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Introduction 

An increasing number of refugees and asylees are fleeing violence and poverty globally. 

Numerous studies find that adequate housing is one of the most important forms of security for all 

individuals. The benefits of housing range from better employment opportunities, better schooling, 

and increased access to community resources that can encourage physical and mental health.1 This 

paper aims to outline the challenges refugee and asylum seekers face in securing safe housing, and 

how these are exacerbated by affordability issues and obstacles caused by the U.S. immigration 

system. Finally, the paper intends to explore where refugees and asylum seekers stand in the 

national housing crisis. 

 

Methodology and Parameters 

 

This meta-analysis uses information about the general refugee and asylee population in the 

U.S. to craft hypotheses and conclusions. Information related to refugees and asylum seekers are 

not broken out by country of origin. Throughout this study, the terms “asylee” and “asylum seeker” 

are used interchangeably. The data used in this research paper, such as surveys, statistical data, 

and descriptive information, was collected from federal agencies such as the U.S. Census Bureau 

and U.S. Department of Housing and Labor, non-governmental organizations and economic 

information sources such as the MacAurthur Foundation, Pew Research, Forbes, and New 

American Economy. 

This paper has its limitations, as do all studies. Data on refugees and asylum seekers is 

sometimes lumped together under the term “immigrants,” which may also include documented 

                                                
1 Swartz, R., & Miller, B. (2002), pg. 197 
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and undocumented immigrants, temporary residents, and temporary workers. When refugees and 

asylum seekers are grouped in with other types of immigrants, it is difficult to get a full sense of 

the conditions facing these two particular groups. Additionally, the most recent data for some of 

the relevant parameters is a few years old, and not all data sets reflect up-to-date statistics. The 

shortcoming of gathering data from surveys is that the response rate is never 100%, and certain 

groups may be difficult to reach. Therefore, the surveys cannot capture a complete picture of every 

refugee or asylum seeker residing in the U.S.. However, collectively, this data does give us insight 

into problems related to the housing issue in the U.S. and how it impacts refugees and asylum 

seekers in particular. 

 Another limitation is that there is very little information available on housing as it relates to 

asylum seekers in particular. This may be due to the dominant U.S. political attitude towards 

asylum seekers, or the fact that their lack of legal status means that they are not entitled to 

government assistance, like refugees are, until their asylum application is accepted. This, in turn, 

means that the information gathered about this group on the national level is limited. Either way, 

asylum seekers make up a growing population that is frequently overlooked, and data should be 

collected to help policy makers and government officials make informed decisions on how to 

handle the housing issues asylum seekers face once they enter the U.S..  

 

Importance of Stable Housing 

 

Various forms of resources offered to refugees and asylees are vital for their survival and 

ability to start a new life. Stable and safe housing is in particular an essential platform for building 

a new life and reaching self-sufficiency for someone who recently arrived in the country. Research 

has shown that housing impacts many areas of life, such as mental and physical health, the ability 
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to find employment and achieving financial stability, as well as having access to quality 

education.2  

Housing is not, however, permanent or guaranteed for refugees and asylum seekers, and 

the quality and affordability of homes vary state by state. ORR resources vary state by state as 

well, and specific resources may not be available to asylum seekers or refugees. This variability 

of resources creates obstacles for those trying to establish themselves in a new country, and may 

cause individuals to depend on public resources for a greater amount of time than otherwise 

necessary. In addition, unstable housing generates an enormous amount of uncertainty for 

individuals. This anxiety can negatively impact their mental well-being and the ability to excel in 

their jobs and/or educational pursuits. When looking at the impact of housing, policy researchers 

Rebecca Swartz and Brian Miller find that: 

 

[...housing] is a key factor in determining a family’s access to economic and educational 
opportunities, exposure to violence and environmental hazards, and ability to 
accumulate financial assets. Too few low income families reap the positive benefits of 
living in stable and reasonably priced housing, and many frequently move in and out of 
undesirable or unsustainable housing. This lack of stable housing can create difficulties 
for parents trying to retain employment and can increase the likelihood that their children 
will have problems in school.3 
 

A neighborhood’s characteristics will impact the opportunities and resources available to 

children and adults living there. For example, neighborhoods can facilitate healthy and safe 

behavioral choices through access to playgrounds, gyms, grocery stores with fresh produce, 

libraries, and a good transportation network.4 On the other hand, neighborhoods with pollution, 

                                                
2 MacAurthur Foundation. (2014, April 24).  
3  Swartz, R., & Miller, B. (2002), pg. 197 
4 Ellen, I., & Glied, S. (2015). Housing, Neighborhoods, and Children's Health, pg. 138-139 
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factories, and toxic waste expose inhabitants to short and long term illnesses.5 On a micro level, 

broken street lamps, poorly maintained landscapes and structures, as well as other hazards 

decrease outdoor activity due to the fear of injuries.6  

 A neighborhood’s social characteristics can also negatively impact children’s and 

adults’ mental and physical well-being. Professors and urban policy researchers, Ingrid Gould 

Ellen and Sherry Glied, found that:  

 

...noise and violent crime, racial segregation, and the level of poverty and 
unemployment, may heighten children's stress levels and exacerbate stress-related 
disorders. Violence can threaten children's physical well-being directly (and perhaps 
even through their mothers' exposure during pregnancy). Violent and stressful living 
environments may also affect mental wellbeing, and drive older children and teens to 
engage in unhealthy behaviors, such as smoking and drinking. Exposure to such 
environments may even weaken the immune system.7 
 

In other words, the social and physical characteristics of a neighborhood are important factors 

when determining if a place of residence is stable or not. These characteristics determine the 

quality of life that families will have (i.e. the amount of danger, violence, or pollution in an area) 

and the accessibility and quality of educational and employment opportunities for residents (i.e. 

quality of schools, after school resources, job opportunities, and availability of public 

transportation to such institutions). If the surrounding area lacks resources that help families 

make a decent living and safely attend school or work, or if it otherwise endangers their physical 

or mental wellbeing, the housing in that area should not be considered stable. The lack of stable 

housing can in particular put children at a disadvantage at an early age by exposing them to 

                                                
5 Ibid. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid. 
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obstacles that can cause intergenerational difficulties. 

Even as the need for housing assistance rises, funding for housing programs have 

continued to decrease, leaving families few options. For fiscal year 2021, former President 

Trump proposed a $47.9 billion budget for the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 

Development, $8.6 billion less than the department’s budget for fiscal year 2020.8 Housing 

programs require a great deal of maintenance, and operating costs will have to increase to 

cover the population in need.9  Despite this, policymakers have decreased funding for certain 

programs or decided end programs altogether.    

With dependable housing arguably being the foundation of successful integration, it is 

troubling that housing assistance in the Reception and Placement program is not guaranteed past 

the first month after arrival, while housing assistance within the Office of Refugee Resettlement 

consists of advice on how to find affordable housing in an area. The rising cost of housing and rent 

across all communities in the U.S. impacts millions of families every year. Refugees face 

additional obstacles in finding affordable housing, as they may also be struggling to overcome 

language, cultural, or employment related barriers in their search for housing.    

The lack of affordable housing has been a dominant problem for many individuals in the 

U.S. for almost a decade. Millennials are especially having a hard time buying houses because the 

high renting costs, having some sort of debt (mainly student loans), and the lack of new housing 

available across the nation prevent them from saving enough for a down payment. Thus, owning 

a home in order to build long term wealth is no longer an option for many.10 Many individuals will 

stay in a perpetual state of renting because the high rental prices make it difficult to save for a 

8 U. S. Department of Housing and Urban Development. (2020, February 6), “Budget in Brief” pg. 3 
9 Swartz, R., & Miller, B. (2002), pg. 201 
10 Hyun Choi, J., Zhu, J., & Goodman, L. (2018, July 11).  
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house. According to Harvard University’s Joint Center for Housing Research, the median rental 

prices rose 11% between 2001 and 2015, while renter’s income fell 2% nationwide.11 Furthermore, 

individuals are not finding relief by moving out of urban areas and into small cities. Within the 

past year alone, smaller cities made up 19 out of the 20 largest rent increases across the U.S..12 

Unfortunately, this extensive issue does not seem to be improving. A study conducted by the 

National Association of Home Builders (NAHB) and Wells Fargo showed that 78% of the new 

and existing home sales in 2012 were deemed affordable based on a family’s income and interest 

rates at that time.13 In 2018, the number of affordable home sales decreased significantly to 56% 

and NAHB predicted that this number would drop below 50% for 2019.14 The rising costs of 

purchasing a home, in addition to little to no income raises, has exacerbated the home affordability 

crisis.15 Despite this decrease in homes designated as affordable over the past 10 years, the rate of 

homeowners has stayed relatively stable since 1997. Homeownership in the U.S. has stayed 

between 64-69% (currently at 64.8% according to 2019 data), with the highest percentage of 

homeownership at 69.1% in 2005.16  

  Refugees and asylum seekers are not immune to the burden of increasing renting and 

housing prices. When refugees arrive in the U.S., resettlement agencies assist families in finding 

affordable housing in their resettlement area. Although this assistance may be helpful for those 

that have recently arrived, refugees and asylum seekers use the same resources as native-born 

Americans when searching for affordable housing. The large number of people relying on these 

housing assistance programs make them extremely competitive. Both refugees, asylum seekers, 

                                                
11 Richardson, B. (2019, January). 
12 Sullivan, B. (2018, May 18). 
13 Richardson, B. (2019, January). 
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid. 
16 U.S. Census Bureau. (2020, April 28). “Quarterly Residential Vacancies and Homeownership, First Quarter 2020” 
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and native-born Americans must compete for housing programs such as “Housing Choice 

Vouchers”, formerly known as “Section 8 Vouchers”, private low-income housing tax credit 

projects, as well as state and local affordable housing programs funded by the U.S. Department 

of Housing, the Urban Development office, and “natural constituencies” such as churches and 

civic groups.17 Importantly, The Office of Refugee Resettlement (ORR) does not guarantee 

housing for newly arrived refugees. ORR staff assists refugee families in finding affordable 

housing in their resettlement area by contacting nonprofit and non-governmental organizations 

as well as housing programs run by the U.S. government. As affordable rent and housing prices 

are increasingly hard to come by, this may prevent the ORR from finding suitable housing for 

refugees when they arrive. This situation is unlikely to improve based on numerous studies that 

indicate that the housing crisis for all Americans will only continue to intensify.  

 

Homeownership and Self-Sufficiency among Refugees and Asylum Seekers  

 

 Although refugees face many obstacles when arriving in the U.S., such as trying to find 

employment and a place to live, the homeownership rates among refugee-led households are, 

surprisingly, similar to that among native-born Americans and higher than amongst other 

immigrants. According to a New American Economy report published in June 2017, the 

homeownership rates among refugee-led households was 57.4% in 2015, and one in seven of 

these refugee homeowners owned their house outright with no mortgage payments.18 

Comparatively, only about half of non-refugee immigrant households owned their home in 

2015.19 These numbers may reflect the fact that refugees receive support from both government 

                                                
17 Administration for Children and Families. (2012, September 27). 
18 New American Economy. (2017, June 1), pg. 17 
19 Ibid. 
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and non-government agencies as soon as they arrive in the U.S., while other groups of 

immigrants receive little to no support. While demagogy against refugee resettlement in the U.S. 

is common, refugee homeowners in fact help sustain U.S. housing wealth by purchasing vacant 

homes in unfavorable neighborhoods, and in turn stopping population decline in those areas and 

reversing problems arising from housing vacancies. When houses sit vacant in neighborhoods 

for an extended period of time, the city loses a large amount of income in property taxes, and 

vacant houses devalue homes in the same neighborhood.20  

 Refugees are most likely to achieve home ownership many years after their arrival in the 

U.S.. The New American Economy found that refugees’ median household income within the 

first five years of arriving to the U.S. was as low as $22,000 a year; however, the median income 

tripled to $67,000 after being in the U.S. for 25 years - $14,000 above the average median 

household income in the U.S.21  

 While refugees eventually acquire stable housing years after they arrive, major housing 

problems may arise for refugees and asylum seekers when they are in the transition period after 

just arriving in the U.S. As discussed, homeownership among refugees may be higher than 

among other migrant groups due to the structured assistance programs that are in place for 

refugees as soon as they arrive in the U.S.. We could find no available data on homeownership 

among asylum seeker led households. While there is little data published about asylum seekers’ 

path to self-sufficiency after receiving CMA benefits, this paper hypothesizes that asylum 

seekers do not become self-reliant at the same rate or within the same timeframe as refugees who 

are eligible for benefits as soon as they arrive in the U.S.. Other migrant groups, such as 

undocumented immigrants and asylum seekers, often arrive in the U.S. with little or no resources, 

                                                
20 Mallach, A. (2018). 
21 New American Economy. (2017, June 1), pg. 2 
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and due to their lack of legal status, there are fewer resources and assistance programs available 

for these two groups. 

  Due to the U.S. housing crisis and lack of resources upon arrival, another significant 

problem that asylum seekers may face is a lack of access to a reliable mailing address where 

government and non-government agencies can send important application decisions or 

information regarding available resources. Specifically, the U.S. Citizenship and Immigration 

Services mails asylum seekers the final decision regarding their asylum application,22 which 

poses a problem for those who have not found permanent housing. 

 

The State of Refugees and Asylum Seekers amid the Housing Crisis  

 

 With little income on average during their first five to ten years in the U.S., refugees may 

depend on housing assistance for longer periods of time after arriving. In turn, the prolonged 

need for assistance can create an ongoing competition for housing resources between refugees 

and native-born Americans. U.S. agencies do not have enough expendable resources to help 

every family in need of housing assistance, to combat the affordability problem. The housing 

crisis is affecting native-born Americans and refugee families in every state; however, California 

is different from most because it has long been a primary destination for both immigrants and 

refugees. The mix of cultures and ethnicities make California an appealing place for newcomers 

where they may have familiar ties to their home countries and the ability to connect with people 

who know their culture and values and speak the same language.23 However, the housing costs 

in California are rising, and as a result, resettlement agencies are not placing refugees in coastal 

                                                
22 USCIS. (2019, April 19). “The Affirmative Asylum Process” 
23 Levin, M. (2018, July 19). 



10 

cities anymore because of the high cost of rent. Instead, they are moving refugees into smaller 

inland cities and towns where housing is more affordable. This, however, also means that 

refugees are often placed further away from people that share their culture and language.24  

Previously, the Trump administration enacted policies that make it extremely difficult 

for asylum seekers to remain in the U.S. while their applications are processed; therefore, 

asylum seekers are not included in many studies or conversations regarding housing 

statistics in the context of immigration. It is also difficult to study asylum seekers in the U.S. 

due to the fact that this population does not have access to many resources until their applications 

are fully approved, which makes their living conditions difficult to track. Since asylum seekers 

are not provided with housing when they arrive in the U.S., many rely on family members or 

nonprofits for shelter and other basic necessities. For example, there are nonprofits, such as 

the Jewish Family Service Migrant Family Shelter located in San Diego, that specifically 

provide various humanitarian and transportation services to asylum seekers.25 While these 

resources are helpful for individuals navigating the asylum process, many states and 

nonprofits do not have the resources to help the vast amount of asylum seekers that are 

currently in need of assistance.  A report published by the Department of Homeland Security found that New York, 

California, and Florida had the largest percentage of asylum seeking residents that were granted 

affirmative asylum in 2018;26 however, asylum seekers’ destinations are slowly changing, and 

areas that have traditionally had little to no asylum residents are seeing increases in asylum cases 

within their immigration courts. Smaller cities such as Eloy, Arizona (census population of 

19,300 in 2018)27 experienced an increase of 422 asylum cases between fiscal year 2016 (185 

24 Ibid. 
25 Jewsih Family Service. (n.d.). 
26 U.S. Department of Homeland Security . (2019, October 1). “Refugees & Asylees: 2018” 
27 U.S. Census Bureau. (2019, July 1). “QuickFacts Eloy City, Arizona” 
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cases)28 and fiscal year 2018 (607 cases)29. In addition, Seneca, New York (census population 

of 34,000 in 2018)30 also saw an increase of 253 asylum cases between fiscal year 2016 (73 

cases)31 to fiscal year 2018 (326 cases).32 Concurrently, larger cities that have sizable immigrant 

populations, such as Los Angeles, Miami, and New York City, also experienced asylum case 

increases between fiscal year 2016 and fiscal year 2018. These statistics demonstrate that not 

only is the number of asylum seekers increasing each year, but that smaller cities are starting to 

become more appealing to asylum seekers and their families. The factors that make these smaller 

cities more appealing could include lower cost of living (including rental and housing prices), 

different job opportunities, or having other family members (or others in their networks) also 

relocating to smaller cities. 

 The lack of sufficient housing resources is creating a divide between local residents and 

asylum seekers, while shifts in resettlement destinations are putting a strain on governments in 

unprepared cities. In 2019, Portland, Maine experienced an influx of asylum seekers that the city 

was not prepared to provide basic necessities for. Portland officials are still not fully equipped 

to handle the influx of asylum seekers, and the city is asking for monetary donations in order to 

provide shelter and other basic necessities. Tension is rising, and homeless individuals in 

Portland feel left behind as asylum seekers are forced to turn to shelters causing the homeless 

population to worry that the shelters will no longer have room to accommodate them.33 Many 

local residents feel that the Mayor and other government officials should take care of Portland 

                                                
28 U.S. Department of Justice. (2017, March 1). “Statistics Yearbook: FY 2016”.  
29 U.S. Department of Justice. (2019, August 30). “Statistics Yearbook: FY 2018”.  
30 U.S. Census Bureau. (2018, July 1). “QuickFacts Eloy City, Arizona; Seneca County, New York” 
31 U.S. Department of Justice. (2017, March 1). “Statistics Yearbook: FY 2016”.  
32 U.S. Department of Justice. (2019, August 30). “Statistics Yearbook: FY 2018”.  
33 Chrisos, J. (2019, August 12).  
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residents first before caring for asylum seekers who are also in need of shelter.34 Nationalistic 

views are becoming more popular across the U.S. as state governments scramble to find 

resources for both native-born Americans and immigrants, refugees, and asylum seekers.  

Policy Recommendation 

Resource shortages for refugees and asylum seekers could be mitigated if the U.S. shifted 

its focus from deportation and detainment, and instead allocated these funds to the immigration 

judicial system and to local governments who are experiencing resource shortages for residents, 

asylum seekers, and refugees. Although admitted refugees do not experience detainment and 

deportation themselves, the ill-advised use of resources used for immigrants, directly 

impact refugees and their families. The Trump administration stated that the “crisis” at the 

southern border (referring to the influx of asylum seekers) is using more resources than ever 

before, and that this is why the U.S. refugee admission ceiling is the lowest it has ever been.35 

In addition, cities and states were given the option to refuse admitting refugees for the first 

time ever.36 The U.S. immigration system has not been able to keep up with the recent policy 

shifts and does not have the resources to keep individuals detained for prolonged periods of 

time. However, with immigration courts having a collective backlog of more than one million 

removal cases, it seems that detention centers will be full for the foreseeable future and asylum 

seekers will continue to wait years for their court date.37 This practice of detainment will 

continue to drain resources that could be used elsewhere.  

34 Ibid. 
35 Shear, M. D., & Kanno-Youngs, Z. (2019, September 26). 
36 Ibid. 
37 Esthimer, M. (2019, October 3).  
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According to NBC News, an official at the Department of Health and Human Services 

stated that the “tent cities” where undocumented immigrants and asylum seekers’ children were 

separated from their parents as a consequence of the Trump administration’s “zero 

tolerance” policy costed the U.S. $775 a night per person.38 Before President Trump’s zero 

tolerance policy, families were kept together in ICE detention centers for at most 20 days and 

then released with ankle monitors.39 Immigration Forum estimates the cost of holding 

undocumented immigrants and asylum seekers in these official detainment centers to be $208 a 

day per person, which includes the costs of Custody Operations, payroll, security, healthcare, 

and other miscellaneous expenses related to detaining undocumented immigrants and asylum 

seekers.40 

By reallocating funds, immigration courts could process cases faster by hiring more 

judges, and local governments could increase resources available for immigrants living in that 

area. Hiring more immigration judges would have multiple beneficial outcomes for both U.S. 

residents and immigrants. Not only would immigrants be able to reach self-sufficiency faster by 

having the opportunity to start their new lives and finding jobs sooner, but hiring more 

immigration judges would also decrease the amount of time immigrants are in custody. This 

would potentially save the U.S. billions of dollars in detainment costs.  

There are changes that can be made now that would free up resources for both immigrants 

and native-born citizens. Fundamental changes to the U.S. immigration system needed to be 

made decades ago to help alleviate the problems we are seeing today. However, substantial 

changes are yet to be seen while the political climate surrounding U.S. immigration is 

38 Ainsley, J. (2018, June 20). 
39 Ibid. 
40 Benenson, Laurence. (2018, May 9). 
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increasingly polarized. 

 

Conclusion 

 

 Research has shown that housing remains the foundation of self-sufficiency for 

refugees, asylees, and their families. Having stable housing at an early age increases a child’s 

ability to not only develop healthy social and physical habits, but to also take advantage of 

resources that cater to their educational and future employment needs. Investing in housing 

will in other words help ensure that these children reach self-sufficiency at a greater rate and 

at an earlier age. Lacking stable housing and living in underdeveloped neighborhoods greatly 

hinders an individual's ability to obtain a satisfactory quality of life and financial 

independence. While housing programs are losing funding and being shut down altogether, 

the number of families in need will likely continue to increase. This will cause a negative 

intergenerational impact on refugees, asylees, and their U.S.-born children, potentially 

creating or perpetuating an intergenerational poverty cycle causing families to depend on 

government assistance for longer periods of time.  

One possible, but polarized, solution would be to reallocate government funds that are 

traditionally used to house immigrants in detention centers. These funds could be used in 

effective ways such as hiring more immigration judges so that asylum seekers are not left in 

a grey area and their cases could be heard sooner; additionally these funds could be used to 

fund federal refugee programs or nonprofits that are filling in the resource gaps for these two 

groups.  
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