24C
https://www.unhcr.org/refugee-statistics/download/?url=t6E24C
https://www.unrefugees.org/news/the-u-s-refugee-resettlement-program-explained/
https://www.unrefugees.org/news/the-u-s-refugee-resettlement-program-explained/
https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/figures-at-a-glance.html
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The minor differences shown in figure 2 arise for several reasons. The United States posts data 
for the fiscal year, whereas UNHCR uses data for the calendar year. Furthermore, there might be 
refugees who come to the United States through means other than a UNHCR referral—for exam-
ple, by direct referral at US embassies.16 These refugees would not be included in the UNHCR 
numbers.17

How do refugees get to the United States?
The refugee admission and resettlement process in the United States broadly follows this five-step 
outline:

1. The US president sets the number of refugees to be accepted.

2. Potential candidates are referred to the US Refugee Admissions Program by a US embassy, by 
UNHCR, or by a designated nongovernmental organization.

3. The US Department of State’s Resettlement Support Centers determine the eligibility of 
referred individuals for refugee status.

4. Refugees are brought to the United States.

5. Refugees receive aid and assistance from public and private organizations in the United 
States and then can apply for legal permanent residence and, later, for citizenship.

The decline in the number of refugees resettled in the United States since 2000 occurred because 
each year the executive branch has chosen to admit fewer refugees. The executive branch in the 
United States has the authority to set annual refugee admission numbers after consulting with 
Congress. The consultation considers the current humanitarian needs of refugees and the US 
capacity to admit refugees.18 The president’s administration drafts and the president signs the 
Presidential Determination on Refugee Admissions, which sets the refugee cap for the upcoming 
fiscal year. The refugee caps from 2000 to 2022 are shown in figure 3.

In 2020, the Trump administration set the refugee cap for fiscal year 2021 at 18,000.19 The follow-
ing year, the Biden administration originally set the refugee cap even lower, at 15,000. 

16 “Application and Case Processing,” US Department of State, accessed August 16, 2021, https://www.state.gov/refugee-admissions/
application-and-case-processing/. 
17 The differences between UNHCR data and the Refugee Processing Center’s data vary year by year. For example, in reports for 
2017, UNHCR data show 33,362 refugee admissions and the Refugee Processing Center reports 53,716. For 2019, UNHCR data 
show 27,501 admissions and the Refugee Processing Center reports 30,000 admissions. Individual and group applications are limited 
to specific nationalities and minorities, such as ethnic minorities from Burma in Malaysia and Bhutanese in Nepal. “Proposed Refugee 
Admissions for Fiscal Year 2018 Report to the Congress,” United States Department of State, United States Department of Homeland 
Security, and United States Department of Health and Human Services, https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/Proposed-
Refugee-Admissions-for-Fiscal-Year-2018.pdf; “Refugee Data Finder,” UNHCR, accessed August 9, 2021, https://www.unhcr.org/
refugee-statistics/download/?url=Aj9YyT; “Refugee Security Screening Fact Sheet,” US Department of Homeland Security, June 3, 
2020, https://www.uscis.gov/sites/default/files/document/fact-sheets/Refugee_Screening_and_Vetting_Fact_Sheet.pdf; “Refugee 
Admissions Report,” Department of State, Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration, Office of Admissions, June 30, 2021, 
https://www.wrapsnet.org/admissions-and-arrivals/; Karoline Popp, “Global Refugee Resettlement: What Do the Statistics Tell Us?,” 
Migration Data Portal, August 23, 2018, http://www.migrationdataportal.org/blog/global-refugee-resettlement-what-do-statistics-tell-
us. 
18 “The United States Refugee Admissions Program (USRAP) Consultation and Worldwide Processing Priorities,” US Citizenship and 
Immigration Services, accessed August 4, 2021, https://www.uscis.gov/humanitarian/refugees-and-asylum/usrap. 
19 “Presidential Determination on Refugee Admissions for Fiscal Year 2021,” Presidential Documents, October 27, 2020, https://www.
federalregister.gov/documents/2020/11/06/2020-24912/presidential-determination-on-refugee-admissions-for-fiscal-year-2021. 

https://www.state.gov/refugee-admissions/application-and-case-processing/
https://www.state.gov/refugee-admissions/application-and-case-processing/
https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/Proposed-Refugee-Admissions-for-Fiscal-Year-2018.pdf
https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/Proposed-Refugee-Admissions-for-Fiscal-Year-2018.pdf
https://www.uscis.gov/sites/default/files/document/fact-sheets/Refugee_Screening_and_Vetting_Fact_Sheet.pdf
https://www.wrapsnet.org/admissions-and-arrivals/
http://www.migrationdataportal.org/blog/global-refugee-resettlement-what-do-statistics-tell-us
http://www.migrationdataportal.org/blog/global-refugee-resettlement-what-do-statistics-tell-us
https://www.uscis.gov/humanitarian/refugees-and-asylum/usrap
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2020/11/06/2020-24912/presidential-determination-on-refugee-admissions-for-fiscal-year-2021
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2020/11/06/2020-24912/presidential-determination-on-refugee-admissions-for-fiscal-year-2021
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This likely reflected administration officials’ beliefs about the capabilities of US resettlement 
infrastructure. But later the administration released an Emergency Presidential Determination 
on Refugee Admissions and an accompanying Memorandum for the Secretary of State, which 
increased the refugee cap for 2021 from 15,000 to 62,500.20 As figure 3 shows, raising the refugee 
cap to 62,500 in 2021 brought it back to a more comparable level with the limits between 2000 
and 2015.

Notably, the United States rarely reaches the ceiling stipulated by the president. Only six times 
between 2000 and 2022 did the United States resettle as many refugees as allowed under the cap.21 
But the resettlement number is often close to the maximum allowed, as shown in figure 3. 

Recent years, however, have seen dramatic shortfalls in resettlement numbers. In fiscal year 2021, 
when the government was allowed to resettle up to 62,500 refugees, only 11,411 were resettled. 
That is, the United States resettled only around one out of five of the refugees that it could have.22

The gap between the resettlement ceiling and actual resettlement numbers happened because the 
State Department downsized the refugee resettlement infrastructure in 2017. From that year until 
2021, about a third of resettlement offices closed.23 

20 “Memorandum on the Emergency Presidential Determination on Refugee Admissions.”
21 Note that this is rounding up for years where resettlement numbers are close to the cap. “Refugee Admissions Report,” Department 
of State; “U.S. Annual Refugee Resettlement Ceilings and Number of Refugees Admitted, 1980-Present,” Migration Policy Institute, 
accessed January 10, 2023, https://www.migrationpolicy.org/programs/data-hub/charts/us-refugee-resettlement. 
22 “Refugee Admissions Report,” Department of State; “U.S. Annual Refugee Resettlement Ceilings and Number of Refugees 
Admitted, 1980-Present,” Migration Policy Institute, accessed January 10, 2023, https://www.migrationpolicy.org/programs/data-hub/
charts/us-refugee-resettlement. 
23 Danilo Zak, “Explainer: The Refugee Resettlement Backlog and How to Rebuild the Pipeline,” November 15, 2021, https://
immigrationforum.org/article/explainer-the-refugee-resettlement-backlog-and-how-to-rebuild-the-pipeline/. 

Figure 3. US Annual Refugee Cap, 2000–2022 

Source: “Resettlement Data Finder,” UNHCR, accessed January 10, 2023, https://www.unhcr.org/refugee-statistics/down-
load/?url=t6E24C; “U.S. Annual Refugee Resettlement Ceilings and Number of Refugees Admitted, 1980-Present,” Migration Policy 
Institute, accessed January 10, 2023, https://www.migrationpolicy.org/programs/data-hub/charts/us-refugee-resettlement. 

Note: 2014 and 2016 have resettlement arrivals larger than the refugee cap. This reflects differences in the numbers between UNHCR 
and the US data. The US data shows 69,987 refugees resettled in 2014 and 84,999 in 2016, both just below each year’s ceiling. This data 
is for fiscal years 2000–2022.

https://www.migrationpolicy.org/programs/data-hub/charts/us-refugee-resettlement
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/programs/data-hub/charts/us-refugee-resettlement
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/programs/data-hub/charts/us-refugee-resettlement
https://immigrationforum.org/article/explainer-the-refugee-resettlement-backlog-and-how-to-rebuild-the-pipeline/
https://immigrationforum.org/article/explainer-the-refugee-resettlement-backlog-and-how-to-rebuild-the-pipeline/
https://www.unhcr.org/refugee-statistics/download/?url=t6E24C
https://www.unhcr.org/refugee-statistics/download/?url=t6E24C
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/programs/data-hub/charts/us-refugee-resettlement
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In 2021, the US refugee program had about 62 percent of the offices it had in 2016. When the 
Biden administration began, resettlement agencies did not have the resources to resettle many 
more than 11,000 refugees.24

Resettlement in 2022 followed a similar trajectory. Only 25,465 refugees were resettled accord-
ing to the US data and about half of that according to the UNHCR’s numbers. That is again only 
about one in five of the refugees who could have been resettled under the 125,000 goal. Though 
the figures exclude Afghans and Ukrainians brought to the US, because they were brought outside 
formal refugee channels.

Once the level of refugee admissions has been determined by the president, the United States 
works with UNHCR to select refugees.25 This starts with UNHCR designating individuals as refu-
gees on the basis of their claims under international law.26 UNHCR, US embassies, and nongov-
ernmental organizations identify individuals who are in need of resettlement and begin selecting 
some for resettlement in the United States.

These individuals are referred to the US Refugee Admissions Program and categorized into one of 
three priorities:

• Priority 1 (P-1) includes individual referrals that meet the definition of a refugee, meaning that 
resettlement is a desirable long-term solution. The majority of P-1 cases are referred to the US 
by UNHCR.

• Priority 2 (P-2) consists of specific predetermined groups. These groups include religious 
minority groups in Eurasia, the Baltics, and Iran, as well as Iraqis associated with the US.

• Priority 3 (P-3) is a pathway for family reunification. Individuals of specified nationalities 
whose immediate family members came to the US as refugees can be given P-3 status, allowing 
them to come to the US.27

Before these referrals receive the rights of refugees, their refugee status needs to be determined to 
ensure that their claims qualify them as refugees under international law. Refugee status determi-
nation is primarily conducted by the United States Citizenship and Immigration Services.28 The 
organization making the determination of status collects personal data, immigration data (previous 
visa refusals and immigration law violations), and biometrics. This information is used to conduct 
background checks and assess the applicant’s criminal history. The entire process can take 18 to 24 
months to complete.29

24 Zak, “Explainer: The Refugee Resettlement Backlog.”
25 “An Overview of U.S. Refugee Law and Policy,” American Immigration Council, accessed August 12, 2021, https://www.
americanimmigrationcouncil.org/research/overview-us-refugee-law-and-policy. 
26 “Convention and Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees,” UNHCR, December 2010, https://www.unhcr.org/3b66c2aa10.html. 
27 “U.S. Refugee Admissions Program Access Categories,” Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration, accessed January 3, 2023, 
https://2017-2021.state.gov/refugee-admissions/u-s-refugee-admissions-program-access-categories/index.html. 
28 “Refugee Status Determination,” UNHCR, accessed August 5, 2021, https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/refugee-status-determination.
html; “Refugee Processing and Security Screening,” US Citizenship and Immigration Services, accessed August 5, 20201, https://www.
uscis.gov/humanitarian/refugees-and-asylum/refugees/refugee-processing-and-security-screening. 
29 Lazaro Zamora and Zuzana Jerabek, “Refugee Process, Security Screening, and Challenges: A Primer,” Bipartisan Policy Center, 
November 20, 2015, https://bipartisanpolicy.org/blog/refugee-process-security-screening-and-challenges-a-primer/. 
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Resettlement submissions are given varying levels of priority depending on the urgency of each 
individual case.30 This recognizes that some refugees may need to be granted refugee status and 
referred to a host country for resettlement sooner than others.

A refugee screened and then selected to come to the United States receives a brief orienta-
tion about the culture of the United States before being brought to the country.31 Typically, the 
International Organization for Migration coordinates flight arrangements.32 It receives the funds 
for travel expenses from the State Department’s Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration 
(PRM).33 The International Organization for Migration uses these funds to issue refugees an 
interest-free loan to pay for their travel expenses.34 Since this is a loan, refugees repay the funds. 
Other than the implicit subsidization of their travel through the interest-free loan, refugees pay for 
their own travel to the US. The US government is reimbursed for refugees’ travel expenses.

How are refugees resettled?
Once refugees are approved for resettlement, they are sponsored by a nonprofit resettlement 
agency. This agency determines their placement in the United States and provides initial resettle-
ment services after their arrival.

There are two major phases of federal support for refugees’ resettlement after they come to the 
United States.35 In the first phase, the PRM provides resettlement agencies with a one-time 
payment per refugee to assist with initial support services. The second phase consists of programs 
administered by nongovernmental organizations and states and delivered in partnership with (and 
funded by) the Department of Health and Human Services Office of Refugee Resettlement.

Nine major resettlement agencies determine placement and determine which agency will sponsor 
incoming refugees. These voluntary agencies meet weekly to review biographical information and 
other case records sent by the Department of State’s overseas Resettlement Support Centers.36 The 
VOLAGs are required to consult with—and take recommendations from—local authorities, state 
governments, and local nonprofits before resettlement.37 Placement is largely dependent on 

30 “The United States Refugee Admissions Program (USRAP) Consultation and Worldwide Processing Priorities,” US Citizenship and 
Immigration Services, accessed August 5, 2021, https://www.uscis.gov/humanitarian/refugees-and-asylum/usrap. 
31 “Resettlement Process: Steps of the US Refugee Admissions Program,” Refugee Council USA, accessed August 16, 2021, https://
rcusa.org/resettlement/resettlement-process/. 
32 “Resettlement Process,” Refugee Council USA.
33 “Refugee Travel Loans Collection,” United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, accessed August 16, 2021, https://www.usccb.org/
issues-and-action/human-life-and-dignity/migrants-refugees-and-travelers/refugee-travel-loans-collection. 
34 “Application and Case Processing,” US Department of State, accessed August 16, 2021, https://www.state.gov/refugee-admissions/
application-and-case-processing/; “Refugee Travel Loans Collection,” United States Conference of Catholic Bishops.
35 “The U.S. Refugee Resettlement Program—an Overview,” Office of Refugee Resettlement, October 4, 2021, https://www.acf.hhs.
gov/orr/policy-guidance/us-refugee-resettlement-program-overview. 
36 Peter Margulies, “Implementing the Refugee EO: The State Department Should Consider Refugee Agency Assurances as Bona 
Fide Relationships,” Lawfare, July 2, 2017, https://www.lawfareblog.com/implementing-refugee-eo-state-department-should-consider-
refugee-agency-assurances-bona-fide; “What Is a VOLAG?,” Washington State Department of Social and Health Services, accessed 
January 10, 2022, https://www.dshs.wa.gov/faq/what-volag; Andorra Bruno, “Reception and Placement of Refugees in the United 
States,” Congressional Research Service, June 21, 2017, https://fas.org/sgp/crs/homesec/R44878.pdf; “Reception and Placement,” 
Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration, accessed August 3, 2021, https://www.state.gov/refugee-admissions/reception-and-
placement/. 
37 Claire Felter and James McBride, “How Does the U.S. Refugee System Work?,” Council on Foreign Relations, October 10, 2018, 
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/how-does-us-refugee-system-work; Bruno, “Reception and Placement.”
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whether refugees already have close family and friends in the United States, on opportunities for 
employment, and on the presence of strong community services.38

After placement, the sponsoring resettlement agencies’ local affiliates provide initial services. These 
services include housing assistance, enrollment in employment services, school registration, appli-
cations for social security, connecting refugees with language or social services, and other basic 
services.39 The PRM’s one-time payment to resettlement agencies covers a majority of the costs for 
these services. The PRM expects sponsoring agencies to supplement federal funding with signifi-
cant cash or in-kind resources for the initial three-month period of resettlement.40

After this 30–90 day period, the Office of Refugee Resettlement takes over from the PRM, work-
ing with states and local affiliate resettlement agencies to provide longer-term case management 
and medical assistance in addition to language services, employment services, and social services.41 
The Office of Refugee Resettlement has several programs that states and nongovernmental 
organizations administer to provide refugees with support. These include the Cash and Medical 
Assistance program, which provides funds for medical costs; the Ethnic Community Self-Help 
program; and specialized programs such as the Individual Development Accounts program, which 
helps refugees save for a car, a home purchase, starting a business, or postsecondary education.42

Refugees who have been relocated to the United States are required to apply for a green card one 
year after entering the country.43 A green card confers legal permanent resident status.

How does the US compare with peers?
At a time when the number of refugees around the world is steadily rising, US resettlement rates 
are lagging.44 Despite the growing number of refugees as counted under UNHCR’s mandate, the 
United States’ total resettlement fell short of Canada’s and Australia’s.45 Even in absolute numbers, 
the United States fell behind Canada in 2018 and 2019, resettling 22,912 and 27,501 refugees to 
Canada’s 28,058 and 30,082 refugees.

On a per capita rate the United States’ refugee resettlement is also behind that of other countries. 
The US takes about 200,000 fewer refugees per year than it would be if the US rate matched 
Canada’s, for example. With a population more than double Canada’s, the United States can do 
much more. In fact, the US has done so in the past. The 1980 refugee cap was 231,700 and that 
year the US resettled 207,116 people.46

38 Bruno, “Reception and Placement.”
39 “Reception and Placement,” Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration.
40 “Reception and Placement,” Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration.
41 “The U.S. Refugee Resettlement Program,” Office of Refugee Resettlement.
42 “Individual Development Accounts,” Office of Refugee Resettlement, accessed January 10, 2023, https://www.acf.hhs.gov/orr/
programs/refugees/ida. 
43 “Refugees,” US Citizenship and Immigration Services, accessed January 10, 2023, https://www.uscis.gov/humanitarian/refugees-and-
asylum/refugees. 
44 “Global Trends: Forced Displacement in 2020,” UNHCR, accessed August 6, 2021, https://www.unhcr.org/flagship-reports/
globaltrends/. 
45 “Resettlement Data Finder,” UNHCR, accessed January 10, 2023.
46 “U.S. Annual Refugee Resettlement Ceilings and Number of Refugees Admitted, 1980-Present,” Migration Policy Institute, accessed 
January 10, 2023, https://www.migrationpolicy.org/programs/data-hub/charts/us-refugee-resettlement. 
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Our analysis of UNHCR resettlement data, shown in figure 4, indicates that Canada resettled 800 
refugees per million residents in 2019.47 Australia’s resettlement rate per capita was only slightly 
lower than Canada’s in the same year.

COVID-19’s effects are also evident in figure 4. Global refugee resettlement slowed in 2020 
because of the pandemic.

When it comes to resettlement rate per capita, the United States is far behind. Though the US 
population is more than double Canada’s and Australia’s, US resettlement per capita has been 
much lower. In 2019, the United States resettled 84 refugees per million residents. In contrast, 
Canada resettled about 800 refugees per million residents that year. If the United States took in 
the same number of refugees per million residents as its northern neighbor, the United States 
would have resettled more than 258,000 refugees in 2019. That means even if the US hits the 
125,000 refugee goal in 2023 it will be only half of the per capita level of Canada’s resettlement.48 

47 We use 2019 to avoid the effects of COVID-19. Other researchers have conducted similar analyses. See Jynnah Radford and Phillip 
Connor, “Canada Now Leads the World in Refugee Resettlement, Surpassing the U.S.,” Pew Research Center, June 19, 2019, https://
www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/06/19/canada-now-leads-the-world-in-refugee-resettlement-surpassing-the-u-s/. Note that 
WRAPS data and UNHCR data are slightly different and we use UNHCR data throughout for consistency. These changes would not 
affect the results, because the numbers provided by WRAPS are almost always lower than UNHCR’s numbers. In most instances, the 
divergences between WRAPS and UNHCR data advantage the US in these comparisons.
48 “Refugee Data Finder,” UNHCR, accessed January 10, 2023, https://www.unhcr.org/refugee-statistics/download/?url=mfo0QQ. 

Figure 4. Refugee Resettlement per Million Residents  

Sources: “Refugee Data Finder,” UNHCR, accessed January 10, 2023, https://www.unhcr.org/refugee-statistics/download/?url=m-
fo0QQ; “Population, total - Germany, United Kingdom, Canada, Australia, United States,” World Bank, accessed January 10, 2023, 
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL?end=2020&locations=DE-GB-CA-AU-US&start=2016&view=chart. 
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Ways for the US to increase resettlement to at 
least 250,000 a year
International comparisons make it clear that the United States could resettle many more refugees. 
Countries such as Canada and Germany take in many more refugees than the US. The US should 
set a goal to steadily increase the refugee cap over the next five years to levels comparable with 
international per capita levels. The United States should first aim to fulfill its 125,000 goal next 
year and then to reach 250,000 refugees a year by 2028. A potential timeline is shown in figure 5 
where the US reaches 250,000 by resettling about 25,000 additional refugees each year from 2023 
onward.

This increase is certainly substantial relative to the current refugee numbers. Yet even this substan-
tial increase only raises US resettlement goals to comparable levels with countries such as Australia 
and Canada. In addition, it also raises the same level to the same numbers the US resettled in 1980 
and 1981, though numbers dropped much lower even before 1985.49

Famously, Germany, a country of just 81 million, took in 1 million Syrian refugees in 2015. This 
influx initially caused concerns about immigration to rise, for obvious reasons, but since then 
concerns have returned to pre-2015 levels despite continued resettlement and immigration.50 Since 
the US population in 2015 was about 320 million, Germany’s refugee intake is akin to the US 
taking in around 4 million refugees during 2015. The US took in only about 70,000 refugees in 
2015. 

49 “U.S. Annual Refugee Resettlement Ceilings and Number of Refugees Admitted, 1980-Present,” Migration Policy Institute, accessed 
January 10, 2023, https://www.migrationpolicy.org/programs/data-hub/charts/us-refugee-resettlement. 
50 Katia Gallegos Torres, “The 2015 Refugee Inflow and Concerns over Immigration” (Discussion Paper, Leibniz Centre for European 
Economic Research, November 16, 2021), https://www.ssrn.com/abstract=4013658. 

Figure 5. US Refugee Resettlement Goals Projected to 2025 

Source: Historical refugee cap numbers come from: “U.S. Annual Refugee Resettlement Ceilings and Number of Refugees Admitted, 
1980-Present,” Migration Policy Institute, accessed January 10, 2023, https://www.migrationpolicy.org/programs/data-hub/charts/
us-refugee-resettlement. 
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The comparison with Germany is meant only to illustrate that increased resettlement in the US 
may raise similar short-term concerns—yet it is likely that they will fade away after only a few 
years, just as they did in Germany.

We will explore four promising options for expanding refugee resettlement:

1. Formalizing the way that US refugee admissions goals are created

2. Expanding the US private refugee resettlement capacity

3. Adopting state-based resettlement options

4. Expanding the refugee matching system already in use

All of these would expand refugee resettlement to varying degrees. This section provides an over-
view of these models and how they can be utilized to increase refugee resettlement. Whether it ’s 
shifting resettlement’s costs to private sponsors or devolving more choice and authority to locali-
ties, these models can resolve some of the political tension around increasing refugee resettlement.

Each of the avenues for expanding refugee resettlement in the United States relies on allowing 
more choice in the refugee resettlement process. That is, they all devolve power from the federal 
government to others to choose the number of refugees and to select specific refugees or refugees 
with specific skills. In no proposal is that devolution absolute. States would still need to work 
within federal regulations or laws. Still, each avenue gives local groups, whether private organiza-
tions or state governments, more options to support resettlement without requiring anything from 
those who object to resettlement.

Formalizing the refugee resettlement goals process could 
make the resettlement system resilient and predictable
Today, the president is able to set the refugee admissions level after consulting with Congress. 
This generates large swings in refugee caps from president to president. The central challenge this 
creates is that it threatens the resettlement infrastructure. After a downturn it is difficult to build 
the programs back up.

Consider the Trump administration’s reduction in resettlement and the Biden administration’s 
difficulties in scaling back up. In 2017, under the Trump administration, the State Department 
concluded that if fewer refugees are coming to the US, then fewer resettlement offices will be 
needed. In 2017 the department informed the nine major refugee resettlement agencies that any 
office expecting to assist fewer than 100 refugees the following year would be closed.51 This led to 
the closure of 134 offices, cutting resettlement capacity by 38 percent.52 That is, one out of every 
three resettlement offices closed.

The fundamental cause of these closures is that offices receive funding on the basis of the number 
of refugees they are expected to resettle in a given year. So when numbers fell, so did funding. This 
certainly makes sense: there is no need to support an unused arm of any program.

51 Yeganeh Torbati and Mica Rosenberg, “Exclusive: State Department Tells Refugee Agencies to Downsize U.S. Operations,” Reuters, 
December 21, 2017, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-immigration-refugees-exclusive-idUSKBN1EF2S5. 
52 Zak, “Explainer: The Refugee Resettlement Backlog.”
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However, a closed center is a problem because reopening, finding staff, and then training the staff 
all take time. People who left resettlement agencies are now working in other areas. These swings 
from low levels of resettlement to high-minded aspirations undermine the United States’ long-
term refugee resettlement capacity. Today, despite the 2022 goal to resettle 125,000 refugees, the 
Biden administration is likely to resettle fewer than 30,000 refugees. A similar story played out 
during President Biden’s first year in office, when the goal was to resettle 62,500 people but fewer 
than 20,000 were admitted.53

The Biden administration’s 2022 resettlement numbers exclude Afghans and Ukrainians because 
these groups were admitted largely outside the current refugee infrastructure. Despite the common 
conception (for good reason) that both groups are refugees, Afghans and Ukrainians were not 
admitted through the existing refugee system. Most were admitted under humanitarian parole. 
This means that they do not qualify for the supports available to refugees settled through the 
primary system.54

Current US refugee resettlement capacity is so strained that regular refugee resettlement entirely 
stops when crises arise. For example, during the United States’ withdrawal from Afghanistan, the 
federal government put the ongoing Refugee Resettlement Program on hold for two and a half 
months, from October to January.55

In a similar situation, during the first months of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, immigration advo-
cates pointed out that the US formally resettled almost no Ukrainian refugees. In March 2022, 
only 12 Ukrainian refugees were resettled through the refugee program.56 This wasn’t because 
more were not coming to the US but because the current US system could not meet their needs. 
Still, significant numbers of parolees were entering from Afghanistan and Ukraine. About 72,500 
Afghans and 39,000 Ukrainians were paroled into the country as of July 2022.57

There are two lessons to take away from these events. First, the current US refugee resettlement 
system is fragile and driven by political winds instead of the actual needs of refugees. It is difficult 
to rebuild the program, so lowering the cap does lasting damage. Second, simply raising the exist-
ing cap does not raise actual resettlement levels.

To address both of these problems, we propose a simple, needs-based formula to set a floor on 
refugee admissions.58 The first difference from current practice is that this would be a floor, not 
a ceiling. (The policy could allow for rolling unmet numbers into future years as well.) A second 
difference is that if the US were to set its floor to, say, take in 10 percent of the refugees in need 
of resettlement (RINOR) population,59 this could replace the current system where the president 
consults Congress and then sets the refugee goal for the year.

53 Maanvi Singh, “Biden Raises US Refugee Admissions Cap to 62,500 after Delay Sparks Anger,” The Guardian, May 3, 2021, https://
www.theguardian.com/world/2021/may/03/biden-refugee-cap-us-immigration. 
54 Jessica Bolter and Muzaffar Chishti, “Welcoming Afghans and Ukrainians to the United States: A Case in Similarities and 
Contrasts,” Migration Policy Institute, July 13, 2022, https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/afghan-ukrainian-us-arrivals-parole. 
55 Dan Gordon, “Refugee Resettlement Pause Would Be ‘Very Troubling,’” National Immigration Forum, November 15, 2021, https://
immigrationforum.org/article/refugee-resettlement-pause-would-be-very-troubling/. 
56 Ted Hesson and Kristina Cooke, “Explainer: Why Did the United States Resettle Only 12 Ukrainian Refugees in March?,” Reuters, 
April 11, 2022, https://www.reuters.com/world/why-isnt-us-accepting-more-ukrainian-refugees-2022-03-16/. 
57 Bolter and Chishti, “Welcoming Afghans and Ukrainians.”
58 This is a detailed version of an earlier proposal: See Rachel Idso, “Upgrading the Refugee Resettlement System,” The Benchmark, 
June 9, 2020, https://www.thecgo.org/benchmark/upgrading-the-refugee-resettlement-system/. 
59 A US agency could also come up with a measure of resettlement needs if using UNHCR’s RINOR numbers is undesirable.
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A key advantage of setting a floor based on the overall refugee population is that this would not be 
a political choice. Instead, the floor would relate to the worldwide needs for resettlement. The US 
has agreed to play a part in helping refugees. A formulaic approach that centers on those most in 
need is a better way to fulfill obligations under this agreement.

In addition to being based on the global needs for resettlement, the formula could include 
measures of economic health, such as the unemployment rate or the number of jobs relative to the 
size of the US unemployed population. This would allow the US to draw down its refugee goals 
slightly in hard times but take more refugees in during economic expansions.

A needs-based formula to set a refugee resettlement ceiling
The RINOR category is a small portion of all the refugees in the world. Only those who are most 
in need of permanent resettlement are included in this measure. The current RINOR count is esti-
mated at 1.47 million.60

In line with a recommendation from the National Immigration Forum, a formula-based refu-
gee floor could use 10 percent of the RINOR metric as a baseline.61 This proportion could be set 
higher or lower depending on circumstances, but it would set a clear, predictable path for resettle-
ment organizations to plan for. Again, measures of economic health can also be incorporated into 
the floor calculation, though simpler might be better for this proposal. To illustrate our proposal, 
figure 6 compares a hypothetical resettlement rate formula, which includes adjustments based on 
economic activity, to the historical refugee cap.

60 “Projected Global Resettlement Needs 2022” (UNHCR Report, United Nations High Commissioner on Refugees, June 23, 2021), 
https://www.unhcr.org/protection/resettlement/60d320a64/projected-global-resettlement-needs-2022-pdf.html; “UN Refugee Agency 
Releases 2022 Resettlement Needs,” UNHCR, June 23, 2021, https://www.unhcr.org/news/press/2021/6/60d32ba44/un-refugee-
agency-releases-2022-resettlement-needs.html. 
61 Danilo Zak and Dan Kosten, “Lighting the Beacon: A New Method for Setting Refugee Admissions Levels,” National Immigration 
Forum, February 9, 2022, https://immigrationforum.org/article/lighting-the-beacon-a-new-method-for-setting-refugee-admissions-
levels/. 

Figure 6. Proposed Resettlement Level Formula Compared to the Past and Current Resettlement Targets
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The UN began using RINOR in 2011, so our formulaic level starts the following year. The major 
factor driving a refugee cap based on this system is the global need for refugee resettlement. As 
the employment rate increases or decreases, the formula could automatically adjust so that the 
US takes in slightly less than 10 percent or slightly more than 10 percent of the year’s RINOR 
population.

For example, from 2014 to 2015, the employment rate increased from 68.14 percent to 68.70 
percent. In response, the 2016 resettlement level could be set at a percentage of the 2015 RINOR 
level equal to 10 percent plus an additional 1 percentage point. So in 2016, the US would resettle 
11 percent of the RINOR population. The RINOR level was about 958,000 in 2015, so the refu-
gee cap for 2016 would have been about 105,000 refugees. Figure 6 shows the projections from 
this hypothetical from 2011 to 2023.

There’s no mathematical reason to merely add a percentage point to the RINOR resettlement 
goal when the employment rate grows. We do it only as an illustration of what could be done. The 
point is to make it simple and predictable, so nearly anything will do.

One benefit of a formula is that it makes debates about how many refugees to admit concrete. 
Opponents of resettlement could propose attaching or moderating the refugee admission level 
on the basis of the metrics that they care about—for example, public health, native-born births, 
economic health, or other metrics related to America’s ability to integrate migrants. But these 
concerns would also be weighed against the number of worldwide refugees most in need of 
resettlement.

Another advantage is that this formula will raise resettlement rates toward levels comparable to 
those of other countries. When we are deciding the right portion of the RINOR to bring into 
the US, we should keep an eye on international comparisons with similar countries. Most have 
much higher per capita rates of resettlement then the US. It would be simple to use international 
comparisons when selecting the portion of RINOR to use in our calculations. Assuming that 2024 
looks like 2023, a 12 percent RINOR goal would mean that the US has a similar per capita reset-
tlement rate as does Canada and meet our earlier suggestion of resettling about 250,000 per year.

Our proposal is not unlike others. The Guaranteed Refugee Admission Ceiling Enhancement 
(GRACE) Act is one example.62 It would set a floor of 95,000 refugees resettled and require 
quarterly updates on the plans to reach the goal. Another is a 1997 proposal that emphasized the 
need to focus on the needs of refugees. The proposal called for sharing the “refugee burden” among 
stable and wealthier states.63 If implementing a formula like the ones we have proposed is unap-
pealing, then carrying out a reform like these others, which set floors and focus on those most in 
need rather than on erecting aspirational ceilings, could be a valuable step.

62 Dan Kosten, “Guaranteed Refugee Admissions Ceiling Enhancement (GRACE) Act Bill Summary,” National Immigration 
Forum, February 13, 2020, https://immigrationforum.org/article/guaranteed-refugee-admissions-ceiling-enhancement-grace-act-bill-
summary/. 
63 Peter H. Schuck, “Refugee Burden-Sharing: A Modest Proposal,” Yale Journal of International Law 22 (1997): 243–97, https://core.
ac.uk/download/pdf/72839038.pdf; Peter H. Schuck, “Refugee Burden-Sharing: A Modest Proposal, Fifteen Years Later,” Yale Law & 
Economics Research Paper, Yale University Law School, October 24, 2013, https://papers.ssrn.com/abstract=2330380; Peter H. Schuck, 
“Refugee Burden-Sharing: A Modest Proposal,” in Citizens, Strangers, and In-Betweens, by Peter H. Schuck, 1st ed. (Routledge, 2018), 
282–325, 10.1201/9780429501616-18.
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Creating certainty to improve resettlement outcomes
Fundamentally, no formula will eliminate all uncertainty, given the nature of refugee populations. 
Many important events are unpredictable—public health concerns loom large. Resettlement offices 
facing the uncertainty of what their resources will be during the next administration are cautious 
about expansion.64 But creating certainty by changing the ceiling into a floor enables expansion. A 
floor set by a needs-based formula is more resilient than the United States’ current ceiling, which 
the country rarely reaches. Certainty will improve the United States’ ability to respond to interna-
tional crises, like those created in Afghanistan, Ukraine, and elsewhere, by taking in more refugees 
through the usual refugee program.

Adding certainty to the resettlement process will enable consistent resettlement by agencies and 
avoid the problems that have previously caused resettlement to stop or slow.65

Private refugee sponsorship increases resettlement without 
placing the burden on the federal government
One option for the United States to resettle additional refugees is to expand its new private spon-
sorship programs for refugees and establish additional sponsorship programs. The US Department 
of State announced the start of this program in the US on January 19, 2023.66 

Sponsorship is a tool that Canada currently uses. Canada has resettled more than 327,000 refugees 
since the beginning of its private sponsorship program in 1979.67 In 2019 alone, private sponsor-
ships made up about 19,000 of 30,000 refugees resettled.68

Private sponsorship allows private groups to sponsor refugees. In the Canadian sponsorship 
program, there are three ways to become a sponsor. The first is to be a sponsorship agreement 
holder (SAH). SAHs are typically religious, ethnic, community, or service organizations.69 These 
sponsors have signed a formal agreement with the government of Canada to help support refu-
gees. SAHs are prepared to sponsor an increasing number of refugees per year and typically have 
a large support network for regularly resettling refugees.70 The second way to become a sponsor 
is to assemble a group of five or more Canadian citizens or permanent residents and submit an 

64 Zak, “Explainer: The Refugee Resettlement Backlog.”
65 Zak, “Explainer: The Refugee Resettlement Backlog.”
66 “Frequently Asked Questions,” Welcome Corps, January 19, 2023, https://welcomecorps.org/resources/faqs/; “Launch of the 
Welcome Corps – Private Sponsorship of Refugees,” United States Department of State, January 19, 2023, https://www.state.gov/
launch-of-the-welcome-corps-private-sponsorship-of-refugees-2/.
67 “What Is the Private Sponsorship of Refugees?,” UNHCR, accessed August 2, 2021, https://www.unhcr.ca/in-canada/other-
immigration-pathways-refugees/private-sponsorship-refugees/. 
68 “2020 Annual Report to Parliament on Immigration,” Immigration, Refugees, and Citizenship Canada, Government of Canada, 
December 31, 2019, https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/corporate/publications-manuals/annual-report-
parliament-immigration-2020.html. 
69 Ian Van Haren, “Canada’s Private Sponsorship Model Represents a Complementary Pathway for Refugee Resettlement,” Migration 
Policy Institute, July 9, 2021, https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/canada-private-sponsorship-model-refugee-resettlement. 
70 “Sponsorship Agreement Holders: Who Can Become an SAH,” Government of Canada, accessed August 10, 2021, https://www.
canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/refugees/help-outside-canada/private-sponsorship-program/agreement-
holders/eligibility.html. 
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application for sponsorship together as a “group of five.”71 The third way is designed for organiza-
tions that are not large enough to provide support as an SAH. These organizations, which include 
associations and corporations, can become “community sponsors.”72

Private sponsorship reduces the costs of increased refugee resettlement for the federal government. 
Sponsors are responsible for providing refugees with financial support and integration assistance 
for up to one year after they arrive in Canada. The sponsor must have a specific amount of funds 
prepared to support the refugee. The Canadian government has cost estimates for these figures 
that it provides to interested sponsors.73 Financial support includes initial resettlement costs for 
housing, ongoing monthly costs for basic necessities.74 On average, the cost is $28,700 for a family 
of four.75

Private sponsorship has become a major avenue for resettlement in Canada’s resettlement program 
as more and more private groups develop the capacity to resettle refugees. This approach increases 
the refugee cap without increasing the financial burden on the government and taxpayers. 

The US is beginning to develop and roll out similar programs as Canada’s sponsorship system.76 
In a press statement in May 2021, US Secretary of State Antony Blinken announced that the US 
government has plans to launch private and community sponsorship programs.77 The details were 
released in January of 2023.78 They follow some of the Canadian system’s outline. Groups of at 
least five people can sponsor refugees by finding housing, picking them up at the airport, helping 
the refugees find work, and enrolling their children in school. 

Before January 2023, sponsorship programs for Ukrainians had been announced and begun. In 
June 2022, news reports showed that at least 45,000 people in the US had applied to participate 
in these sponsorship programs. This was mainly in response to the invasion of Ukraine and the 

71 “Guide 2200 - Groups of Five to privately sponsor refugees,” revised March 1, 2021, https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-
refugees-citizenship/services/application/application-forms-guides/guide-sponsor-refugee-groups-five.html; “Canada’s private 
sponsorship of refugees: Potential lessons for Australia,” January 26, 2019, Refugee Council of Australia, https://www.refugeecouncil.
org.au/canada-private-sponsorship/. 
72 “Sponsor a Refugee,” Government of Canada, May 14, 2021, https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/
refugees/help-outside-canada/private-sponsorship-program.html. 
73 Van Haren, “Canada’s Private Sponsorship Model.”
74 Note that sponsors are also informed of the social and emotional support often required as part of resettlement processes. “Sponsor a 
Refugee,” Government of Canada.
75 “Guide 2200—Groups of Five to Privately Sponsor Refugees,” Government of Canada, accessed August 10, 2021, https://www.
canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/application/application-forms-guides/guide-sponsor-refugee-groups-five.
html#appa2-psr. 
76 Sigal Samuel, “You Can Now Sponsor Refugees Yourself. Here’s How.,” Vox, January 27, 2023, https://www.vox.com/future-
perfect/23569848/how-to-sponsor-refugees-welcome-corps-biden.
77 Antony J. Blinken, “The President’s Emergency Presidential Determination on Refugee Admissions for Fiscal Year 2021,” news 
release, Department of State, May 3, 2021, https://www.state.gov/the-presidents-emergency-presidential-determination-on-refugee-
admissions-for-fiscal-year-2021/; Matthew La Corte and L. J. Wolfgang Keppley, “An Idea Whose Time Has Come: Launching a 
Refugee Private Sponsorship Pilot Initiative in the US,” Niskanen Center, February 23, 2021, https://www.niskanencenter.org/an-
idea-whose-time-has-come-launching-a-refugee-private-sponsorship-pilot-initiative-in-the-u-s/; Matthew La Corte, “The Biden 
Administration Should Not Delay in Creating a Private Sponsorship Program to Aid Afghan Refugees,” Niskanen Center, September 2, 
2021, https://www.niskanencenter.org/the-biden-administration-should-not-delay-in-creating-a-private-sponsorship-program-to-aid-
afghan-refugees/. 
78 “Frequently Asked Questions,” Welcome Corps; “Launch of the Welcome Corps – Private Sponsorship of Refugees,” United States 
Department of State; “The State Department’s Refugee Resettlement Program Isn’t Such a New Idea,” All Things Considered (National 
Public Radio, January 21, 2023), https://www.npr.org/2023/01/21/1150605309/the-state-departments-refugee-resettlement-program-
isnt-such-a-new-idea.
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displacement of millions of Ukrainians.79 This reactivity suggests that sponsorship could be effec-
tive at expanding US resettlement capabilities.

A similar system is beginning for Venezuelans as well. In October 2022, the Biden administration 
announced a sponsorship program for Venezuelans.80 It allows 24,000 Venezuelans to be spon-
sored into the US. This program is meant to convert illegal border crossings into legally sponsored 
migrants.81 As of November 3, 2022, about 28 percent of the 24,000 slots created in the program 
have been filled.82 On the basis of the early popularity of this program, some immigration policy 
experts have called for expanding it once it reaches its current cap of 24,000.83

A primary advantage of the private sponsorship program is that it ensures that the fiscal costs 
of refugee resettlement stay low. In effect, a sponsorship program allows people who want more 
resettlement in the country to prevent the costs of resettlement from being covered by others who 
do not want more refugees. This makes a private sponsorship program an avenue to increase the 
refugee cap without placing responsibility for increased resettlement on opponents of expanded 
immigration.

Policymakers’s concerns about private sponsorship options like those for Ukrainian refugees and 
Venezuelans is the long-term path that they create. Refugees through the normal process have a 
clear pathway to integration with American society because they have work authorization and can 
become citizens. Privately sponsored refugees should be given similar opportunities to work and 
become citizens.

Place-based refugee resettlement can expand the role of 
local and state governments
Place-based visas are another avenue to increasing the refugee cap that avoids political roadblocks 
from opponents of expanded resettlement programs.

In a place-based visa model, states grant visas to immigrant workers. Instead of tying visa hold-
ers to a single employer, these visas allow workers to move within their sponsoring state as their 
employment and opportunities change. The idea also mimics existing visa rules that limit where 
refugees can work. For example, temporary visa programs already include work limitations. H-1B 
visa holders’ current employers, for example, must formally submit a petition to permit them to 
move to new employers.84 H-2A visas have similar requirements. Switching employers requires a 

79 Camilo Montoya-Galvez, “More Than 45,000 Americans Have Applied to Sponsor Ukrainian Refugees in the U.S.,” CBS News, 
June 3, 2022, https://www.cbsnews.com/news/ukrainian-refugees-us-sponsorship-45000-americans-apply/. 
80 “Process for Venezuelans,” US Citizenship and Immigration Services, October 12, 2022, https://www.uscis.gov/venezuela. 
81 “DHS Announces New Migration Enforcement Process for Venezuelans,” Department of Homeland Security, October 12, 2022, 
https://www.dhs.gov/news/2022/10/12/dhs-announces-new-migration-enforcement-process-venezuelans. 
82 Camilo Montoya-Galvez, “6,800 Venezuelans Have Been Approved to Come to the U.S. Legally under Sponsorship Policy,” CBS 
News, November 3, 2022, https://www.cbsnews.com/news/immigration-venezuela-sponsorship-program-6800-approved/. 
83 Matthew La Corte and Gil Guerra, “Why the Biden Administration Should Increase the Venezuelan Parole Cap,” Niskanen Center, 
October 25, 2022, https://www.niskanencenter.org/why-the-biden-administration-should-increase-the-venezuelan-parole-cap/. 
84 “H-1B Specialty Occupations,” section 6.5 in Handbook for Employers (US Citizenship and Immigration Services, April 27, 
2020), https://www.uscis.gov/i-9-central/form-i-9-resources/handbook-for-employers-m-274/60-evidence-of-status-for-certain-
categories/65-h-1b-specialty-occupations. 
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formal petition to the US Citizenship and Immigration Services for H-2A visa holders.85 As many 
have noted, a place-based visa program would be completely consistent with existing practice.86

The only difference between current practice and a place-based system is that, instead of limit-
ing immigrants to their current employer (as the existing visa system does), place-based visas 
require that the holders work in the area issuing the visa. There is no reason that states cannot 
create agreements to honor visas in a regional system, however. A place-based system is a good 
way to protect refugees from abuse by employers because it gives them more bargaining power and 
employment options than exist under current rules.

A place-based resettlement approach to increasing refugee admissions would alleviate opposition 
by allowing states to choose to resettle additional refugees. States wanting to utilize the refugee 
labor force will no longer be limited, while state policymakers opposed to resettlement can simply 
opt out.

Compare this approach to refugee resettlement to living in an apartment complex. When you 
rent an apartment, you have the right to have a certain number of roommates or even guests. Your 
neighbors cannot dictate whether you may have roommates and guests, but nor are they obligat-
ed to invite these roommates or guests into their apartments.87 Place-based visas would work in a 
similar way for refugee resettlement, allowing states to invite a certain number of additional refu-
gees without burdening the neighboring states that oppose increased resettlement.

A state-based refugee resettlement process would allow the refugees admitted to work only in the 
state that admitted them. Travel would not be prohibited or affected by the visa. Only work autho-
rization would be limited. That constraint mirrors the existing limits on temporary migrant work-
ers, which tie them to a specific employer. The state-based work authorization could expire once 
a refugee obtains citizenship (which takes about five years) or on an accelerated path of one year 
once the refugee obtains a green card.88

Existing proposals for place-based visas focus on economic justifications, such as meeting industry 
needs or resolving labor shortages, but the program could be expanded to meet humanitarian needs 
as well. States could select refugees for both economic and humanitarian reasons depending on 
the program’s design. States like Utah, for example, could select refugees for their growing tourism 
sector, or they could select a number of refugees solely for humanitarian reasons.89

A variety of place-based visa proposals exist. Most suggest a state-based geographical scale: 
the Texas Public Policy Foundation’s policy proposal, Canada’s Provincial Nominee Program, 
Australia’s Skilled Work Regional Visa program, and US Rep. John Curtis’s state-based visa pilot 

85 “H-2A Temporary Agricultural Worker Program,” section 6.6 in Handbook for Employers (US Citizenship and Immigration Services, 
April 27, 2020), https://www.uscis.gov/i-9-central/form-i-9-resources/handbook-for-employers-m-274/60-evidence-of-status-for-
certain-categories/66-h-2a-temporary-agricultural-worker-program. 
86 Brandon Fuller, “More on City-Based Visas,” Marron Institute of Urban Management, August 9, 2012, https://marroninstitute.nyu.
edu/blog/more-on-city-based-visas. 
87 This analogy is borrowed from Chandran Kukathas’s work on immigration. Chandran Kukathas, Immigration and Freedom 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2021), 186.
88 US Citizenship and Immigration Services, USCIS Welcomes Refugees and Asylees (US Citizenship and Immigration Services, 
November 2019), 7, https://www.uscis.gov/sites/default/files/document/brochures/USCIS_Welcomes_Refugees_and_Asylees.pdf. 
89 Alex Nowrasteh, “Why We Need State-Based Immigration Visas,” Cato Institute, November 20, 2019, https://www.cato.org/
commentary/why-we-need-state-based-immigration-visas. 
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program (based on US Senator Ron Johnson’s 2017 bill).90 Pete Buttigieg’s policy proposal and 
economists John Lettieri, Kenan Fikri, and Adam Ozimek’s “heartland” visa, on the other hand, 
outline a city- or community-based visa.91 Their proposals specifically target places suffering from 
population stagnation and loss, aiming to lure business investment and expand the local tax base in 
declining cities.92

Two challenges to place-based visa systems are questions about citizenship and questions about 
access to federal and state assistance programs.93 The crux of both issues is that state-based refugee 
programs will eventually allow refugees to become citizens. Or refugee resettlement may draw on 
federal funds. Citizenship certainly makes new Americans eligible for federal programs. That eligi-
bility means that even a state that opts out of resettlement could pay for some of a new citizen’s 
federally provided benefits. Given the positive findings that refugees pay more into public coffers 
than they remove, however, this is not a serious concern.94

In net terms, states that opt out of additional resettlement will actually be free riders on the 
resettlement efforts of their neighbors. Refugees pay more into federal coffers than they take out, 
on average. Concern about costs could also be resolved by refunding states that don’t participate 
what they demonstrate is the costs that they face. Though the federal administrative costs implied 
by this are likely to be larger than the actual costs that place-based refugee sponsorship incurs for 
states that opt out of the program.

Another solution is again to devolve to the local level choices concerning state assistance programs, 
as already happens in states with refugee resettlement. Refugees resettled by means of a place-
based system should follow the same citizenship and public assistance process as other refugees.

Place-based visa proposals are a template for expanding refugee programs. Devolving immigration 
choices to states enables states to decide the number and type of refugees to admit. Alternatively, 
they can opt out altogether, an option that should reduce resistance from opponents of refugee 
resettlement. To (again) compare immigration to living in an apartment complex, prohibiting refu-
gee resettlement next door is like prohibiting neighboring apartments from hosting guests. There 
may be reasons to set some restrictions, such as noise level restrictions, but these should be target-
ed at the specific problems. Curtis’s proposal, for example, decreases the number of state-sponsored 
visas by 50 percent if more than 3 percent of visa holders violate the conditions of the visa in a 
year. Refugee policies can be designed similarly to target specific problems.

90 Elliott Raia, “Federalism in Immigration: The Cases of Canada and Australia,” Texas Public Policy Foundation, 2019; “Skilled 
Work Regional (Provisional) Visa—Main applicant,” Australian Government, last updated July 1, 2021, https://immi.homeaffairs.
gov.au/visas/getting-a-visa/visa-listing/skilled-work-regional-provisional-491/application; “How the Provincial Nominee Program 
(PNP) Works,” Government of Canada, last modified March 21, 2019, https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/
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A refugee-serving, place-based visa program would allow states to opt in to an allotment of extra 
resettlement slots. For example, if the resettlement floor were set at 200,000, a portion of the visas 
could be established through a place-based visa program. Since this is a new proposal, it is best 
to give states wide authority to shape their own systems. Experimentation among the states is the 
best path toward finding what works best.

Refugee matching can meet global and local demands
Refugee matching is a system designed to match refugees to countries, local areas, or agencies.95 
Refugee preferences are matched to local preferences, local capacity, and resettlement agencies’ 
goals.96 Refugee matching relies on the theory from the economics subfield of matching and sort-
ing, but for a crude comparison, think of a dating service.Matching systems give localities more 
control over the refugees they resettle, which encourages increased resettlement and brings in refu-
gees who fit local needs.97 For example, rural areas in need of home health aides and nurses would 
be able to select refugees with relevant training.

Most resettlement is done by hand today. Agencies look at the demographics of refugees and sort 
them into places that the agencies believe will most likely provide a successful match. For example, 
often they encourage refugees from the same country to group together so that those who have 
been in the area longer can help new arrivals. This system cannot meet the scale of the refugee 
challenge—there are more than 27 million refugees worldwide. It is too expensive for each refu-
gee’s placement to be determined individually. In place of current methods, the US should fully 
adopt refugee-matching systems that it has run on a trial basis and should also experiment with 
additional matching systems.

This approach to resettlement also speeds up the resettlement process by using a computer algo-
rithm to quickly determine the matching outcome. Both refugees and those resettling refugees 
submit their information and then the computer finds the best matches.98 In some ways, this is an 
automation of the existing processes. Resettlement agencies already sort refugees into areas where 
they expect them to be successful. This usually involves assessing the availability of community 
services, the likelihood of employment, and the presence of family members nearby. But a comput-
er-based matching system can easily sort hundreds of thousands of people—or at least many more 
than current protocols, and at a lower cost.

Using automated matching introduces some constraints into the matching process. For example, 
it requires information on all the relevant factors that localities want to match refugees with. That 
is, you have to put in the information that a refugee has a medical background and the locality 
looking for refugees needs to note that they are looking for people with medical training. The 
trade-off is that including more factors can improve matches, but it also makes the calculation 
more difficult. The size of the resettlement country, for example, factors into the ranking system 
for refugee preferences.99 In larger countries like the United States, experts recommend ranking 
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placement locations by type of area or by state rather than ranking smaller, individual localities, 
such as cities. Adding too many localities reduces accuracy in the matching system. The number of 
incoming refugees, the availability of housing, and service constraints (e.g., school seats, hospital 
beds, language classes, employment training programs) also add complexity to developing a match-
ing system that can fully account for local and refugee preferences.100

For policymakers seeking to implement a matching system, one relevant question is what informa-
tion is available. There are at least seven different mechanisms for matching refugees with commu-
nities. Some are specifically tailored to the context of resettlement.101 The choice of the specific 
matching algorithm depends on the information available about the preferences of refugees and 
about local priorities, as well as on the number of refugees, localities, and services and on the 
importance and heterogeneity of local priorities.102

The ultimate results of matching systems are simple: lists of which refugees should go where.103 In 
fact, US agencies are already using some matching systems to improve refugee resettlement in the 
country. A group of five economists created a matching system called Annie MOORE and helped 
a US refugee resettlement agency to implement the program. (The system is named after the first 
woman processed at Ellis Island.) “Annie” works by initially matching refugees with communi-
ties on the basis of the refugees’ characteristics and the preferences of the communities. After the 
initial match, the agency’s professionals can adjust the matches as they see fit.104

Early research on the effects of Annie suggests that it can improve matching to the benefit of refu-
gees and the US. At least in the short run, employment seemed to improve for refugees sorted by 
Annie. Considering that there are 27 million refugees in the world, manual evaluations and sorting 
are simply impossible. Annie’s creators conclude that Annie can reduce the costs of resettlement by 
requiring fewer personnel while simultaneously improving outcomes.105

Improvements to the matching process are important both because of the scale of the world’s refu-
gee challenge and because matching should improve outcomes. By sorting refugees and evaluating 
the match afterward, Annie’s creators expect the software to help refugees “more quickly integrate
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economically into each [resettlement] affiliate, as well as make more productive economic and 
societal contributions such as creating new jobs and generating tax revenues, [benefitting] local 
communities.”106

Another, similar tool is GeoMatch. Created by Stanford University’s Immigration Policy Lab, 
GeoMatch allows localities and refugees to indicate their characteristics and preferences. Then 
it helps point immigrants toward the communities where they are most likely to be successful.107 
The program is being tested in Canada and the Netherlands.108 The work follows from similar 
matching programs, like Annie, but extends matching to apply to economic immigrants as well.109 
For example, Canada is matching skilled workers to areas in need of people with certain types of 
technical training.

With these tools, localities can take in more refugees knowing that these refugees will match their 
priorities. More control over decisions about which refugees to take may also encourage increased 
resettlement. Early results suggest that matching systems improve results over the current system 
for both refugees and receiving countries. Policymakers should accelerate their adoption in the US 
and internationally.

Conclusion
Raising US resettlement levels to be comparable with those of other countries will be a long-term 
project—one that will generate large and important benefits for the country and for the refugees 
themselves.

The US can both match and exceed other countries in refugee resettlement. Instead of adopt-
ing political goals that the US is unlikely to reach, like the 125,000 cap, policymakers should be 
changing the way refugees are admitted, which would allow us to set our sights higher—to at least 
250,000. And we should be accepting only success in meeting our numerical goals. The proposals 
outlined in this paper are options for moving from here to there.

The US should not be content to sit on the sidelines as its peers act as a refuge for those in need. 
Our history of taking in the “wretched refuse” of the world benefits both the US and those walking 
through the golden door into their new home.110
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