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Foreword 
This report was written for the International Rescue Committee (IRC) by students at the La Follette School of 
Public Affairs at the University of Wisconsin–Madison. The learning objective of the La Follette School is to 
provide graduate students the opportunity to improve their policy analysis skills while providing the client an 
analysis of a policy problem on which a decision or set of decisions needs to be made. 

The La Follette School offers a two-year graduate program leading to a Master in Public Affairs (MPA) 
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(4) The success of the IRC’s financial capability programming is likely limited due to the program’s funding 
structure. The IRC currently receives funds for financial capability programming from various sources, 
none of which are permanent. This means the longevity of the IRC’s financial capability programming 
depends on other entities’ willingness to provide funding, a situation that is not sustainable for a project 
of this scale. Recognizing this, we argue that integrating financial capability services into consistent 
federal integration funds, specifically those administered by the Office of Refugee Resettlement (ORR), 
would help ensure long-term sustainability and effectiveness.  
 

Figure 1: Attendance and Financial Outcomes 

 

Source: IRC Financial Capability Report Data 2022–2024. 
Note: OLS regression estimates from Appendix B and C. 

 
This report offers recommendations focusing on two main areas:  
 

(1) Recommendation for public policy. Recognizing the integral role of financial capability in 
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Introduction 
Immigrants make up more than 13% of the population in the United States (Noe-Bustamante 2020). Hailing 
from many areas worldwide, these individuals come to the U.S. for various reasons — to join their family 
members, receive a better education, and pursue a better life. Some of these individuals, such as refugees and 
asylum seekers, are motivated to come to the U.S. because they have faced prosecution, war, and violence in 
their home countries. Others are motivated due to economic hardships such as extreme poverty, deprivation, 
and dislocation brought on by famines or natural disasters. Together, all these individuals are referred to as 
humanitarian migrants,1 
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Background  

International Rescue Committee 
“I want to say to other immigrant women … not to be afraid. Even if sometimes feels scary, you should always keep going.” — 
Alona 
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by 33 points relative to the control group, raising their score to just above 600. Total debt declined by $10,650 
for the treatment group in Miami, equating to a 20% reduction in debt compared to the control group (Theodos, 
Stacy, and Daniels 2018).   

Research examining the effects of financial coaching on credit offers further support that effective 
financial coaching leads to positive outcomes. Modestino et al. conducted a randomized controlled trial through 
the Boston Youth Building Credit Initiative to measure the effect of financial coaching services on young adults. 
The study tracked changes in credit access and credit scores over an eighteen-month period. Findings indicated 
that within six months of starting the program, individuals within the treatment group showed a 10% greater 
likelihood of having access to credit. By the end of the study, the treatment group had increased their credit 
score by an average of 26 points. Furthermore, financial coaching had positive impacts in other areas of financial 
well-being, including lowering interest rates on car loans and reducing their reliance on alternative financial 
services such as payday loans, auto title loans, and informal borrowing (Modestino, Sederberg, and Tuller 
2019).   

Beyond financial metrics, clients engaging in coaching services exhibit a significant improvement in 
financial behaviors and attitudes. The FCS survey, developed by the University of Wisconsin–Madison Center 
for Financial Security, serves as a tool for assessing overall client financial behavior and confidence. From 2015 
to 2019, the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau implemented the Financial Coaching Initiative, which 
examined the financial behaviors of 23,005 clients using the FCS survey. Results indic
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Data Analysis  
This report draws on data collected by the IRC as a part of its 
program implementation processes. These data include: 

�x Credit bureau pulls from TransUnion. Credit checks happen 
at the beginning of coaching and are recorded in IRC’s 
database when clients apply for a CEO loan or are served 
with one-on-one sessions or hybrid programming.  

�x Income based on reported family budget information, 
which includes employment income, other income sources, 
and expenses. Budgets are created during the client’s intake 
for those enrolling in one-on-one or hybrid sessions and are 
used for CEO loan applications. Coaches are advised to 
collect follow-up data six months after recording the 
baseline, according to best practice. Additionally, budgets 
are recorded and tracked when clients take out a loan.  

�x The Financial Capability Scale developed at the University of Wisconsin, which is a six-question scale 
on financial behaviors and confidence. Clients are asked to answer the questions at their initial intake 
and again at follow-up. Follow-up is collected approximately six months after the baseline is recorded. 
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Research Questions 
Four questions guide our analysis:  

(1) What characteristics differentiate clients who persist in coaching from those who discontinue 
participation? 

(2) How does the number of sessions attended in the program correlate to savings, credit scores, and 
family budget data? 

(3) How does loan usage in the program correlate to savings, credit scores, and family budget data? 
(4) Do clients in financial capability programs experience an increase in financial literacy scores?  

 
The first question aims to identify the characteristics of clients who utilize IRC programming compared 

to other demographic groups through descriptive statistics. The second question assesses whether a significant 
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Table 3: Demographic Distribution by Persistence in Program Attendance 

Demographic Categories  3 or more Sessions  2 or fewer Sessions  
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Findings 
Literature suggests that financial coaching and education may have a positive relationship on humanitarian 
migrants establishing credit and creating good credit habits, increasing their financial literacy, and increasing 
humanitarian migrants’ savings balance. To determine if humanitarian migrants’ use of IRC programming and 
products has a positive relationship with these financial outcomes, this report uses client-reported liquid assets3 

and net worth, TransUnion credit scores, and financial capability scores gathered by the IRC. 
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attendees report a $3,233 higher net worth increase than those who did not attend classroom sessions.5 Though 
data does not suggest a relationship between greater attendance and an increase in assets, when controlling for 
the English level and age of the client, session type appears to have a positive relationship with credit score 
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Figure 2: Change in Liquid Assets by City11 
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targeted issues (Bruno 2011). The current framework restricts ORR funding to select resettlement support 
services during the initial resettlement period, neglecting to provide funds specifically designated for financial 
capability programming. The lack of funding highlights a gap in the ORR’s ability to fulfill the purpose of the 
resettlement program. Given the interdependent relationship between economic self-sufficiency, employment, 
and financial stability, securing employment and income alone does not guarantee stability for humanitarian 
migrants who cannot navigate the complex U.S. financial system.  

The report shows that financial capability programming equips humanitarian migrants with the 
knowledge, skills, and resources needed to achieve greater economic stability and long-term financial success. 
To ensure successful integration, the ORR must prioritize funding for financial capability programming through 
formula grants, incorporating them into the resettlement support services provided for newly resettled 
humanitarian migrants. 

Empowerment through financial literacy. 
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cultural differences, clients who engage in the program show notable improvements in their ability to overcome 
barriers and achieve financial security. Financial capability programming has been successful in promoting 
economic stability, as evidenced by its positive influence on credit scores, savings behavior, and budget 
management. At the same time, this report highlights the difficulties faced by the IRC in data collection. A 
major challenge in this project has been incomplete data, with only 6 to 13% of the sample being viable for 
regression analysis. Incomplete datasets due to varying levels of client engagement and difficulties in conducting 
follow-up assessments present substantial barriers. Consequently, these issues hindered our ability to provide 
an extensive evaluation of the program’s effectiveness.  

Due to these challenges, we recommend the IRC continue to refine its data collection and tracking 
practices to better understand the needs of its clients. The IRC currently uses several data collection methods, 
with coaches working with clients to document key financial metrics. Although the baseline data is consistently 
recorded, not all clients have follow-up assessments where staff can record progress, leading to gaps in data 
quality. By improving the overall data accuracy and quality, the IRC can tailor its services more effectively to 
client needs. Improved data management practices will support the IRC’s efforts to secure federal funding, 
allowing them to continue their ongoing mission to restore health, safety, education, economic well-being, and 
power to people devastated by conflict and disaster. 

Overall, this report has shown that financial integration is a crucial aspect of the humanitarian migrant 
resettlement period in the U.S. Given the critical impact of financial capability services in the financial 
integration of humanitarian migrants, we recommend the ORR allocate specific funds for financial capability 
programming through formula grants, establishing it as a part of their resettlement support services.  Targeted 
funding would facilitate the expansion of financial capability services, directly improving economic stability and 
security for humanitarian migrants — a primary goal of the U.S. resettlement program as stated under the 
Immigration and Nationality Act. 
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Appendices 
Appendix A: Regression Results: Attendance and Outcomes 
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  -787.121 -1,377.51 -0.401 -0.045 -0.139 -12.127 
Some -533.186 -1,547.18 -0.268 -0.100* 0.26 -4.362 
  -
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Appendix C: Regression Results: Cities and Outcomes 
 

  
Change in 

Liquid 
Assets 

Change in 
Net Worth 

Change in 
FCS 



 
 

 
 

29 

  -1,086.85 -2,148.55 -0.59 -0.03 
Syria 





https://www.acf.hhs.gov/orr/programs/refugees/factsheets
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/orr/programs/refugees
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/orr/about/what-we-do
https://crsreports.congress.gov/search/#/0?termsToSearch=R41570&orderBy=Relevance
https://assetfunders.org/wp-content/uploads/Financial_Coaching_Brief.pdf
https://files.consumerfinance.gov/f/201501_cfpb_report_financial-well-being.pdf
https://files.consumerfinance.gov/f/documents/cfpb_financial-coaching-initiative-lessons-learned_report_2021-05.pdf
https://files.consumerfinance.gov/f/documents/cfpb_financial-coaching-initiative-lessons-learned_report_2021-05.pdf
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