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Examining Immigrant Experiences in Asset Building:  

Implications for Asset-Based Policies 

By 

Yingying Zeng 

Doctor of Philosophy in Social Work 
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Professor Michael Sherraden, Chair 

 

The economic integration of immigrants has long interested researchers and 

policymakers, with late but now growing attention on their asset- and wealth-building. Current 

research on immigrants’ asset building has largely focused on their individual-level 

characteristics, and not much on opportunities and constraints related to policy arrangements. 

This dissertation addresses the selection, adaptation, and impacts of immigration, with a goal to 

expand knowledge about asset-based social welfare policy in light of immigrants’ experiences.  

This investigation leverages two nationally representative datasets, the New Immigrant 

Survey and the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (1997), to understand immigrants’ asset 

accumulation and intergenerational wealth mobility. Employing a series of advanced statistical 

models—logistic regression, propensity score analysis, and hierarchical modeling, this 

dissertation comprises three empirical papers investigating immigrants’ settlement, legal status, 

financial access, and wealth building, with analyses extending to the second generation.  

The dissertation consists of three papers. The first paper examines how initial legal status 

affects lawful permanent residents’ (LPRs) asset building by investigating three types of 



 

 

vii 

financial assets—bank account ownership, investment account ownership, and retirement 

account ownership. The second paper tests the impact of being banked at an earlier stage of 

immigration on immigrants’ subsequent asset holding, with self-selection bias addressed by 

using a nationally representative data set. The third paper examines wealth trajectories of 

children from immigrant and native-born families from their mid-20s to their mid-30s, with a 

focus on the role parental financial assets play in shaping these trajectories. 

Overall, the results show that how immigrants fare financially in the United States largely 

depends on what resources they can access in the United States. Institutional-level support in 

asset building and quality social networks may help them to achieve better financial outcomes. In 

addition, the findings reveal that children of immigrants were disadvantaged in wealth growth 

during their young to mid-adulthood compared to their peers from the native-born families. 

Together, these three papers turn new ground in extending asset-building research and policy to 

immigrant population, an important segment of the U.S. economy and society. The findings may 

inform inclusive asset-building policies, immigrant economic integration programs, and 

immigrant tailored financial services.  
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Epigraph 

“Full economic integration of immigrants requires that they have access not only to the informal 

financial sector but also to the formal one, including banking, insurance, pension funds, and 

other institutions. Only by using such institutions will immigrants successfully expand their 

range as entrepreneurs, become homeowners, build credit histories, save for retirement, and 

insure against financial and other risks.”  

Ben S. Bernanke, Governor, Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System, 2004 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

1 

Introduction 

Background and Purpose of the Study 

In 2019, more than 44.9 million immigrants lived in the United States, accounting for 

almost 14% of the population (Esterline & Batalova, 2022). Although the growth has begun to 

slow in recent years, the number of immigrants residing in the United States is projected to 

almost double by 2065, accounting for 88% of U.S. population growth (Lopez et al., 2015). 

Current policy debates on immigration are largely focused on who to admit and their legal 

presence in the United States, with far less attention on immigrant settlement, adaptation, and 

opportunity, which are the purview of social workers. 

Immigrants’ economic integration brings essential benefits for the host country and 

immigrants themselves, and therefore, has long interested researchers and policymakers. Among 

the various aspects of immigrants’ economic lives, asset and wealth building has recently 

received greater attention (e.g., Nam et al., 2019, 2022; Painter et al., 2016). Asset accumulation 

enables immigrants to set their financial foundation and increases their likelihood of achieving 

long-term economic prosperity. Increasing economic resources also allow immigrants to invest 

in their children, the future generation of the U.S. citizens. However, research on immigrants’ 

asset building has largely focus on their individual and behavioral characteristics (e.g., Seto & 

Bogan, 2013), with implications pointing to behavioral change interventions (Barcellos et al., 

2016). This approach overlooks the way that immigrants’ experiences are largely determined by 

institutional arrangements in the host society (Portes & Zhou, 1993), which in turn may shape 

their financial behaviors and asset building outcomes (Sherraden, 1991).  

Despite growing research on inclusive asset building policies and programs in the United 

States and around the globe (Ansong et al., 2019; Clancy et al., 2016; Loke & Sherranden, 2009; 
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Nam et al., 2013), few of these discussions have focused on immigrants and their families. As a 

result, we lack empirical evidence of immigrants’ asset building experiences, especially from an 

institutional and longitudinal perspective, to inform asset-based programs and policies for 

immigrant population. 

Therefore, this dissertation aims to empirically examine immigrants’ asset building with a 

focus on discussing opportunities and constraints created by the U.S. institutions. Findings from 

this dissertation could serve to guide policy and projects designed to promote economic 

wellbeing among immigrant families.  

Who Are Contemporary Immigrants? 

Immigrant in this study refers to foreign-born populations with no U.S. citizenship at 

birth, including naturalized citizens, LPRs, refugees and asylees, persons on certain temporary 

visas, and unauthorized immigrants. In 2019, there were 44.9 million immigrants lived in the 

United States, the highest in absolute numbers since 1850 (Esterline & Batalova, 2022). Today’s 

immigrants account for 13.7% of the nation’s total population, which has increased dramatically 

from the record low of 4.7% in 1970 (Esterline & Batalova, 2022). 

The 1965 Immigration and Naturalization Act (INA) marked a watershed in immigration 

policy, shifting the source countries of immigration away from the racially/nationally restricted 

aims of a national quota system in place since 1920. In contrast to the old pattern of immigration 

with a majority coming from European countries, the new policy included immigrants from all 

over the world, with the majority originating in South America, Asia, and Africa. According to 

the Department of Homeland Security (2019), among immigrants who obtained LPR status in 

2019, the largest number (153,502) came from Mexico, followed by mainland China (60,029), 
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and India (51,139). Over three-quarters (77%) of current immigrants are estimated to be legal 

immigrants, i.e., LPRs, naturalized citizens, and temporary lawful residents (Budiman, 2020).  

Immigrants settle in geographically concentrated patterns, but new destinations have 

emerged in the past decades. In 2019, about three-fifths (59%) of the immigrants lived in just 

five states—California (24%), Texas (11%), Florida (10%), New York (10%), and New Jersey 

(4%) (Migration Policy Institute, 2021). Although states that traditionally host immigrants still 

lead in absolute number of immigrants, some nontraditional immigrant destinations have 

experienced substantial increases since 2010. These new destinations are mostly inland states 

such as Illinois and Minnesota (Migration Policy Institute, 2019). 

Immigrants come to the United States, at least in part, for economic reasons, driven by 

the hope of improving their financial wellbeing (Portes & Rumbaut, 2006). Wherever they came 

from, they and their descendants are an integral part of the country’s diverse population and 

make extensive contributions that benefit all. According to the U.S. Department of Labor (2022), 

there were 28 million immigrants in the U.S. labor force in 2021, composing 17.4% of the total 

labor force and accounting for over one-third of all workers in farming, fishing, and forestry. 

Immigrant workers are most numerous in health care and social assistance industries (over 4 

million), followed by manufacturing, and accommodation and food services (both over 3 

million) (American Immigration Council, 2020). Immigrants also represent a large group of 

business owners, who generate products and services, create jobs, and contribute to their local 

communities and the nation as a whole. 

Immigrants: An Overlooked and Underserved Population 

In spite of immigrants’ important roles in the U.S. economy and society, the social 

welfare policies often overlook and underserve them. Since 1952, federal policy has largely 
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excluded immigrants from coverage by social services. As stated in the Immigration and 

Nationality Act of 1952, “It continues to be the immigration policy of the United States that 

aliens within the Nation’s borders not depend on public resources to meet their needs, but rather 

rely on their own capabilities and resources of their families, their sponsors, and private 

organizations” (§1601). Although states have some flexibility in deciding if or how to expand 

public benefits to immigrants, the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation 

Act of 1996 (PRWORA) makes it clear that only LPRs, refugees and other immigrants with 

protected immigration statuses qualify for welfare benefits (e.g., Supplemental Nutrition 

Assistance Program), with an exclusion for LPRs who arrive in the U.S. after the passage of the 

bill and have less than 5 years residency (Harrington, 2020). Temporary and undocumented 

immigrants are generally ineligible for welfare benefits (Department of Health and Human 

Services, 2012). In sum, the U.S. welfare and social service system for the most part excludes 

immigrants from accessing or fully accessing public benefits, forcing newcomers to be 

financially responsible for themselves. This stance imposes economic burdens on immigrant 

families for daily consumption, fosters instability, and may leave immigrants with little for long-

term wealth building. 

COVID-19 highlighted the central role immigrants play in U.S. society and economy. 

Since the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, immigrant workers have played critical 

roles in the struggle against the virus but receive less help compared with their U.S.-born 

counterparts (Chishti & Bolter, 2020; Gelatt, 2020). Specifically, undocumented workers, who 

make up a large percentage of workers in the fight against the pandemic (e.g., food processing 

workers) and in industries hit hardest by the massive shutdowns (e.g., hotel industry), were 

excluded from CARES Act stimulus relief checks and expanded unemployment benefits, despite 
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being defined as “essential workers.” (Chishti & Bolter, 2020). At the same time, as frontline 

workers, they risk their lives exposing themselves to the virus, while remaining uninsured or 

underinsured for health care. In sum, immigrants contribute no less than others, but they receive 

much less official acknowledgement and assistance.  

Immigrants Building Assets: Benefits and Barriers 

As Sherraden (1991) wrote in Assets and the Poor, the American Dream is “to be born 

poor and become rich. It is a dream about financial wealth” (p. 95). Immigrants, whether 

voluntary or forced, come with a wish to achieve their American Dreams, which typically 

include a wish to establish wealth. Building assets provides individuals and families important 

economic resources to improve life quality and increase opportunities over time and across 

generations (Sherraden, 2008). Assets are even more crucial in the modern economy due to 

increasing wage inequality the ongoing instability in labor markets related to technology and 

automation (PWC, 2018), and also to macroeconomic instability and downturns (Federal 

Reserve Bank Philadelphia, 2022).  

Positive effects of asset building have been well documented. Asset accumulation can 

benefit immigrants and the country as a whole because assets enable them to more actively 

participate in the U.S. mainstream financial system and set long-term financial goals. Certain 

types of assets, such as homeownership, may enhance immigrants’ confidence in adapting to 

their new country and provide a sense of belonging. Being “banked” is particularly important. 

When immigrants have bank accounts, they have access to other financial services such as direct 

deposit from their employers, which can help them switch them from using costly check cashing 

services and prepaid cards to prevent risks of robbery. Being banked also provides a convenient 

way to receive government assistance, as CARES Act payments illustrate.  
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In addition, other financial assets with potentially high returns, such as stocks and mutual 

funds, retirement savings, and education savings, may benefit immigrant families, including their 

children, as increased financial resources enable them to pursue higher education and move 

upward. Simply put, asset building helps immigrants set the foundation of their new lives in the 

United States, and increases the likelihood that they can achieve long-term economic prosperity 

across generations.  

Immigrants building assets in the U.S. also benefits the national economy. For example, 

Vigdor (2017) found that immigrants collectively have added $3.7 trillion to U.S. housing 

wealth, helping to revitalize and stabilize less-desirable communities, where home values and 

population may be declining. In addition, immigrant entrepreneurship generates job opportunities 

for local residents and promotes economic development locally and nationally (McDaniel, 2014). 

However, immigrants, particularly those with low job skills and low English-language 

proficiency, may face challenges in building assets. These immigrants are more likely to perform 

lower-paid and/or temporary work, which typically does not offer retirement or healthcare 

benefits, leaving them with little to save and build long-term assets. At the same time, racialized 

immigration policies and discriminatory practices under those policies systematically restrict 

asset accumulation by excluding certain immigrants from mainstream financial markets and 

social welfare programs. For example, federal programs require loan recipients to be U.S. 

citizens or permanent residents, i.e., “green card” holders (Cavalluzzo & Wolken, 2005), which 

means temporary lawful residents and unauthorized immigrants, who make up 28% of the 

current U.S. foreign-born population (Budiman, 2020), are excluded from pursuing federal loans. 

Such policy exclusions make it difficult for certain groups of immigrants to own a house or 

benefit from related asset-building supports such as homeownership tax benefits. Similar to other 
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low-income Americans, they are less likely to qualify for the subsidies for asset building 

practices such as homeownership because their incomes are too low to reach the threshold for 

these tax deductions, and they are less likely to work in jobs that offer retirement benefits (Harris 

et al., 2014; Howard, 1997; Sherraden, 1991). 

In addition, financial assistance such as home loans may be out of reach for many 

immigrants due to their low income and thin credit profiles (Courchane et al., 2015; Gabriel & 

Rosenthal, 1991; Wheeler & Olson, 2015). As a result, immigrants, especially newcomers, have 

to rely on personal savings or borrow from their social network rather than receiving formal 

assistance (Kerr & Kerr, 2020; Moy et al., 2017; Paulson et al., 2004). In many cases, they have 

to sacrifice current consumption, leisure, or other personal development opportunities in order to 

save, which may negatively affect their health, human capital development, children’s well-

being, and children’s educational opportunities in the future. 

Furthermore, the financial lives of immigrants can be profoundly affected by the political 

climate, especially during periods of rising anti-immigrant sentiment. For example, more than 20 

refugee resettlement agencies were forced to close in 2018 as the Trump administration 

drastically downsized the U.S. refugee resettlement program. This policy change made refugees’ 

lives harder because they rely largely on these agencies for employment services, financial 

education, and economic assistance (Rosenberg, 2018). An anti-immigrant climate also fuels 

discrimination, which keeps immigrants from using mainstream financial services. The 

perception of hostile or discriminatory attitudes pushes some immigrants to use “nonbank” 

services, which are more costly (sometimes even predatory), especially if immigrants in their 

social networks are already doing so (Zuhair et al., 2015).  
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Nonetheless, it is important to note that immigrant populations come from various 

backgrounds and may fare differently in the United States. Variations in country of origin, 

immigration status, race/ethnicity, premigration experiences, education, and other factors affect 

the resources immigrants can access, which in turn leads to variations in asset building outcomes 

(Chakrabarty et al., 2019; Chin et al., 2011; Painter et al., 2016; Painter & Qian, 2016). In other 

words, some immigrants may be better off while others are at elevated risk of being financially 

disadvantaged, including being excluded from beneficial asset-building policies. Therefore, a 

comprehensive examination of immigrants’ asset building could enhance social workers’ 

understanding of asset building experiences among immigrant population. Evidence generated 

from this research may inform asset-based policies that benefit immigrants, their families, and 

society as a whole. 

The Present Study 

Consisting of three interrelated papers, this dissertation addresses the selection, 

adaptation, and impacts of immigration. My aim is to expand knowledge about asset building 

among immigrants by assessing institutional-level factors at early stages of immigration, and 

how holding assets affects intergenerational stability and mobility. Policy implications may 

follow from the analyses.  

The first paper centers on immigrant selection by focusing on legal status at entry, which 

links to policy and social contexts that immigrants face, and to the resources they can access. The 

paper examines the associations between immigrants’ initial legal statuses and their asset-

building outcomes after becoming LPRs. Using the New Immigrant Survey (NIS), a nationally 

representative longitudinal dataset of immigrants who gained LPR status in 2003 with follow-up 

from 2007 to 2009, this study models the relationship between asset-building outcomes at 
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follow-up and legal status at entry. I expect ordered differences in probabilities of owning assets 

among new LPRs based on their initial legal status. The study illuminates nuances among 

immigrant groups based on their initial legal statuses and, more importantly, resource 

accessibility related to those statuses. Findings from this study may inform asset-based social 

policies and programs by identifying target immigrant populations. 

The second paper focuses on immigrants’ adaptation, with special attention on financial 

access. This paper is informed by Margaret Sherraden’s (2013) financial capability framework, 

which expands the concept beyond financial literacy to financial access. To test the impacts of 

financial access at earlier stages of immigration on asset-building outcomes, this study uses 

financial access (i.e., being banked) at Wave 1 of the NIS as a “treatment” variable and employs 

the inverse probability of treatment weight method to estimate the “treatment” effects. The study 

finds that immigrants with financial access at earlier stages of immigration are more likely to 

own assets, and effects are stronger among marginalized groups. The findings could inform 

policymakers designing evidence-based interventions that are designed to expand mainstream 

financial access to immigrants, especially those from disadvantaged backgrounds.  

The third paper extends the analytical lens to compare wealth trajectories of children of 

immigrant and native-born parents, with a focus on the role of parental financial assets in these 

trajectories. Immigrant vs. native wealth disparities have been well documented. The persistent 

wealth gap between immigrant and native-born families may put children of immigrants at a 

financial disadvantage versus their native-born peers. Using the National Longitudinal Survey of 

Youth (1997), this study examines wealth trajectories of these two group from their mid 20s to 

their mid 30s by employing growth curve modeling. Findings indicate that children of 

immigrants started with higher levels of wealth compared with that of children of native-born 
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parents; however, their wealth declined over time. High parental financial asset ownership level 

had a positive association with children’s wealth in their mid 20s and, more importantly, in the 

growth of their wealth over time. The study’s findings document the importance of research from 

a longitudinal perspective, and have implications for inclusive asset building policies. 
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Chapter 1: Asset Building Among Lawful Permanent Residents in the United States:  

The Role of Initial Legal Status 

1.1 Introduction 

Immigrants’ economic integration has long interested researchers and policymakers, with 

growing attention to their asset and wealth building (e.g., Nam et al., 2015; Painter et al., 2016). 

This approach is beneficial because building assets in the U.S. requires a certain level of 

financial capability, including financial literacy and accessible financial services (Sherraden, 

2013), which can reflect immigrants’ ability to navigate the U.S. financial system. Asset building 

can also help one meet both short- and long-term needs (Keister, 2000) and represents a more 

stable indicator of financial wellbeing than income, the traditional indicator of immigrants’ 

economic integration. Furthermore, people perceive themselves as stakeholders when 

accumulating assets and perform positive behaviors under this perception (Sherraden, 1991). For 

immigrants, holding assets in the U.S. may involve a long-term commitment and a higher level 

of engagement, which would yield positive social and economic outcomes that can benefit their 

families as well as the society. Therefore, an examination of immigrants’ asset building would 

provide comprehensive evidence of how immigrants fare in the U.S. and could have great 

implications for policies and programs that facilitate their adaptation and integration.  

Studies on immigrants’ disadvantages in asset building have largely focused on 

individual-level characteristics (Painter, 2015; Painter et al., 2016), which overlooks the 

contextual factors such as immigration policies that largely shape immigrants’ behaviors and 

integration outcomes (Portes & Zhou, 1993). Evidence has shown that immigration policies 

create and reinforce immigrants’ vulnerability, as having undocumented experience is negatively 

associated with immigrants’ wealth (Chatterjee & Kim, 2011). However, the common approach 
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of aggregating all lawful immigrants as the reference group masks the variation among those 

holding different visas. Studies on lawful permanent residents (LPRs) often treat LPR as a static 

status, ignoring the fact that LPRs entered with various initial legal statuses (e.g., Capps et al., 

2013; Wallace et al., 2013): employment-based visa, family-based visa, refugee visa, diversity 

visa, and being previously undocumented (Kreisberg, 2019). These starting points stratify 

immigrants’ access to postmigration, pre-LPR resources (Kreisberg, 2019; Menjívar, 2006), such 

as eligibility for social welfare services, right to work legally, obtain education, and achieve 

permanent residence itself (Bosniak, 2007; Gleeson & Gonzales, 2012; Morris, 2003), driving 

inequalities among immigrants. Some evidence has indicated that immigrants’ initial legal 

statuses have significant effects on their economic integration (Joseph, 2020; Kreisberg, 2019); 

yet, we know little about whether initial legal status stratifies immigrants’ holding of assets, even 

after they all have shared the same LPR status for years. 

1.1.1 Purpose of This Study 

This study aims to examine whether immigrants’ initial legal statuses are associated with 

their post-LPR asset building performances. Following Kreisberg’s (2019) approach, initial legal 

status in this study is categorized as employment-based visa, family-based visa, refugee visa, 

diversity visa, and being previously undocumented. The explicit disaggregation of LPRs by their 

initial legal status expands on previous scholarship identifying differences in assets among 

immigrants and contributes to studies addressing new forms of stratification among immigrants 

based on their initial legal positions (Joseph, 2020; Kreisberg, 2019). It is important to note that 

the previously undocumented sample in this study had gained LPR status when they were 

interviewed, indicating that they were likely an advantaged subset of the undocumented 

population rather than representative of undocumented immigrants as a whole. With that being 
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said, findings provide insights into the role legal status plays in immigration outcomes among 

those who had previously undocumented experience.  

1.1.2 Conceptual Framework 

Informed by Kreisberg (2019) and Menjívar (2006, 2011), this study models the process 

of stratification into two steps: (1) Sorting: immigration laws sort immigrants into different 

starting points (i.e., initial legal statuses) based on their premigration human and economic 

capital; (2) Resource allocation: immigrants are allocated resources disproportionately based on 

their starting points. In other words, this study conceptualizes initial legal status as a product of 

immigrant selection and resource allocation, which may affect immigrants’ subsequent asset 

building performance. This approach of conceptualization is undoubtedly imperfect; however, it 

provides rough indicators of how resourceful an immigrant is initially.  

This study also draws on the framework of determinants of asset holdings (Beverly et al., 

2008). According to Beverly et al. (2008), asset holding comprises a series of individual (e.g., 

social network) and institutional constructs (e.g., access), with a heavier weight on institutional 

factors. Simply put, not all resources play an equal role in asset building; immigrants who have 

more accessible institutional-level resources may have greater chances to build assets in the U.S. 

than those who have fewer resources or even face structural barriers. 

Initial Legal Status: Process of Sorting 

LPR status often serves as an important milestone in the immigration journey because it 

brings tremendous benefits to immigrants (Homeland Security, 2021). In the past 5 years, most 

immigrants have acquired LPR status through family reunification (66%) and employment-based 

visas (14%) (Office of Immigration Statistics, 2019). Other major categories include 

humanitarian visas (i.e., refugees and asylees) and diversity visas (Gelatt, 2020). Undocumented 
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immigrants can gain LPR status through a legalization process (i.e., amnesty) and other channels 

described above, although the opportunities are limited (American Immigration Council, 2021; 

Kreisberg, 2019).  

These pathways are also known as immigrants’ class of admission, which is a source of 

immigration selection, or sorting, based on their premigration human, financial, and social 

capitals (Lobo & Salvo, 1998; Zell & Skop, 2011). As these forms of capital also directly or 

indirectly influence immigrants’ financial behaviors and asset building activities (Painter & 

Qian, 2016), it is unclear whether inequality is a result of premigration resources or immigrants’ 

starting positions in the U.S. Because most empirical studies can only measure cumulative 

education attainment or employment situation, rather than separating immigrants’ premigration 

resources, the resources that sort immigrants into different categories are confounded with the 

resources they obtain after migration. By leveraging a data set that collects information on 

immigrants’ premigration experience, this study measured a set of premigration resources to 

control the effects of sorting into an initial legal status from the initial legal status itself.  

Initial Legal Status: Process of Resource Allocation   

According to the segmented assimilation model, pathways to assimilation are shaped by 

policies, prejudices, and immigrant characteristics (Portes & Zhou, 1993). Although legal status 

at entry is often treated as an individual-level characteristic, it tightly links the policy and social 

context that immigrants face (Joseph, 2020) and the social network they can access (Painter, 

2015). Discriminatory practices exist and may have a cumulative impact on immigrants’ 

integration even after they gain LPR status (Jasso, 2011). As a type of institutional arrangement, 

initial legal status would impact an immigrant’s everyday interactions with other individuals and 

institutions (Joseph, 2020). 
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Initial legal status puts immigrants in a continuum of resource allocation from high to 

low. For example, obtaining LPR status through employment indicates that an immigrant has a 

job secured in the U.S., usually a high-skilled one, with potential workplace benefits such as 

employer-sponsored health insurance or retirement savings programs. Less “preferred” visa 

holders may encounter a number of barriers due to institutional constraints and the lack of a 

quality social network (Amuedo-Dorantes & Bansak, 2006). For example, refugees often find 

jobs with lower occupational status and less earning potential when they are initially resettled 

because the main goal of U.S. resettlement programs is their self-sufficiency through 

employment, with less attention paid to job quality (Connor, 2010). Disadvantages could be 

cumulative and may cause long-term inequality among immigrants, even after they have 

transitioned to LPR. Therefore, initial legal status may serve as a dimension of inequality akin to 

class, race, and gender (Massey, 2007), stratifying immigrants into hierarchical socioeconomic 

orders (Kreisberg, 2019).  

Social Network, Institutional Support, and Immigrant Asset Building 

Most studies have used an acculturation framework to explain immigrants’ wealth 

accumulation, indicating that immigrants’ wealth accumulation outcomes are attributed to 

individual-level factors. However, according to Beverly et al. (2008), asset building is influenced 

jointly by individual and institutional factors, including social network and financial access.  

Social network, which enables immigrants to acquire financial information to guide their 

financial decision-making (Painter, 2015), is closely linked to the type of initial legal status 

(Jasso, 2011). Social networks may be particularly beneficial to new immigrants because they 

can access financial information with little or no cost (Chang, 2005) by talking to friends and 

family regarding cash accounts at banks and/or more sophisticated investment accounts (e.g., 
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stocks) (Painter, 2015). A study showed that immigrants often access financial services through 

their life circles – over half of the participants found a credit union through friends and family 

and an additional 10% through community referrals (Moy et al., 2017). 

However, the effects of social networks may vary by immigrants’ socioeconomic status. 

For example, employment immigrants may obtain financial information from their U.S. 

colleagues and engage in mainstream financial activities. In contrast, immigrants in a social 

network where the norm is to use nonbanking services are likely to do so because of the mutual 

influence (Zuhair et al., 2015).  

More importantly, asset building is affected by policies and programs created purposely 

to shape opportunities and constraints (Beverly et al., 2008; Sherraden, 1991). Institutional 

constructs, such as access, information, and incentives, shape worldviews and thus actions, and 

impact asset accumulation through saving and investment behaviors (Beverly et al., 2008; 

Schreiner & Sherraden, 2007).  

Given the fact that institutional supports toward asset building in the U.S. usually come 

as bundles and are commonly delivered through employment settings and the tax system, those 

who have workplace benefits and those who have certain investments tend to have access to 

institutional resources (Beverly et al., 2008). Therefore, immigrants arriving with a series of 

institutional supports may access beneficial financial products and services easily or even 

automatically. For example, employment immigrants may have direct deposit set up to receive 

their paychecks; by having a U.S. bank account upon arrival, they could gain financial literacy 

through managing their accounts and become more financially sophisticated (Huang et al., 

2021). Evidence also shows that workplace financial education has a positive effect on 

employees’ ownership of retirement accounts (Bayer et al., 2009). These institutional facilitators 
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set the stage of immigrants’ new lives and have great implications for their long-term financial 

wellbeing. 

Institutional supports also include public assistance and welfare benefits, which are not 

equally accessible for new immigrants. For example, refugees are eligible for social welfare 

benefits upon arrival (Office of Refugee Resettlement [ORR], 2015), whereas most of the 

beneficial programs are designed to exclude undocumented immigrants (Office of the Assistant 

Secretary for Planning and Evaluation, 2012) and penalize employers who hire them (U.S. 

Citizenship and Immigration Services, 2020). Although gaining LPR status expands avenues for 

resource access, many new LPRs are largely excluded from accessing welfare benefits due to the 

“5-year ban” set by the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 

1996 (PRWORA) (Fortuny & Chaudry, 2011). Without public assistance, low-income 

immigrants are struggling to make ends meet, let alone build assets. 

Initial Legal Status and Diverging Asset Building Outcomes  

Immigrants’ initial legal status involves many critical steps in establishing their economic 

foundation and path towards long-term wealth. It is possible that LPRs from different starting 

points have diverging post-LPR asset building outcomes because immigration laws sort them 

into different initial legal statuses and allocate resources unequally across these statuses – those 

starting their immigration with a high-quality social network and institutional support may end 

up with better asset building performance.  

Employment-Based Immigrants 

Immigration through employment indicates one has a secured job and needed skills 

(Chand & Tung, 2019). Employment-based immigrants are usually individuals with “exceptional 

ability” (U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services, 2022) who are sorted by high human 
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capital, a premigration resource that usually lands them in desirable occupational positions 

(Hagan, 2004; Kreisberg, 2019). Therefore, employment-based LPRs, compared to other types of 

immigrants, should be in the most advantaged positions in accessing mainstream financial 

resources that facilitate asset building via avenues such as workplace financial education and 

even company stock (National Center for Employee Ownership, 2021). They are also likely to 

access quality financial information through their professional networks.  

Hypothesis 1: Employment-based LPRs have the highest probabilities of owning assets among 

all the initial legal statuses. Sorting into type of visa based on human and financial capital and 

postmigration institutional support will help explain their high level of asset holding after 

transitioning to LPR. 

Family-Sponsored Immigrants 

Family-sponsored immigrants may have a moderate level of premigration financial 

capital to migrate but usually receive little institutional assistance upon arrival because the U.S. 

government expects the family sponsor to support new immigrants (The Immigration and 

Nationality Act, 1952). However, they possess important social capital – family members – at 

the beginning of their resettled life, to ease their transition process (Massey et al., 1990). Family 

members can provide immigrants with information about the U.S. financial system and often 

assist newcomers to open a bank account (Nam et al., 2019). Although strong ties primarily 

constituted by family members usually deliver information with lower quality than weak ties, 

such strong ties tend to convey trusted information that is particularly important when 

immigrants acquire risky assets such as stocks (Painter, 2015).  

In addition, many new immigrants find their first job through their social network 

(Massey et al., 1990). Although they may not land in a job with high standing initially, and some 
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may even argue that heavily relying on strong social ties limits one’s opportunity to enter the 

mainstream labor market (Pfeffer & Parra, 2009), evidence shows that family immigrants 

experience a substantial upward occupational mobility (Gelatt, 2020; Jasso & Rosenzweig, 1995; 

Kreisberg, 2019). This implies that family immigrants may have a chance to gain human capital 

after arrival through education and career development through family supports. With gained 

human capital, they can obtain prestigious jobs and therefore access institutional resources. 

Hypothesis 2: Family-based immigrants have lower probabilities of owning assets than 

employment immigrants, but are more advantaged than refugees, diversity visa holders, and 

immigrants with previously undocumented experience. Sorting based on moderate premigration 

financial capital and gaining information and resources through postmigration family ties will 

help explain their moderate asset holding level after transitioning to LPR. 

Refugees 

Refugees are those who cannot return home because of fear of persecution and serious 

harm. They are not selected on premigration resources. Upon arrival, refugees are assisted by 

government-funded resettlement programs to ease their transition and adaptation, including 

services such as employment assistance, language support, and health care services for a limited 

time (National Immigration Forum, 2020).  

Some programs such as Refugee Individual Development Accounts (Refugee IDA) are 

purposefully designed for asset building (ORR, 2022). Participants are encouraged to save for a 

specific purpose and receive matched money upon finishing required financial literacy classes 

(ORR, 2022). However, such programs are limited. The majority of resettlement programs aim 

to help refugees achieve rapid self-sufficiency through job placement (Ives, 2007). Therefore, the 

jobs in which refugees are placed are usually low-paid and lack upward mobility (Connor, 2010; 
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Kreisberg, 2019). The short-term institutional support advantages refugees initially, but the 

advantages may dissipate over time. 

Hypothesis 3: Refugees have lower probabilities of owning assets than employment immigrants 

and family immigrants, but are more advantaged than diversity visa holders and immigrants with 

previously undocumented experience. No sorting based on premigration resources and time-

limited, institutional postmigration assistance will help explain their moderate level of asset 

holding after gaining LPR. 

Diversity Visas  

The U.S. government allocates 50,000 immigrant visas to randomly selected individuals 

who are from countries with low rates of immigration to the U.S. (U.S. Citizenship and 

Immigration Services, 2018). Diversity visa holders are sorted by moderate level of human and 

financial capital as they must meet certain criteria to apply, such as high school education or 2 

years of qualifying work experience (U.S. Department of State, n.d.). Winners of the diversity 

visa lottery can live and work in the U.S. legally; still, life can be difficult. Evidence has shown 

that diversity visa holders struggled to find a job that matched their skills and training; instead, 

they were forced to work in occupations that are lower paid, with few benefits and harsh 

conditions (Hailu et al., 2012). Furthermore, they lack governmental support in transition, which 

makes the beginning of postmigration life extremely challenging (Hailu et al., 2012). Although 

there might be plenty of training opportunities, diversity visa holders often cannot afford this 

training to augment their human capital (Arthur, 2008; Atumba, 2020; Hailu et al., 2012). 

Hypothesis 4: Diversity visa holders have less probability of owning assets than employment 

immigrants, family immigrants, and refugees, but are more advantaged than immigrants with 

previously undocumented experience. Sorting based on moderate level of human capital and few 
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postmigration resources will help explain their lower level of asset holding after transitioning to 

LPR. 

Previously Undocumented Experience 

The term undocumented immigrants refers to immigrants who enter and live in the U.S. 

without authorization due to various reasons (Passel & Cohn, 2011). A few pathways are 

available in gaining LPR status; however, having previous illegal experience creates numerous 

constraints for undocumented immigrants and their families (Cartwright, 2011). Being 

undocumented means facing tremendous challenges set by laws and policies. While access may 

vary by state, undocumented immigrants are largely excluded from accessing beneficial social 

policies and programs (Fortuny & Chaudry, 2011), and consequently must rely almost entirely 

on themselves for all health care and daily expenditures. Social service agencies that serve 

immigrant populations face pressure when serving undocumented immigrants due to restrictive 

state laws and limited funding (Browne et al., 2016).  

Once residing in the U.S., undocumented immigrants are largely blocked from seeking 

higher education in public universities in most states; they therefore have little chance to increase 

human capital (Olivas, 2009). Furthermore, as they are not permitted to work according to the 

law, they are usually hired in jobs that are paid under the table, with no possibility of workplace 

benefits (Maldonado, 2014). They are also barred from using bank services due to a lack of 

identification, although some initiatives now allow undocumented immigrants to open a bank 

account using alternative documents (Bellamy, 2007).  

The lack of institutional support disadvantages undocumented immigrants at the starting 

point, and the disadvantages are likely to be cumulative over time. Without resources that are 

beneficial to gaining human and financial capital, combined with likely low-quality social 



 

 

22 

networks, it is challenging for undocumented immigrants to engage in long-term asset 

accumulation activities. 

Hypothesis 5: Immigrants with previously undocumented experience have the least probability 

of owning assets compared to other types of immigrants. No formal sorting based on 

premigration resources and fewest postmigration resources and even structural barriers in 

postmigration will explain their lowest level of asset holding after gaining LPR. 

1.2 Method 

1.2.1 Data and Sample 

This study employed data from the New Immigrant Survey (NIS), a nationally 

representative, longitudinal survey of immigrants who received LPR status in 2003 

(N = 8,573). The first-wave data were collected through 2003 to 2004 immediately after the 

respondents obtained LPR status. The follow-up interviews were conducted roughly 5 years 

after. The NIS is one of the few reliable national representative data sets that captures the 

characteristics of new immigrants (Beine et al., 2007). It is potentially the only data set for the 

purpose of this study because it collected information on immigrants’ premigration resources, 

initial legal status, and asset ownership. 

This study restricted the analysis to adult respondents who had clear information 

regarding initial legal status and answered asset questions in the follow-up interviews. 

Respondents who did not specify initial legal status and who were Native American or Pacific 

Islander were excluded due to small sample size. With these restrictions, the analytical sample 

was 2,933. Although there was substantial attrition between the two waves (the response rate 

dropped from 68.6% to 46.1%), there was no selective attrition within LPRs’ initial legal status 

on any variable (Massey et al., 2017). I applied both sampling design and nonresponse weights 
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as suggested by the data provider, which should yield valid and unbiased inferences about the 

progress of new immigrants in the U.S. (Massey et al., 2017).  

This study used multiple imputation by chained equations to statistically fill in missing 

values on both dependent and independent variables (Allison, 2002). Dependent variables were   

imputed to make the imputation process more precise, and the observations that had missing 

values on dependent variables were excluded from final estimation (Allison, 2002). This 

approach is also called “multiple imputation, then deletion (MID)”, which can offer more 

efficient estimates than using the imputed values on dependent variables (von Hippel, 2007). 

1.2.2 Measures 

Outcome Variables 

This study examined three types of assets, including U.S. bank account ownership (i.e., 

checking or savings account), investment account ownership (i.e., respondents have investments 

in stocks/mutual funds, bonds, or CDs), and retirement account ownership (i.e., Individual 

Retirement Account [IRA] or Keogh account). All three variables were constructed as binary 

variables (1 = owned and 0 = not owned). The outcome variables were obtained from wave two 

only. The NIS requested the most financially knowledgeable spouse to answer the financial 

questions, as such the asset ownership in this study is at household level.  

Explanatory Variables  

This study used administrative records of the NIS to construct the variable of initial legal 

status with five categories: employment visa, family reunification visa, refugee visa, diversity 

visa, and being previously undocumented. To operationalize previously undocumented 

immigrants, I used their NIS records both on pathways of obtaining LPR and previous temporary 

visa categories, including those who: entered without inspection, with an entry code of unknown, 
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or with no code; those who obtained LPR status through legalization program; and those who 

overstayed with a tourist visa for more than 6 years before they obtained LPR status (Jasso, 

2011). Immigrants with undocumented experience in this survey gained LPR status through 

family reunification (41%), amnesty program (38%), employment (10%), refugee visa (2%), and 

diversity visa (1%). Those who did not have undocumented experience and entered with the visa 

on record were coded as one of the four other categories.  

Sorting 

The U.S. immigration system sorts immigrants mainly by their premigration human and 

financial capital: premigration education (in years); premigration working experience, measured 

with a question asking whether the respondent had ever worked for pay before immigration (1 = 

yes and 0 = no); premigration banking experience, measured with a question asking whether the 

respondent had a foreign bank account; childhood income, measured with a question asking 

about the respondent’s family income level compared with other households when they were 16 

(1 = below average, 2 = average, 3 = above average); childhood rural environment, measured 

with a question asking whether the respondent lived in a rural area when they were 10 (1 = yes 

and 0 = no). 

Resource Allocation 

Initial legal status indicates indirectly to what level immigrants could access 

postmigration, pre-LPR resources. These resources can help immigrants obtain financial 

information and financial access that facilitate asset building. In this study, I included nine 

additional indicators, which to some degree measure the variation in resources allocated across 

immigrant types. Because the U.S. immigration authority grants immigrants work permission 

based on their legal status, I included a measure of whether the respondent had been authorized 
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to work in the U.S. before they obtained LPR status (1 = yes and 0 = no). In addition, the quality 

of resources that immigrants can access may depend on their occupations; skilled workers have 

higher chances of enjoying institutional benefits and quality social networks. Therefore, I 

included a binary variable indicating whether the immigrant was a skilled worker1 (1 = yes and 0 

= no). Undocumented immigrants are largely blocked from obtaining higher education at public 

institutions in the U.S.; I used a proxy for this resource with a dummy variable indicating 

whether the respondent had a U.S. college degree or not. Family support is an important resource 

for immigrants. I used a proxy for this resource with a dummy variable indicating whether the 

respondent had help from family to find a job. Refugees are provided resettlement services upon 

arrival, which usually comes with English classes. To measure this resource, I used a proxy with 

a dummy variable indicating whether the respondent had been enrolled in an English class in the 

past 12 months. I also included English proficiency (1 = not at all, 4 = very well), which largely 

determines immigrants’ ability to obtain resources. Since exposure to and accumulation of 

financial resources is time dependent, I included time in the U.S. (1 = 1 year or less, 2 = 1 to 4 

years, 3 = 5 to 9 years, 4 = 10 or more years). Time in the U.S. was calculated by the sum of all 

months that immigrants have spent in the U.S. and then adjusted to years based on migration 

histories. Although these measures are imperfect, they provide some information about 

immigrants’ access to institutional and social resources, which can help them to invest in human, 

financial, or social capital that facilitates asset building. 

 Immigrants’ race/ethnicity and gender influence their social connections, the level of 

institutional support, and, ultimately, wealth inequality (e.g., Ellingrud et al., 2021; & Rumbaut, 

 

1 Skilled worker refers to those who worked in an occupation that requires substantial education and training (e.g., engineers). 
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2006). Therefore, following previous scholarship, I also included gender and race to measure 

resource allocation (Kreisberg, 2019). I included binary gender and self-reported race/ethnicity: 

non-Hispanic White, non-Hispanic Asian, non-Hispanic Black, and Hispanic.  

Control Variables 

Control variables included immigrants’ personal characteristics, including their age, 

marital status, number of children, and household income. 

1.2.3 Analytical Approach 

The analyses began with a descriptive overview of the three types of assets and socio-

demographic characteristics of the immigrants across the five initial legal statuses. Next, logistic 

regression analyses of the three binary outcomes were employed. The baseline models only 

included initial legal status. Then I added sorting variables as components of stratification and 

then resource allocation variables. The full models were added with the control variables. Model-

predicted probabilities were provided to best present differences in asset ownership across the 

initial legal statuses. All analyses were based on the imputed data set. Wald tests were performed 

after running the models. Correlations between independent variables were examined and no 

multicollinearity issue was identified. Additionally, pairwise comparisons were conducted to test 

whether the differences between a single pair of statuses were significant. 

1.3 Results 

1.3.1 Descriptive Results 

Table 1-1 provides the variables’ means and distributions. Employment-based LPRs 

ranked at the top in terms of owning assets, with other types of LPRs falling behind. This pattern 

held across all three asset types, with larger disparities existing in the ownership of investment 

accounts and retirement accounts.  
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The average age of new LPRs in this study was 39.7 (range 18 – 91), and 76% of them 

were married or in a marriage-like relationship. Most of them were racial/ethnic minorities from 

South America and Asia. There were substantial variations across initial legal statuses in many 

characteristics. For example, non-Hispanic Asians were the leading group of employment-based 

visa holders (65%); in contrast, Hispanics constituted the largest proportion of immigrants with 

undocumented experience (76%). Employment-based immigrants had the largest share (58%) of 

legal work experience in the U.S. before they obtained LPR status, while only 9% of diversity 

visa holders had that experience.  

Table 1-2 presents the logistic regression results of the three outcomes on the 

independent variables. Figure 1 displays model-predicted probabilities of owning a certain type 

of assets, generated from Table 2 after accounting for the initial legal status, sorting factors, 

postmigration resources, and other controls, holding other controls at their means. As indicated 

in Figure 1, variations in asset building exist 5 years after all immigrants obtained LPR status. 

Employment-based immigrants had the highest probabilities of owning all three types of assets. 

Immigrants in the remaining groups had lower possibilities of owning assets; their performances 

varied by asset types.  

However, when sorting and resource allocation variables were added, the advantage 

employment immigrants held diminished, meaning that the variations were explained by 

immigrants’ premigration human and financial capital, postmigration/pre-LPR resources. It is 

worth noting that the disparities narrowed most significantly when postmigration resources were 

accounted for, indicating that the wealth gap among immigrants might largely be explained by 

what they can access in the U.S. Among all the predictors about immigrants’ postmigration 

conditions, English proficiency and holding a U.S. college degree were predictive across all three 
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types of assets. Working as skilled workers (p < .001) were positively associated with owning 

sophisticated assets. Retirement account ownership was also influenced by whether they were 

authorized to work before attaining LPR status (p < .10). Being Black or Hispanic was 

negatively associated with owning bank accounts, even after controlling for all factors. 
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Table 1-1  

Weighted Means and Standard Errors of Characteristics by Initial Legal Status  

 Full sample  Employment Family Refugees Diversity Undocumented  

Bank acct. ownership 0.59 (0.01) 0.81 (0.02) 0.56 (0.02) 0.57 (0.04) 0.65 (0.02) 0.56 (0.02) 

Invest acct. ownership 0.18 (0.01) 0.52 (0.02) 0.16 (0.01) 0.10 (0.02) 0.14 (0.02) 0.13 (0.02) 

Retirement acct. ownership 0.15 (0.01) 0.45 (0.02) 0.14 (0.01) 0.14 (0.03) 0.10 (0.01) 0.10 (0.01) 

Sorting 

Premigration education yrs. 11.52 (0.11) 15.59 (0.17) 11.32 (0.16) 12.41 (0.31) 14.52 (0.20) 9.09 (0.23) 

Worked for pay before 

immigration (Yes)  

0.57 (0.01) 0.71 (0.02) 0.54 (0.02) 0.63 (0.04) 0.70 (0.02) 0.50 (0.02) 

Had a bank acct. at home 

country (Yes) 

0.06 (0.01) 0.16 (0.02) 0.06 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01) 0.09 (0.01) 0.03 (0.01) 

Childhood income       

    Below average 0.30 (0.01) 0.16 (0.02) 0.29 (0.02) 0.24 (0.03) 0.18 (0.02) 0.42 (0.02) 

    Average 0.53 (0.01) 0.52 (0.02) 0.53 (0.02) 0.59 (0.04) 0.65 (0.02) 0.46 (0.02) 

    Above average 0.18 (0.01) 0.32 (0.02) 0.19 (0.01) 0.17 (0.03) 0.18 (0.02) 0.12 (0.01) 

Living in rural area as child 0.41 (0.01) 0.30 (0.02) 0.43 (0.02) 0.32 (0.04) 0.30 (0.02) 0.47 (0.02) 

Resource Allocation 

Had been authorized to work 

before LPR (Yes) 

0.26 (0.01) 0.58 (0.03) 0.20 (0.02) 0.30 (0.04) 0.09 (0.02) 0.31 (0.02) 

US college degree (Yes) 0.08 (0.01) 0.23 (0.02) 0.06 (0.01) 0.06 (0.02) 0.05 (0.01) 0.07 (0.02) 

Family helped with finding a job 
(Yes) 

0.21 (0.02) 0.06 (0.02) 0.26 (0.03) 0.10 (0.03) 0.25 (0.03) 0.18 (0.02) 

Enrolled in an English class in 

past 12 months (Yes) 

0.13 (0.01) 0.05 (0.01) 0.14 (0.01) 0.18 (0.03) 0.20 (0.02) 0.11 (0.01) 

Worked as skilled labor (Yes) 0.25 (0.01) 0.74 (0.03) 0.24 (0.02) 0.23 (0.03) 0.17 (0.02) 0.12 (0.02) 

English proficiency       

     Not at all 0.19 (0.01) 0.02 (0.01) 0.29 (0.01) 0.14 (0.03) 0.10 (0.02) 0.14 (0.01) 

     Not well 0.32 (0.01) 0.13 (0.02) 0.29 (0.02) 0.36 (0.04) 0.40 (0.02) 0.38 (0.02) 

     Well 0.26 (0.01) 0.34 (0.02) 0.22 (0.02) 0.32 (0.04) 0.29 (0.02) 0.29 (0.02) 

     Very well 0.23 (0.01) 0.50 (0.02) 0.20 (0.02) 0.18 (0.03) 0.21 (0.02) 0.19 (0.02) 
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Years in the U.S.       

    1 year or less 0.37 (0.01) 0.22 (0.02) 0.51 (0.02) 0.05 (0.02) 0.84 (0.02) 0.06 (0.01) 

    1-4 years 0.17 (0.01) 0.14 (0.02) 0.22 (0.02) 0.38 (0.04) 0.07 (0.01) 0.08 (0.01) 

    5-9 years 0.19 (0.01) 0.45 (0.02) 0.16 (0.01) 0.37 (0.04) 0.06 (0.01) 0.16 (0.02) 

    10 years or more 0.27 (0.01) 0.18 (0.02) 0.11 (0.01) 0.20 (0.03) 0.02 (0.01) 0.70 (0.02) 

Race/ethnicity       

    Non-Hispanic White 0.22 (0.01) 0.24 (0.02) 0.20 (0.02) 0.45 (0.04) 0.50 (0.02) 0.10 (0.01) 

    Non-Hispanic Asian 0.28 (0.01) 0.65 (0.02) 0.37 (0.02) 0.15 (0.03) 0.15 (0.02) 0.09 (0.01) 

    Non-Hispanic Black 0.11 (0.01) 0.04 (0.01) 0.10 (0.01) 0.18 (0.03) 0.31 (0.02) 0.05 (0.01) 

    Hispanics 0.39 (0.01) 0.08 (0.01) 0.33 (0.02) 0.21 (0.03) 0.04 (0.01) 0.76 (0.02) 

Male 0.45 (0.01) 0.56 (0.02) 0.37 (0.02) 0.55 (0.04) 0.60 (0.02) 0.47 (0.02) 

Demographic and socioeconomic controls 

Age 39.70 (0.31) 36.86 (0.37) 42.54 (0.51) 41.90 (1.03) 34.00 (0.47) 37.11 (0.51) 

Married/Living with a domestic 

partner 

0.76 (0.01) 0.83 (0.02) 0.78 (0.01) 0.75 (0.03) 0.66 (0.02) 0.73 (0.02) 

Region of origin       

    Mexico; South/Central 

America; Caribbean countries 

0.43 (0.01) 0.10 (0.02) 0.39 (0.02) 0.25 (0.03) 0.04 (0.01) 0.81(0.02) 

    Africa sub-Saharan 0.06 (0.00) 0.02 (0.01) 0.04 (0.01) 0.12 (0.02) 0.24 (0.02) 0.02 (0.01) 

    South/East Asia 0.28 (0.01) 0.65 (0.02) 0.36 (0.02) 0.14 (0.03) 0.14 (0.02) 0.08 (0.01) 

    Europe and Central Asia  0.17 (0.01) 0.19 (0.02) 0.15 (0.01) 0.36 (0.04) 0.39 (0.02) 0.08 (0.01) 

    Middle East and North Africa 0.06 (0.01) 0.03 (0.01) 0.06 (0.01) 0.13 (0.03) 0.19 (0.02) 0.01 (0.01) 

Number of children under 18 0.78 (0.02) 0.87 (0.04) 0.58 (0.03) 1.04 (0.10) 0.72 (0.05) 1.08 (0.05) 

Household Income ($2003) $29,293.31 

(1160.04) 

$70,390.40 

(3204.50) 

$24,330.16 

(2027.75) 

$26,727.11 

(2039.77) 

$18601.11 

(3247.10) 

$28746.80 

(1527.88) 
 

N 2,933 559 930 186 594 664 

Note. N=2,933. Standard deviation in parentheses. Means and standard errors calculated on imputation estimation. Sampling design 

weights and nonresponse weights were applied. Source: New Immigrant Survey 2003, 2009. 



 

 

31 

Table 1-2  

Logistic Regression Predicting 2009 Asset Ownership  

 Bank Account Ownership (A) 

 

Investment Account Ownership (B) Retirement Account Ownership (C) 

 Model 

A1 

Model 

A2 

 

Model 

A3 

Model 

A4 

 

Model 

B1 

 

Model 

B2 

Model 

B3 

Model 

B4 

Model 

C1 

 

Model 

C2 

 

Model C3 

 

Model C4  

 

Employment-

based (ref.) 

            

Family-based -1.23*** 

(0.15) 

-

0.83*** 

(0.16) 

-0.35† 

(0.19) 

-0.01 

(0.19) 

-

1.70*** 

(0.14) 

-1.08*** 

(0.16) 

-0.21 

(0.21) 

0.01 

(0.22) 

-1.60*** 

(0.15) 

-1.03*** 

(0.16) 

-0.34 

(0.22) 

-0.23 

(0.23) 

Refugee -1.21*** 

(0.20) 

-

0.86*** 

(0.21) 

-0.61* 

(0.24) 

-0.31 

(0.26) 

-

2.27*** 

(0.28) 

-1.75*** 

(0.29) 

-0.92** 

(0.33) 

-0.64† 

(0.33) 

-1.64*** 

(0.24) 

-1.17*** 

(0.25) 

-0.56† 

(0.30) 

-0.34 

(0.31) 

Diversity -0.84*** 

(0.16) 

-

0.69*** 

(0.17) 

-0.22 

(0.23) 

-0.26 

(0.23) 

-

1.91*** 

(0.17) 

-1.78*** 

(0.19) 

-0.52† 

(0.27) 

-0.42 

(0.27) 

-2.00*** 

(0.18) 

-1.87*** 

(0.20) 

-0.70* 

(0.30) 

-0.58† 

(0.30) 

Undocumented 

exp. 

-1.23*** 

(0.16) 

-0.61** 

(0.18) 

-0.28 

(0.23) 

-0.13 

(0.23) 

-

1.97*** 

(0.18) 

-0.91*** 

(0.20) 

0.01 

(0.28) 

0.14 

(0.28) 

-2.03*** 

(0.19) 

-1.08*** 

(0.22) 

-0.44 

(0.29) 

-0.41 

(0.30) 

Sorting             

Pre-migration 

education yrs. 

 0.08*** 

(0.01) 

0.03† 

(0.01) 

0.02 

(0.02) 

 0.16*** 

(0.02) 

0.10*** 

(0.02) 

0.10*** 

(0.02) 

 0.14*** 

(0.02) 

0.07** 

(0.02) 

0.06* 

(0.02) 

Worked before 

immigration 

 -0.16 

(0.10) 

-0.15 

(0.11) 

-0.16 

(0.11) 

 

 0.16 

(0.14) 

 

0.24 

(0.16) 

0.17 

(0.17) 

 0.27† 

(0.15) 

0.38* 

(0.17) 

0.27 

(0.18) 

Pre-migration 

banking 

experience 

 0.85*** 

(0.22) 

0.75** 

(0.23) 

0.92*** 

(0.25) 

 0.75** 

(0.23) 

0.62* 

(0.25) 

0.74** 

(0.27) 

 0.14 

(0.26) 

-0.08 

(0.27) 

-0.05 

(0.27) 

Childhood 

income (below 

average omitted) 
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    Average   -0.01 

(0.11) 

-0.16 

(0.12) 

-0.20† 

(0.12) 

 0.16 

(0.17) 

-0.03 

(0.18) 

-0.04 

(0.19) 

 0.12 

(0.19) 

-0.06 

(0.20) 

-0.08 

(0.20) 

    Above average  0.24 

(0.16) 

-0.09 

(0.17) 

-0.21 

(0.18) 

 0.63** 

(0.20) 

0.21 

(0.23) 

0.19 

(0.23) 

 0.87** 

(0.22) 

0.49* 

(0.23) 

0.47* 

(0.23) 

Childhood rural 

environment 

 -0.24* 

(0.10) 

-0.09 

(0.11) 

-0.02 

(0.11) 

 -0.23 

(0.14) 

-0.14 

(0.15) 

-0.10 

(0.16) 

 -0.21 

(0.15) 

-0.08 

(0.17) 

-0.04 

(0.17) 

Resource 

allocation 

            

Have been 

authorized to 

work before LPR 

(Yes) 

  0.20 

(0.14) 

0.13 

(0.14) 

  0.21 

(0.18) 

0.17 

(0.18) 

-  0.31† 

(0.18) 

0.26 

(0.18) 

Skilled worker    0.16 

(0.19) 

0.10 

(0.20) 

  0.98*** 

(0.24) 

0.93*** 

(0.24) 

  1.11*** 

(0.25) 

1.08*** 

(0.26) 

Had a U.S. 

college degree  

  0.62† 

(0.34) 

0.56† 

(0.34) 

  0.61* 

(0.30) 

0.50 

(0.29) 

  0.49† 

(0.27) 

0.35 

(0.28) 

Family helped 

with job  

  0.06 

(0.19) 

0.12 

(0.20) 

  -0.12 

(0.30) 

-0.08 

(0.30) 

  -0.08 

(0.32) 

-0.02 

(0.31) 

Enrolled in 

English classes  

  0.18 

(0.15) 

0.07 

(0.15) 

  0.40† 

(0.22) 

0.40† 

(0.22) 

  0.31 

(0.23) 

0.35 

(0.24) 

English 

proficiency (Not 

at all omitted) 

            

Not very well   0.47** 

(0.15) 

0.03 

(0.16) 

  0.29 

(0.33) 

-0.05 

(0.33) 

  0.84* 

(0.40) 

0.52 

(0.40) 

Well   1.10*** 

(0.17) 

0.55** 

(0.19) 

  0.79* 

(0.33) 

0.37 

(0.34) 

  1.27** 

(0.40) 

0.89* 

(0.41) 

    Very well   1.33*** 

(0.20) 

0.80*** 

(0.23) 

  1.32*** 

(0.34) 

0.95** 

(0.36) 

  1.59*** 

(0.42) 

1.26** 

(0.43) 

Race/ethnicity 

(Non-Hispanic 

White omitted) 

            

    Asian   -0.22 

(0.15) 

-0.08 

(0.17) 

  0.22 

(0.19) 

0.39* 

(0.20) 

  0.01 

(0.21) 

0.10 

(0.22) 

    Black   -0.37* 

(0.18) 

-0.35† 

(0.18) 

  -0.65* 

(0.29) 

-0.57† 

(0.30) 

  -0.17 

(0.27) 

-0.06 

(0.27) 
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    Hispanics   -0.34* 

(0.16) 

-0.57** 

(0.18) 

  -0.30 

(0.24) 

-0.33 

(0.25) 

  -0.34 

(0.25) 

-0.35 

(0.25) 

Male   0.15 

(0.10) 

0.22* 

(0.11) 

  -0.01 

(0.15) 

0.08 

(0.15) 

  -0.48** 

(0.16) 

-0.44** 

(0.16) 

Years in the U.S. 

(1 year or less 

omitted) 

            

    1-4 years   0.16 

(0.17) 

0.05 

(0.18) 

  0.08 

(0.25) 

-0.02 

(0.25) 

  0.46† 

(0.27) 

0.38  

(0.27) 

    5-9 years   0.13 

(0.18) 

-0.02 

(0.19) 

  0.37 

(0.24) 

0.23  

(0.25) 

  0.38 

(0.24) 

0.23  

(0.25) 

    10 years or 

more 

  -0.09 

(0.20) 

-0.17 

(0.21) 

  0.15 

(0.29) 

0.13 

 (0.31) 

  0.39 

(0.30) 

0.36  

(0.31) 

Control 

variables 

            

Age    0.07* 

(0.03) 

   0.17** 

(0.05) 

   0.21*** 

(0.06) 

Age2    -0.00*** 

(0.00) 

   -0.00*** 

(0.00) 

   -0.00*** 

(0.00) 

Married/living 

with a domestic 

partner 

   0.27* 

(0.13) 

   0.47** 

(0.17) 

   0.76*** 

(0.19) 

Number of 

children under 

18 

   -0.04 

(0.05) 

   -0.08 

(0.08) 

   -0.18* 

(0.08) 

Logged income    0.11*** 

(0.03) 

   0.09† 

(0.05) 

   0.10† 

(0.05) 

Constant 1.48*** 

(0.13) 

0.32 

(0.24) 

-0.16 

(0.33) 

-0.87 

(0.67) 

0.07 

(0.10) 

-2.92*** 

(0.33) 

-4.09*** 

(0.48) 

-7.06*** 

(1.06) 

-0.21* 

(0.10) 

-2.94*** 

(0.35) 

-4.27** 

(0.59) 

-8.04*** 

(1.19) 

Note. N=2,933. Model A1, Model B1, and Model C1 are baseline models with legal status; Model A2, Model B2, and Model C2 are models with sorting 

variables; Model A3, Model B3, and Model C3 are models with postmigration resources added; Model A4, Model B4, and Model C4 are full models. 2. 

Coefficients and standard errors calculated on imputation estimation. Standard errors in parentheses. Sampling design and nonresponse weights were applied. 

†p<.10, *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 (two-tailed tests).  

Source: New Immigrant Survey 2003, 2009. 
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1.3.2 Asset Ownership: Stratified by Initial Legal Status 

Employment-Based Immigrants 

Results from baseline models in Figure 1-1 show that 5 years after gaining LPR status, 

employment-based immigrants had strikingly higher probabilities of owning all three types of 

assets compared to immigrants with other initial legal statuses (81% for bank account ownership, 

52% for investment account ownership, and 45% for retirement account ownership, p < .001). 

However, Models A2, B2, and C2 indicate that this advantage was partly explained by their 

premigration resources. For example, according to Models B1 and B2, employment immigrants’ 

predicted probabilities of owning investment accounts dropped from 52% to 34% when 

premigration factors were accounted for. The gaps between employment and other types of 

immigrants dramatically narrow when postmigration resources are considered. As shown in 

Models A3, B3, and C3, employment-based immigrants’ advantage only held when compared to 

refugees and diversity immigrants, based on pairwise comparison. For example, 19% of 

employment immigrants had retirement accounts while only 12% of diversity visa holders had 

retirement savings (p < .05). Full models with socio-demographic controls demonstrate little 

variation between all types of immigrants in owning these assets. Employment-based immigrants 

only held advantage over diversity immigrants in owning retirement accounts (18% vs. 12%, p < 

.10). In accordance with Hypothesis 1, employment-based immigrants had the highest 

probabilities of owning all three types of assets, and their pre- and postmigration resources 

explain most of the advantages. 

Family-Based Immigrants 

Baseline models from Figure 1 demonstrate that family-based immigrants showed 

significantly lower probabilities of owning assets than employment-based immigrants (56% vs. 
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81% for bank account ownership, 16% vs. 52% for investment account ownership, and 14% vs. 

45% for retirement account ownership, p < .001). Adding pre- and postmigration resources 

significantly narrows the gaps between family and employment immigrants; their probabilities of 

owning assets were nearly the same when controls were accounted for. The comparisons 

between family immigrants and the remaining categories across the three types of assets showed 

mixed results. Family immigrants were no different from all other types of immigrants in owning 

bank accounts (Model A4); they showed an advantage over refugees (Model B4, 19% vs. 13%, p 

< .05) and diversity visa holders (Model B4, 19% vs. 14%, p < .10) in investment account 

ownership based on pairwise comparisons. It is important to note that having family help to find 

a job was negatively associated with owning investment and retirement accounts, although the 

associations were not significant. In mixed support of Hypothesis 2, family immigrants had 

lower probabilities of owning assets than employment-based immigrants, but their disadvantage 

disappeared when pre- and postmigration resources were accounted for. Family immigrants had 

no advantage over the other types of immigrants in owning assets after they all gained LPR 

status, except for a slight advantage over refugees and diversity immigrants in owning 

investment accounts. 

Refugees 

Baseline models from Figure 1 show that refugees had lower probabilities of owning all 

three types of assets than employment-based immigrants (57% vs. 81% for bank account 

ownership, 10% vs. 52% for investment account ownership, and 14% vs. 45% for retirement 

account ownership, p < .001). Adding pre- and postmigration resources did not increase their 

likelihood of owning assets. Full models demonstrate that although they received resettlement 

assistance upon arrival, refugees fared no differently from diversity visa holders in asset holding, 
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and they were even disadvantaged in owning investment accounts compared with those with 

undocumented experience (13% vs. 20%, p < .05). In mixed support of Hypothesis 3, refugees 

had less likelihood of owning all three types of assets than employment-based immigrants; 

controlling for pre- and postmigration resources narrowed the gap between the two groups, but it 

was mainly because of the diminishing advantage of employment immigrants, rather than an 

increased advantage of refugees; the hypothesized order with the remaining categories was not 

found.  

Diversity Visa Holders 

Baseline models from Figure 1 illustrate that diversity visa holders had lower 

probabilities of owning assets than employment immigrants (65% vs. 81% for bank accounts, 

14% vs. 52% for investment accounts, and 10% vs. 45% for retirement accounts, p < .001). Like 

refugees, adding pre- and postmigration resources did not change diversity visa holders’ 

situations, and the narrowed gap between them and employment-based immigrants was due to 

the loss of advantage of employment-based immigrants. The gap between diversity visa holders 

and employment immigrants in owning retirement assets remained after all factors were 

accounted for. Diversity visa holders were slightly more disadvantaged than family immigrants 

(14% vs. 19%, p < .10) and those with undocumented experience (14% vs. 20%, p < .05) in 

owning investment accounts according to pairwise comparisons. They showed no difference with 

refugees in owning these assets. Therefore, in mixed support of Hypothesis 4, five years after all 

the immigrants gained LPR status, diversity visa holders had lower probabilities of owning assets 

than employment and family immigrants; however, diversity visa holders had equally low 

probabilities of owning assets as refugees and fared even worse than previously undocumented 

immigrants.  
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Immigrants with Undocumented Experience 

Baseline models from Figure 1 indicate that immigrants with undocumented experience 

had significantly lower probabilities of owning assets than employment immigrants (57% vs. 

81% for bank accounts, 13% vs. 52% for investment accounts, and 10% vs. 45% for retirement 

accounts, p < .001). The gaps narrowed after adding pre- and postmigration conditions. 

Previously undocumented immigrants’ probabilities of owning assets were in an increasing trend 

when resources were accounted for. Results from the full models indicate that immigrants with 

undocumented experience had no differences with employment-based and family immigrants in 

owning assets; they even showed some advantages over refugees and diversity visa holders in 

owning sophisticated financial assets. Therefore, in mixed support of Hypothesis 5, five years 

after all the immigrants obtained LPR status, immigrants with undocumented experience were 

among the most disadvantaged group in owning assets; however, their disadvantages diminish if 

controlling for resource factors.  
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Figure 1-1  

Predicted Probabilities of Owning Assets in 2009 by Initial Legal Status  

 

Note. Predictions generated from Table 1-2. 
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1.4 Discussion 

Asset accumulation has profound effects on immigrants’ long-term economic well-being. 

Although the immigrants in this study had been living and working with LPR status for 5 years, a 

substantial proportion remained unbanked. The average shares of owned stocks/mutual funds or 

retirement accounts were particularly low compared to those of their native-born counterparts 

around 2009. Although the shares of stock fell after the 2007-2009 recession, 46% of U.S. 

households still owned stocks (Zhou, 2020), and 39% owned one or more types of IRAs in 2009 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2011), compared to 18% and 15%, respectively, among new LPRs in this 

sample. In fact, it is these types of assets that are high-risk, high-return, and related to long-term 

financial security that aid individuals and households in accruing various levels of wealth 

(Keister, 2000). The disparities of owning investment accounts could be a driver of wealth 

inequality between immigrants and native-born Americans since capital gains occur over time, 

despite temporary ups and downs.  

Focusing on five types of initial legal status, this study found that employment-based 

immigrants fared far better than other immigrant groups. Striking contrasts in asset building were 

found between employment and nonemployment immigrants when accounting for their initial 

legal status. However, when other factors, especially postmigration resources, were accounted 

for, the gaps between employment and other types of immigrants narrowed substantially. 

Although premigration resources explain part of the variation, the findings highlight the 

postmigration conditions in predicting immigrants’ ability to build assets in the U.S. English 

proficiency, working as a skilled worker, and U.S. college education were found to play a 

significant role in explaining why employment immigrants were better off than other types of 

immigrants. This finding confirms that initial legal status is attached to different levels of 
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resources (Kreisberg, 2019; Menjívar & Lakhani, 2016); employment immigrants have more 

access to institutional-level resources, and the advantage is cumulative over time.  

Family immigrants showed some advantages in asset building over refugees and diversity 

visa holders but had a similar position to previously undocumented immigrants. This indicates 

that informal resources, such as networks with U.S. citizens or other LPRs with substantial U.S. 

experience, are beneficial to immigrants (Painter, 2015). It is worth noting that aggregating all 

types of family sponsorship may mask the heterogeneity in the family-reunification group, as 

immigrants sponsored by their spouses were found to have similar levels of wealth as 

employment-based immigrants (Painter, 2015). Family immigrants’ advantages may reflect the 

asset holdings of the spouse, since in the NIS, the most financially knowledgeable spouse 

answered the financial questions. Immigrants sponsored by other family members may be 

positioned differently in holding assets.  

Although refugees are usually assisted by resettlement agencies upon arrival, these 

resettlement services did not appear to bring them any advantages in building assets but instead 

focused mostly on rapid employment and cash assistance. While diversity visa holders came with 

some human and financial capital, they ended up with a similar level of asset building outcomes 

as refugees and were even worse off than previously undocumented immigrants, partly because 

of the mismatch of their talent and occupation and the lack of social network and institutional 

supports (Hailu et al., 2012). 

Among all the nonemployment immigrants, those who had undocumented experience are 

worth noting, as they are usually the most vulnerable group in regards to institutional constraints 

(Joseph, 2020). Although there were still striking disparities between previously undocumented 

immigrants and employment immigrants, the gaps disappeared if resource-related factors were 



 

 

41 

controlled, highlighting the importance of removing structural barriers for undocumented 

immigrants to facilitate their integration.  

Findings also suggested that Blacks and Latinos were disadvantaged in owning financial 

assets, which warrants studying intersecting dimensions of inequality. For example, “illegality” 

has become racialized (Menjívar, 2021). Latinos may therefore experience a higher level of 

financial exclusion regardless of initial legal status (Rhine & Greene, 2006). Additionally, 

African immigrants, who comprise a large share of diversity visa holders, are often racialized as 

Black (Asad & Clair, 2017); they may encounter similar racial discrimination as African 

Americans. Furthermore, immigration flows are shifting. In the past decade, most refugees were 

from Africa (28%) and Asia (63%), rather than mostly White refugees from Europe (Monin et 

al., 2021). It is important for future research to determine how the intersection of initial legal 

status and race/ethnicity affects inequality. 

Alongside its contributions, this study has some limitations. First, the NIS data are not 

representative of all immigrants in the U.S., only those who gained LPR status during 2003 to 

2004. Second, the previously undocumented immigrants in this study were those who ultimately 

attained LPR status. Given the financial cost of applying for LPR, the sample in our study might 

have been the most advantaged individuals among undocumented immigrants, rather than 

representing the whole of undocumented populations. Therefore, we should be cautious in 

interpreting results of the previously undocumented sample. Third, I did not include immigrants’ 

international financial transfers, which may matter for their asset building practices in the U.S. 

Although the U.S. has immigration policies determining who may enter the country, there 

is a lack of a comprehensive national immigrant policy that involves postmigration services 

(Padilla, 1997). Findings from this study suggest that immigrants, even after they have been 
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living with LPR status for years, generally have lower probabilities of owning assets; the 

disadvantages are clearest among nonemployment immigrants who have fewer institutional 

supports. With an emphasis on postmigration resources, this study calls for federal, state, and 

local policies that aim to expand immigrants’ financial access. For example, as immigration 

populations continue to grow, language access should be a mandate in the financial services 

sector. Special attention should be paid to immigrants with low socioeconomic status, such as 

low-income older immigrants, as they are found to experience financial exclusion and have a 

lower level of asset holding than younger immigrants (Nam et al., 2015; Nam et al., 2019). 

Additionally, the disadvantages seen among refugees call for resettlement programs that focus 

more on long-term financial wellbeing. Findings also highlight policy actions to remove barriers 

that undocumented immigrants face in accessing education and legal employment.  

This study’s findings also have implications for future research and practices. First, 

researchers and policy analysts should disaggregate LPRs by their initial legal statuses and 

develop a better understanding of immigrants with different experiences. However, most public 

data do not collect information on immigrants’ initial legal statuses, forcing researchers to collect 

small-scale, non-representative data or rely on proxy measures. Researchers should call for new 

data collection to strengthen our knowledge of recent immigrants. It is also important to note that 

there is an internal heterogeneity within their visa type categories; future research should further 

explore the variations within each group. 

Furthermore, findings of this study address an urgent need to train social service 

providers with enhanced abilities to understand the complexities of immigrants’ milieu 

(Martinez-Brawley & Zorita, 2011). Service providers with immigrant clients should be aware 

that structural barriers are major roadblocks for many immigrants to move upward, but these 
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barriers could be removed through effective programs and policy change. For immigrants with 

limited institutional support, social service providers should refer them to community-based, 

affordable financial coaching services or advocate for employer-sponsored financial wellness 

programs designed for low-income workers (Despard et al., 2021). Once immigrants are given an 

opportunity to put aside some money for long-term wealth building, small dollars can make a big 

difference for both immigrants and U.S. society.  
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Chapter 2. Does Financial Access Improve Asset Building Among Immigrants?  

A Propensity Score Analysis 

2.1 Introduction 

Immigrants are vital to the U.S. economy. As of 2021, immigrants composed 17.7% of 

the U.S. labor force and the proportions were even higher in states such as California, 

Washington, and New York (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2022). Their role as an integral part 

of U.S. society has become increasingly prominent during and after the COVID-19 pandemic, 

sustaining the function of society as “essential” workers and boosting the economy as taxpayers, 

consumers, and business owners (Beyer, 2021). Despite the large size of the immigrant 

population and their increasing importance in the U.S. economy and society, immigrants are less 

likely than their native-born counterparts to participate in the mainstream financial market and 

own financial assets (Osili & Paulson, 2006), which is critical to one’s long-term economic 

wellbeing (Sherraden et al., 2015).  

Both asset theory and financial capability framework hypothesize that having access to 

appropriate and beneficial financial products and services facilitates asset building (Beverly et 

al., 2008; Sherraden, 2013; Sherraden et al., 2018). Having financial access provides individuals 

an opportunity to participate in the mainstream financial market, through which they are able to 

save money, build credit, and invest for long-term wealth (Friedline et al., 2018). As immigrants 

and their offspring continue to play active roles in the U.S. economy, financial access among 

immigrant families has become of increasing interest to researchers, bank service providers, and 

policymakers (Chatterjee & Zahirovic-Herbert, 2014; Nam et al., 2019; Osili & Paulson, 2007; 

Rhine & Greene, 2006). 
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To better understand the role that financial access plays in immigrants’ asset building, the 

fundamental research question is: Are asset-building outcomes different for immigrants who 

have financial access versus those who do not? Although prior studies have documented a 

positive association between immigrants’ financial access and asset building outcomes (e.g., 

Chin et al., 2011; McConnell & Akresh, 2008), most did not address self-selection bias. In fact, 

many factors may lead to a person’s chance of having financial access; and differences between 

those who have financial access and those who do not may explain variations in outcomes. 

Research that does not engage with this issue will be biased, so self-selection issues must be 

properly resolved (Guo & Fraser, 2015). 

2.1.1 Study Purpose and Contributions 

Immigrants need affordable and quality financial services to conduct daily financial 

activities and to plan for long-term wealth, so they can gain a foothold in this new land. The 

current study aims to examine the relationship between financial access and asset building 

outcomes among immigrants. Specifically, I focus on immigrants’ banking status when they 

gained LPR status, a milestone that grants immigrants legal working rights and permanent 

residence in the United States, analyzing the effect of this earlier access to U.S. banks on various 

asset building outcomes 5 years later. This data comes from the New Immigrant Survey 2003 

and 2009. It is important to note that the sample in this study only represents LPRs, who 

comprised roughly 27% (12.3 million) of the entire U.S. foreign-born population (Budiman, 

2020). In addition, given the selective process and tremendous benefits in terms of legal 

presence, social benefit access, and work authorization (Homeland Security, 2021), LPRs may be 

more advantaged than other immigrants such as temporary or unauthorized immigrants. 

Therefore, we should be cautious when interpreting the results. Despite the possible limitation of 
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the dataset, the sample I used has advantages because the participants were interviewed soon 

after receiving their LPR status, the starting point that everyone began to live in the United States 

as long-term residents. Therefore, my sample has an advantage over sample consisting of 

immigrants with different numbers of years of settlement. 

The study makes three contributions to research on asset accumulation and financial 

wellbeing among immigrants. First, it leveraged a nationally representative dataset with 

information on immigrants granted LPR status in 2003. This matters because immigrants are 

heterogeneous and hard to reach. Testing the effect of banking on asset building by using the 

nationally representative dataset increases the external validity of the findings. Second, by 

determining the relationship between banking status at the time the respondents gained LPR 

status and their asset building outcomes 5 years later, this study examined the association 

between banking status and subsequent asset building. Using longitudinal data is necessary for 

causal inference concerning banking status and asset building. Third, to address self-selection 

bias associated with individuals who are banked, this study employed propensity score analysis, 

a well-developed method to correct the bias. As discussed above, reasons for being banked or 

unbanked are complex; immigrants with certain individual characteristics may tend to own bank 

accounts, which is likely to create an endogeneity problem. It is unrealistic and unethical to use a 

randomized controlled trial to test the role of banking on asset building. Propensity score 

analysis mitigates the endogeneity problem. 

2.1.2 Conceptual Background 

The Importance of Having Financial Service Access  

People require access to financial services and products in order to apply their financial 

knowledge in the form of desirable financial behaviors (Sherraden et al., 2015; Xiao & Huang, 
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2021). Financial access refers to people’s “…...access to financial products and services from 

formal financial institutions, including reasonable costs, accompanying safeguards such as 

consumer protections, and convenience” (Birkenmaier & Fu, 2018, p. 1171).  

A key indicator of financial access is having a relationship with a federally insured 

depository institution such as a bank or credit union, i.e., “being banked” (Birkenmaier & Fu, 

2018). Being banked bridges individuals and families to safe and efficient financial services and 

products, which in turn yields numerous benefits. It provides people a safe place to deposit 

money and store their savings, and may be particularly beneficial in unforeseen circumstances 

such as natural or man-made disasters (Cheney & Rhine, 2006). Being banked secures people’s 

funds through consumer laws and regulations. For example, the Electronic Fund Transfer Act 

grants consumers rights to challenge errors and file disputes (Northwood & Rhine, 2018), which 

provides consumers with a financial safety net. More importantly, being banked connects 

individuals and households to reliable financial services and affordable credit, which enables 

them to save for short-term emergencies, build a positive credit profile, and purchase long-term 

assets (Blank & Barr, 2009). For instance, evidence has shown that people who had banking 

experience or connections with mainstream financial institutions tend to have better saving 

outcomes (Dunham, 2001; Grinstein-Weiss et al., 2010), are more likely to own retirement 

accounts (Stegman, 2001), and have a higher level of asset accumulation (Célerier & Matray, 

2019). 

In contrast, unbanked populations miss the opportunity to build wealth through affordable 

and reliable banking services provided by formal banks or credit unions. Individuals and 

households have various daily and long-term financial needs. Without access to appropriate 

banking services, the unbanked are forced to use alternative financial services (AFS) such as 
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check cashing, payday loans, and pre-paid cards to conduct financial activities, which are 

expensive and less secure (Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation [FDIC], 2014; Birkenmaier & 

Fu, 2016; Lim et al., 2014; Rhine & Greene, 2013). A study examining possible savings of an 

unbanked worker within several scenarios revealed that an unbanked full-time worker could 

potentially save about $40,000 during his career through a checking account instead of high-cost 

check-cashing services (Fellowes & Mabanta, 2008). In other words, being unbanked and using 

AFS means workers forgo the money that could be potentially saved and used to purchase other 

assets. 

Finally, being banked also provides people an opportunity to gain financial knowledge 

through managing their bank accounts, which in turn increases their financial capability to 

enhance asset building. For example, in an experimental study testing the effects of Child 

Development Accounts (CDAs) on financial capability among young mothers, Huang et al. 

(2021) found that participants in the treatment group were more likely to use asset- and debt-

products than those in the control group, and this difference was partially attributed to the 

combination of participants’ access to CDA policy and gained financial literacy. Thus, being 

banked seems to be essential for accumulating assets, enhancing people’s financial capability to 

make informed financial decisions that promote long-term asset building. 

Determinants of Banked Status  

Research has demonstrated that an array of demographic, socioeconomic, and 

institutional-level factors are associated with banked status (e.g., Barr, 2004; Fellowes & 

Mabanta, 2008; Rao & Malapit, 2015; Rhine & Greene, 2013). For example, Rhine and Greene 

(2013) examined banking status among U.S. households using 2004 Survey of Income and 

Program Participation (SIPP) data and found that unbanked households were more likely to be 
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racial or ethnic minorities, low-income with lower education attainment, non-citizens, unmarried, 

renters, and living in the South. Similarly, a study analyzing data of the American Dream 

Demonstration (ADD) participants revealed that the unbanked were more likely to be younger, 

Black, divorced, separated, or widowed, and had more children (Grinstein-Weiss et al., 2010).  

Barriers to being banked are intersecting, far beyond financial knowledge (Bullock et al., 

2020). Berry (2004) indicated that people face “hard” barriers such as the lack of required 

identification and poor credit history and “soft” barriers such as perceived unwelcoming 

environment and language challenges in communicating with bank staff. But the “hard” barriers 

appeared to be more important in keeping consumers from using bank services. Barriers also 

include unfriendly features of bank products and services, such as a lack of products targeted 

toward low-income populations (Fellowes & Mabanta, 2008) and long waiting times (Bullock et 

al., 2020). Interpersonal impact also plays a role in people’s banking status. Whether friends or 

economic networks use formal banking services and whether businesses or landlords accept 

checks influence people’s use of banking services (Berry, 2004; Moy et al., 2017). 

Furthermore, other studies have indicated that the relative scarcity of bank branches and 

the sprawl of AFS in neighborhoods with high poverty rates and proportions of racial and ethnic 

minorities explained why so many households in these neighborhoods were unbanked (Caskey, 

2005; Squires, 2004). However, findings regarding neighborhood factors were mixed. Other 

evidence has shown that low-income neighborhoods were nearly as likely as other 

neighborhoods to have bank and credit union branches (Fellowes & Mabanta, 2008); only a 

small proportion of unbanked participants cited the inconvenient location of a bank or credit 

union as an important reason for not having a formal bank account (Aizcorbe et al., 2003; Berry, 

2004). Paulson and Rhine (2008) found that Hmong immigrants were less likely to own saving 
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accounts or credit cards compared to non-Hmong households living in the same neighborhood, 

suggesting that sociocultural factors such as assimilation may explain the variation.  

Research also has suggested that there may be distrust and misconceptions between banks 

and consumers (Hogarth & Lee, 2000). For example, a qualitative study examining low-income 

Latinas’ experience with mainstream banking indicated that participants frequently referred to 

mainstream banks as “distrustful” and feared they would lose their public benefits by having a 

balance in their bank accounts (Bullock et al., 2020).  

Immigrants and Banking  

Immigrants have a variety of financial challenges upon arrival, ranging from paying 

living expenses and cashing payment checks to saving and investing for long-term use. Building 

a relationship with a U.S. mainstream financial institution at an earlier stage of immigration is 

important for their adaptation to their new country and the establishment of a new life. For 

immigrants, particularly those who are newly arrived, low-income, or with a racial or ethnic 

minority background, being banked means having a safe place to receive and save money, obtain 

reliable financial information, access affordable credit, and therefore set out on a path towards 

asset building (Chin et al., 2011; McConnell & Akresh, 2008). However, research on 

immigrants’ banking and its implications are limited.  

Despite the tremendous benefits of bank use, immigrants in the United States are less 

likely than their native-born counterparts to have bank accounts, including savings and checking 

accounts (Bohn & Pearlman, 2013; Chatterjee & Kim, 2011; Osili & Paulson, 2006; Rhine & 

Greene, 2006). In 2017, only 84% of immigrants had either a checking or savings account, 

compared to 95% among U.S. citizens (author calculation using the Current Population Survey 

Unbanked/Underbanked data from the FDIC). Unbanked immigrants are more likely to use AFS 
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to conduct financial transactions, which are expensive, insecure, and less contributive to long-

term wealth accumulation (FDIC, 2020). Furthermore, as newcomers, immigrants’ initial 

strategy upon arrival may have profound impacts on their financial lives afterward. Immigrants 

who use AFS upon arrival may develop some loyalty to these services and could be inclined to 

continue using them for a long time. 

Immigrants experience multiple forms of financial exclusion rooted in intersections with 

race and ethnicity, economic status, and other aspects of their identity. Unbanked immigrants 

have similar sociodemographic characteristics as native-born Americans (Rhine & Greene, 

2006), but immigrants face further barriers to accessing mainstream financial services, which 

include but are not limited to language barriers (Nam et al., 2022), poor or no credit history 

(Ibarra & Rodriguez, 2006), and discriminatory practices (Bullock et al., 2020; Zuhair et al., 

2015). For example, research has found that banked immigrants tend to speak fluent English 

(Bleakley & Chin, 2004). Immigrants with language barriers may face challenges in using 

mainstream financial services because it is hard for them to obtain financial information and 

comfortably communicate with bank staff (Consumer Financial Protection Bureau [CFPB], 

2016; United States Government Accountability Office [GAO], 2010). Being a racial or ethnic 

minority with immigrant status increases the likelihood of being unbanked. Among all racial or 

ethnic groups, Hispanic immigrants have the highest rate of being unbanked (Rhine & Greene, 

2006). Anti-immigrant climate also creates perceived discrimination that keeps immigrants from 

using mainstream financial services—the perception of hostile or discriminatory attitudes 

towards them could push immigrants to nonbanking services, especially if their social networks 

are doing so (Zuhair et al., 2015). 
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Distrust and misconceptions about banks may be more common among immigrant groups 

due to their unfamiliarity with U.S. institutions and limited information sources. Some 

immigrants have perceptions that they will lose funds in their accounts when their immigrant 

documentation expires (Cruz-Taura et al., 2005). Many undocumented immigrants avoid 

mainstream financial institutions because they fear that formal financial institutions will reveal 

their information and report it to immigration authorities, which would jeopardize their stay in 

the United States (Amuedo-Dorantes & Bansak, 2006; Suro et al., 2014). Immigrants’ reluctance 

to use mainstream financial institutions may in part result from their limited financial knowledge 

(Zhan et al., 2009) as well as a lack of reliable financial information (Natoli, 2018), but more 

importantly, because they lack opportunities to obtain financial education provided by authorized 

financial educators (Zuhair et al., 2015). 

Immigrants’ banking status is also influenced by the effectiveness of financial institutions 

and the level of financial inclusion in their countries or regions of origin (Osili & Paulson, 2008). 

Compared to immigrants from Europe, Asia, or other regions of Latin America, Mexican 

immigrants are more likely to be unbanked (Rhine & Greene, 2006), which is at least partly 

because of the poor financial infrastructure in Mexico (World Bank, 2012).  

Years spent in the United States may increase the likelihood of being banked (Paulson & 

Rhine, 2007) as immigrants become familiar with the U.S. financial system and develop better 

English-language skills. The environment, however, where immigrants live and work also 

matters because to some extent it affects the way they conduct financial activities. Evidence has 

indicated that immigrants who live in the areas where immigrants have a weaker presence (e.g., 

the U.S. South) are more likely to participate in the financial mainstream because they might rely 

less on ethnic networks (Bohn & Pearlman, 2013). 
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It is also important to note that banking is a dynamic process. Previously banked 

populations can become unbanked due to shocks such as job and health coverage loss and 

income decline (Rhine & Greene, 2013). In contrast, some factors such as having higher levels of 

education, being employed and well-paid, and being a homeowner can reduce the likelihood of 

shifting from being banked to unbanked (Rhine & Greene, 2013). Compared to native-born 

populations, immigrants are less likely to be employed in management, professional, and related 

occupations, and they generally earn less than their native-born counterparts (U.S. Bureau of 

Labor Statistics, 2022). Furthermore, they may be likely to encounter those risk factors, 

especially during the economic downturn (Hao, 2007). For example, according to Capps et al. 

(2020), COVID-19 pandemic-induced unemployment has been especially high among immigrant 

workers; Latina immigrants had the highest jobless rate among all racial and ethnic groups. 

Therefore, it is possible that immigrant workers may experience a higher rate of becoming 

unbanked when the economy is sliding.  

Although prior studies showed that having a bank account in the United States enables 

immigrants to participate in the mainstream financial market and accumulate wealth (McConnell 

& Redstone Akresh, 2008), the majority are correlational studies with the self-selection bias of 

being banked. The only causal design study identified is a field experiment study regarding 

impact of bank accounts on migrant savings and remittance conducted by Chin, Karkoviata, and 

Wilcox (2011). They randomly assigned the treatment group to receive assistance in obtaining a 

matricula consular card, which is a consulate-issued identification card accepted by many U.S. 

financial institutions for banking services, but of little use in the small cities where the 

researchers conducted the study. They found that treatment group participants were more likely 

to open a bank account and increase their savings. The authors suggested that expanding bank 
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access can increase immigrants’ savings. However, they also admitted that the research design 

and these findings applied only to undocumented Mexican migrants who need a matricula 

consular card to open a bank account, and the effect of such an intervention could be quite 

different among general immigrant populations. Little is known about whether having earlier 

exposure to U.S. banks helps immigrants build assets, due to a lack of quality longitudinal data 

with immigrant banking and asset information collected.  

Research Questions/Hypotheses 

The primary research question of this study is: Are the asset building outcomes of banked 

immigrants different from the outcomes of immigrants who were unbanked? I hypothesized that 

immigrants who had a U.S. bank account at an earlier stage of immigration would have better 

asset building outcomes than those without a U.S. bank account. Testing this hypothesis enables 

an examination of the relationship between financial access and asset building among 

immigrants. Evidence from this study can inform financial education and counseling practices 

toward immigrant populations, expanding their knowledge about the U.S. financial system and 

facilitating their financial planning. It can also inform policy initiatives promoting financial 

access among immigrant populations, especially those who enter the country with limited 

resources and disadvantaged backgrounds. 

2.2 Methods 

2.2.1 Data and Sample 

Data for the study are from the New Immigrant Survey (NIS), a nationally representative, 

longitudinal survey of immigrants who gained LPR status in 2003 (n = 8,573). The NIS was 

designed to address a series of research questions regarding immigration behavior and the 

impacts of migration (Jasso et al., 2005). Data of the first full cohort (Wave 1) were collected 
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from June 2003 to June 2004, right after their admission to LPR status. The follow-up interviews 

(Wave 2) were conducted roughly 5 years later, from June 2007 through December 2009. The 

NIS is one of the few reliable nationally representative datasets that captures the characteristics 

of new immigrants in the United States (Beine et al., 2007). For this study of evaluating the 

effects of banking status on asset building, the NIS offers perhaps the best data available because 

it measures immigrants’ banking status when they gained LPR status and asset condition 5 years 

after; the longitudinal design provides potential to examine the causal relationship between 

banking and asset building. 

Among all the respondents, I restricted the analysis to respondents who answered the 

asset module in both waves and excluded respondents who reported their racial and ethnic status 

as Native American or Pacific Islander due to small sample size. With these restrictions, the 

analytic sample size is 4,273. Despite substantial attrition between waves, there was no selective 

attribution on any variable (Massey et al., 2017). I applied nonresponse weights along with 

sampling weights that were offered by the data provider, which could significantly reduce the 

error and increase the generalizability of the results (Massey et al., 2017). Next, I imputed 25 sets 

of datasets using chained multiple imputation techniques to statistically fill in missing values on 

both independent and dependent variables (Allison, 2002). Imputed values of dependent 

variables were only used for the purpose of imputation, and were dropped in the final analysis 

(Allison, 2002). 

2.2.2 Measures 

The independent variable in this study, financial access, was measured by respondents’ 

banking status––whether the respondent or spouse had a checking or savings account in the 

United States. I used a dummy variable constructed from survey questions in 2003 asking the 
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respondent if they or their spouse had any checking or savings accounts and whether these 

accounts were held in a bank or institution in the United States, a foreign country, or both. We 

assigned a value of 1 to the dummy variable if the respondent had U.S.-based bank accounts and 

a value of 0 if they did not have bank accounts in the U.S. or the accounts were held in a foreign 

country only. 

This study examined two types of financial assets, including investment account 

ownership (i.e., respondents had investments in stocks, CDs, or bonds) and retirement account 

ownership (i.e., Individual Retirement Account [IRA] or Keogh account). These financial assets 

usually have higher returns and are used for long-term investments, which are critical for 

household wealth accumulation. Both assets were dichotomous variables constructed from 

participant-reported data collected in Wave 2 (1 = yes and 0 = otherwise).  

Covariates included age, age square, gender, race/ethnicity, marital status, higher 

education, U.S. duration, U.S. duration square, number of dependents, English proficiency, 

employment status, region of residence, student status, and log household gross income. Age and 

U.S. duration were measured in years. Gender was a dichotomous variable with females as the 

reference group. Dummy variables were created as indicators of race and ethnicity. For those, 

respondents were assigned to one of four categories: Non-Hispanic White, Non-Hispanic Asian, 

Non-Hispanic Black, and Hispanic. Dummy variables were created as indicators of marital 

status, which were operationalized as married/living with a domestic partner (= 1) and 

single/widowed/separated/divorced (= 0). Higher education was constructed by the number of 

years of completed education (1 = 12 years or more and 0 = less than 12 years). Number of 

dependents was measured by the number of children the respondent had who were under 18 in 

2003. English proficiency was a dichotomous variable (1 = very good or good, 0 = not good or 
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not at all). Employment status was a dichotomous variable (1 = employed and 0 = otherwise). 

Student status was measured by respondents’ answers to whether they were enrolled in school (1 

= yes and 0 = no). Household gross income was measured in US$2003. Region of residence was 

classified as Northeast, South, Midwest, and West. Among the covariates, age, gender, 

race/ethnicity, marital status, higher education, U.S. duration, number of dependents, English 

proficiency, employment and student status, income, and region of residence also served as 

conditioning variables for propensity score weighting. 

Conditioning variables were included in the model to predict self-selection into banked or 

unbanked status (i.e., factors that may explain why immigrants choose to have a U.S. bank 

account or not). These variables were determined by previous theory and research and the 

availability of data. In addition to the variables mentioned above, I also included undocumented 

experience, homeownership status, and home country financial inclusion. Most of these variables 

were obtained from NIS 2003 data (Wave 1), except the home country financial inclusion level, 

which was constructed by linking the home country to the World Bank financial inclusion index 

(i.e., The Global Findex database). The Global Findex database contains information about the 

percentage of adults who own a bank account in a particular country (i.e., financial inclusion 

index), which could serve as a proxy for the financial inclusion level of that country (Demirgüç-

Kunt et al., 2017). Therefore, instead of using the home country itself as a conditioning variable 

to predict immigrant banking status in the United States, this study constructed and used dummy 

variables that indicated the home country financial inclusion level. I believe that this approach 

more accurately captured the impact of the home country on immigrants’ banking behaviors. It is 

important to point out that some respondents only had region-level data from the NIS (e.g., 

Middle East and North Africa). For those respondents, I calculated the financial inclusion index 
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by averaging the indexes of countries in that region. The median financial inclusion index of our 

sample was 0.35. To make it easier to interpret, I further categorized all the countries/regions 

into three categories – high financial inclusion countries/regions (financial inclusion index > 

0.66), median financial inclusion countries (0.35 <= financial inclusion index <= 0.66), and low 

financial inclusion countries (financial inclusion index < 0.35).  

To operationalize respondents’ previous undocumented experience, I followed the 

approach used by Kreisberg (2019). Those with previous undocumented experience were 

immigrants whose administrative records showed no entry visa or with an unknown code or no 

codes, those adjusted to LPR status through a legalization program, or those who overstayed a 

tourist/business visa by more than 6 years. Previous undocumented experience was also 

constructed as a dichotomous variable (1 = yes and 0 = no). A dummy variable was created for 

homeownership, with a value of 1 assigned if the participant reported they own a home in the 

United States, and 0 if they did not own a home in the United States. 

2.2.3 Analytical Approach 

The study aimed to test the impact of having financial access at an earlier stage of 

immigration on asset building outcomes using observational survey data. However, the decision 

to have a relationship with a U.S.-based bank does not occur at random and is influenced by 

many factors. The banked group, by opening a U.S.-based bank account, self-selected their group 

assignment. Differences between the banked and the unbanked may explain variation in 

outcomes. For example, the banked immigrants may have spoken better English, which 

facilitated their communication with bank staff and made it easier to open a bank account. 

Running regressions by controlling the covariates without correction fails to address the 
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statistical problem of endogeneity, which may lead to biased and inefficient results (Guo & 

Fraser, 2015; Imbens, 2004; Sobel, 1996). 

Guided by the Neyman-Rubin counterfactual model (Neyman & Iwaszkiewicz, 1935; 

Rubin, 1986), this study used a propensity score model to correct for endogeneity. According to 

the Neyman-Rubin model, individuals in the treatment (banked) and comparison (unbanked) 

groups had potential outcomes in both states. I assumed that each person i under evaluation 

would have two potential outcomes (Y0i, Y1i), where Y0i stands for potential outcomes in 

unbanked states and Y1i in banked states, respectively. Although Y0i is unobserved, the Neyman-

Rubin counterfactual framework holds that researchers can estimate the counterfactual by 

evaluating the difference in mean outcomes between the treatment and comparison groups of all 

participants with the condition, called the average treatment effect (Guo & Fraser, 2014). Using 

Y1 and Y0 to denote the outcome for the treatment group (i.e., banked immigrants) and the 

comparison group (i.e., unbanked immigrants), respectively, the standard estimator for the 

sample average treatment effect (SATE) was defined as the difference between two estimated 

means from sample data: 

SATE = 𝜏 = E (𝑌1|𝑊 = 1) − E (𝑌0|𝑊 = 0) 

Here, 𝜏 signifies the sample average treatment effect, 𝑊 = 1 signifies receiving the 

treatment, 𝑊 = 0 signifies not receiving the treatment, and 𝑌1 and 𝑌0 signify the measured 

outcome variables for those who have and have not received the treatment (Guo & Fraser, 2015, 

p. 49). If 𝜏 = E (𝑌1|𝑊 = 1) − E (𝑌0|𝑊 = 0) > 0, or the mean outcome of being banked has a higher 

probability of building assets, we can infer that having financial access causes higher asset 

building outcomes. 
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Propensity scores (𝑒
^
(𝑥)) were estimated using sample observed covariates X, or 

conditioning variables, using binary logistic regressions; such scores indicate the probability of 

being banked. The conditioning variables were selected based on previous evidence of factors 

contributing to immigrants’ banking status. The goal of using conditioning variables is to control 

selectivity and to balance the treatment and comparison groups on observed covariates. 

I used inverse probability of treatment weighting (IPTW; Hirano & Imbens, 2001) to 

achieve the balance and estimate the net impact of banking on asset building. According to Guo 

and Fraser (2015), there are two advantages of IPTW: First, it does not limit outcome variables 

to be continuous and normally distributed; and second, it can retain most study participants in the 

outcome analysis. The IPTW estimator, or propensity score weighting for estimating SATE, can 

be expressed as follows: 

𝜔(𝑊,𝑥) = 
𝑊

𝑒
^
(𝑥)

+
1−𝑊

1−𝑒
^
(𝑥)

 

Because the outcome variables are binary, I employed logistic regressions applying the 

propensity score weights to estimate SATE, controlling for banking status and other covariates. 

SATEs were estimated from each imputed dataset and then combined to obtain an overall 

estimate (Leyrat et al., 2019). Survey weight and propensity score weight were combined to 

reduce bias and increase generalizability (DuGoff et al., 2014). I also conducted regression 

analyses without the IPTW estimator. The results are in the Appendix (Table A1).  

2.3 Results 

2.3.1 Descriptive Results 

Table 2-1 presents descriptive statistics for the sample and results from the balance 

check. The average age of respondents was 39 years, and the majority of them were in a 

marriage or lived with domestic partners. A predominant majority of the respondents were from 
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racial or ethnic minorities with an average U.S. residency of 5.7 years. Over half of the sample 

respondents were from countries with low financial inclusion. Initial results indicated that there 

was an imbalance between the banked and the unbanked immigrants by most of the covariates. 

Results from a regression would be biased and inefficient if the issue of imbalance was not 

addressed by corrective procedure. Applying IPTW significantly improves balance on 

observables. A post-IPTW imbalance check shows that all significant covariates became 

nonsignificant across all the imputed datasets when propensity score weighting was applied, 

indicating that the treatment (i.e., banked) and comparison (i.e., unbanked) groups are balanced 

and comparable. Balance plot for the treatment and comparison groups indicated sufficient 

overlap of propensity scores. 

Table 2-1  

Sample Description and Balance Check 

Predictor % or M 

(SD) 

% Banked by Group pa 

Age  39.34 

(0.20) 

 *** 

Gender (Ref.: Female)  51.00  

    Male 47.23 60.11 *** 

Education (Ref.: Less than 12 years education)  37.60  

    More than 12 years education 69.53 63.06 *** 

Race/Ethnicity (Ref.: Non-Hispanic White)  65.88  

    NH Asian 30.36 65.51 *** 

    NH Black 12.45 47.18 *** 

    Hispanics 34.61 42.36 *** 

Marital status (Ref.: Single, widowed, 

separated, divorced) 

 39.48  

    Married, Living with a domestic partner 73.20 61.09 *** 
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# of dependents 0.87 (0.02)  ns 

Enrolled in school (Ref.: No)  54.56  

    Yes 8.12 63.69 ** 

Employment status (Ref.: unemployed) 60.88 40.23  

    Employed  64.98 *** 

English proficiency (Ref.: Not at all/not good)  40.23  

    Good/Very good 49.90 70.43 *** 

Years in the U.S. 5.72 (0.09)  *** 

Whether had undocumented experience (Ref.: 

No) 

20.48 55.71  

    Yes  53.71 ns 

Home country financial inclusion level (Ref.: 

High inclusion) 

 67.28  

    Median inclusion 28.41 55.93 ns 

    Low inclusion 53.64 50.96 *** 

Homeownership (Ref.: No) 24.43 50.10 *** 

    Yes  71.39  

U.S. residence (Ref.: Northeast)  51.76  

    Midwest 12.08 66.29 *** 

    South 29.08 55.78 ns 

    West 33.59 53.59 ns 

Gross household income ($) 32036.62 

(1086.235) 

 *** 

Note. N=4,273. Calculations were based on imputed data. ns = not statistically significant. Ref. = 

reference category. M = mean. SD = standard deviation.  
a p-value of bivariate test between a predictor and banking status. *p <.05, **p <.01, ***p <.001 (two-

tailed test). 

 

The descriptive results show that among all the respondents, 54% owned a bank account 

and 46% were unbanked. The proportion of sample respondents who owned sophisticated 

financial assets was extremely low: only 20.2% owned investment accounts such as stocks and 

bonds, and only 17% owned retirement accounts.  
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2.3.2 Results from IPTW Regression 

Table 2-2 shows SATE estimates of being banked. Results from an IPTW regression that 

controlled for selection bias indicate that asset building outcomes were better among new 

immigrants who were banked when they gained LPR status than among those who were 

unbanked. Compared to the unbanked immigrants, banked immigrants’ odds of owning an 

investment account and a retirement account were 1.9 times (p < .001) and 1.9 times (p < .01) 

higher, respectively, 5 years after they gained LPR status. Subgroup analysis results showed that 

being banked had greater impacts on disadvantaged groups (Table 2-3). For example, among 

those who had more than 12 years of education, the banked group’s odds of owning an 

investment account were 1.7 times (p < .01) higher than those in the unbanked group, whereas, 

among those who had less than 12 years of education, banked immigrants were 4.6 times (p < 

.001) more likely to own investment accounts than unbanked immigrants. However, the SATE 

estimates are smaller than the odds ratios from general regression models, meaning that the role 

being banked might be overestimated (Appendix Table A1). 

Participants’ asset-building outcomes also vary by certain demographic characteristics 

and socioeconomic conditions. Compared to participants who were not in a marriage, those who 

were married or living with domestic partners had higher odds of owning investment accounts 

(OR = 1.9 , p <. 01) and retirement accounts (OR = 2.4, p < .001). The outcomes of participants 

with more years of education, higher income, and fluent spoken English were statistically better 

than those who had less education, lower income, and language barriers. For example, the 

likelihoods of owning investment accounts and retirement accounts for immigrants who could 

speak good or very good English were both about 2 times (p <.001) than those who did not speak 

English or whose English was not good. There were also racial and ethnic disparities in asset 
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ownership. Compared to non-Hispanic White immigrants, Black immigrants experienced a 

reduction of 60% in the odds of owning stocks or bonds (p <.05). Compared to non-Hispanic 

White immigrants, Hispanic immigrants experienced a reduction of 50% in the odds of owning 

either type of the studied financial assets. Having one more child reduced by 20% the odds of 

owning retirement accounts. Years spent in the United States did not show significant 

associations with asset building outcomes.  

Table 2-2  

Effects of Being Banked on Asset Building: Odds Ratios from IPTW Logistic Regression (N = 

4,273) 

Covariate Investment 

Account 

Retirement  

Account 

 SATE SATE 

Banking Status in 2003 (Ref.: No)   

Yes 1.92*** 1.89** 

Age 1.15** 1.20** 

Age2 1.00** 1.00** 

Gender (Ref.: Female)   

    Male 0.85 0.62** 

Education (Ref.: <=12 years)   

    12 yr education and above 4.22*** 3.03*** 

Race/ethnicity (Ref.: NH White)   

    NH Asian 1.35 1.01 

    NH Black 0.39** 0.58 

    Hispanic 0.53* 0.49** 

Marital status (Ref.: Single, widowed, 

separated, divorced) 

  

    Married, Living with a domestic partner 1.90** 2.37*** 

# of dependents 0.88 0.82** 
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Enrolled in school (Ref.: No)   

    Yes 1.55 1.06 

Employment status (Ref.: unemployed)   

    Employed 1.14 1.24 

English proficiency (Ref.: Not at all/not good)   

    Good/Very good 2.16*** 2.03*** 

Years in the U.S. 1.03 1.06 

Years in the U.S.2 1.00 1.00 

U.S. residence (Ref.: Northeast)   

    Midwest 0.91 1.11 

    South 1.10 0.95 

    West 1.01 0.75 

Log Gross household income ($)  1.10** 1.11** 

Note. This table shows estimated effects of being banked in 2003 on asset ownership in 2009 

among immigrants. NH = non-Hispanic. IPTW = inverse probability of treatment weighted.  

SATE = sample average treatment effect. *p <.05, **p <.01, ***p <.001 (two-tailed test). 
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Table 2-3  

Effects of Being Banked on Asset Building: Odds Ratios from IPTW Logistic Regression (Sub-

Group Analysis) 

 Investment Account Retirement Account 

 

Sub-groups 

SATE SATE 

NH White 1.85 1.50 

NH Asian 1.79* 1.73 

NH Black 4.21 2.60 

Hispanic   1.78*    2.08* 

English proficiency 

(very good/good) 

        1.88*    1.97* 

English proficiency 
(not good/not at all) 

2.01**    1.70* 

In marriage    1.84**      1.78* 

Not in marriage  1.98*      2.32* 

Education (>=12 yr)    1.73**     1.71* 

Education (<12 yr)      4.60***         3.87** 

Note. This table shows estimated effects of being banked in 2003 on asset ownership in 2009 among 

immigrants (by subgroup). NH = non-Hispanic. IPTW = inverse probability of treatment weighted.  

SATE = sample average treatment effect. *p <.05, **p <.01, ***p <.001 (two-tailed test). 

 

 

2.4 Discussion 

Obtaining income-generating financial assets and long-term investments is critical for 

wealth accumulation and financial wellbeing. Using the nationally representative data of new 

immigrants who gained LPR status in 2003, this study examines the impacts of having financial 

access on asset building outcomes with a hypothesis that immigrants who had a U.S.-based bank 

account at an earlier stage of immigration (in 2003) would have better asset building outcomes 5 

years after than those who were unbanked. I find that being banked has a statistically significant 
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and positive impact on investment account and retirement account ownership, which supports the 

hypothesis. Compared to those who had no connection with U.S. banks in 2003, immigrants who 

were banked were more likely to own investment accounts such as stocks and bonds and to be 

saving for retirement. It is possible that because banked immigrants have a safe place to deposit 

money and make transactions, they may be less likely to use costly and risky predatory financial 

services. When “on the right track” at the beginning of immigration life, the likelihood of 

constructive financial actions increases, while the possibility of financial crises decreases. They 

can better invest, plan for the future, and realize those plans. However, with selection bias 

addressed, we can also infer that the role being banked may be overestimated in previous studies. 

Nevertheless, the association between financial access and asset building affirms the 

importance of strategies to expand financial access among immigrants. These include, for 

example, accepting alternative forms of identification and designing financial services and 

products that meet immigrants’ needs (Paulson et al., 2006). Financial educators or counselors 

who work with immigrant clients, especially those with low-income and racial or ethnic minority 

backgrounds, should be aware of the financial exclusion they face and engage in advocating for 

inclusive financial products and services that meet immigrants’ needs.  

Findings suggest that immigrants, especially those from a disadvantaged background, 

may benefit from being connected with U.S. mainstream financial institutions upon arrival, 

which highlights the importance of their financial access during the transition. As such, social 

service providers with immigrant clients should partner with formal financial institutions and 

financial counselors, assisting them to open a bank account as early as possible to make use of 

beneficial financial services. It is important to recognize the role of ethnic community-based 

organizations (CBOs) as they know immigrants’ culture and language. Ethnic CBOs can build 
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bridges between immigrants and mainstream financial institutions and work to promote 

culturally informed financial education and programs for immigrants (Huang et al., 2014). 

In addition, banked immigrants may have developed healthy financial behaviors and built 

financial skills through managing their U.S. bank accounts, enabling them to familiarize 

themselves with the U.S. financial system; these skills and knowledge may inform their financial 

behaviors. This interpretation affirms the importance of having financial access on asset 

accumulation (Sherraden, 2013; Sherraden et al., 2015) and offers support for the determinants 

of the asset holding framework, in which access and information have been highlighted (Beverly 

et al., 2008). Therefore, desirable financial education is important for immigrant consumers who 

have least financial access.  

This study also reveals racial and ethnic disparities in asset building outcomes among 

immigrant population. In particular, Black immigrants were less likely than White immigrants to 

own income-generating assets, which may contribute to their lower level of wealth. This pattern 

reflects the landscape of the racial/ethnic hierarchy of U.S. society, and affirms a path of 

segmented assimilation of immigrants (Zhou, 1997). Although the data used in this study does 

not have neighborhood information, previous research indicated that Black immigrants tend to 

live in neighborhoods where AFS services are more common (Faber, 2019). Therefore, they may 

be more likely to use these services even if they have a bank account. For example, many 

immigrants send money home through nonbanking services (Suro et al., 2014). These 

nonbanking services are sometimes essential in the marginalized communities (Servon, 2017); 

however, they are expensive and often cause financial problems such as bad debt that can 

increase financial hardship, let alone asset building.  
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It is worth noting that compared to net worth, ownerships of sophisticated financial assets 

such as stocks and retirements can provide more insightful information about immigrants’ 

financial behavior and economic wellbeing (Painter & Qian, 2016). As such, they are important 

indicators of immigrants’ economic stability and financial integration in the United States 

(Painter & Qian, 2016). The disadvantages of Black and Hispanic immigrants revealed in this 

study reflect that immigrants fare differently in the United States. Racial disparities in wealth 

exist within immigrant populations and the gaps may enlarge given their different financial 

behaviors at the beginning of the immigration.  

Observed connections between marital status, household income, number of dependents, 

and asset building outcomes point to the importance of household financial resources. Married 

immigrants or immigrants in marriage-like relationships are more likely to own investment and 

retirement accounts than those who are not in marriage relationships. This is aligned with 

previous findings suggesting a positive relationship between marriage and financial assets and 

wealth (Wilmoth & Koso, 2002; Zagorsky, 2005). It could be that married couples have more 

household income than those who are not in a marriage, which sets a foundation for 

accumulating assets. However, in a study examining the relationship between marriage and asset 

building outcomes among participants in the Individual Development Accounts program, 

Grinstein-Weiss et al. (2006) found that there was no significant difference between married and 

unmarried participants ’savings when institutional supports were provided. Findings also indicate 

that immigrants with more dependents were less likely to own retirement accounts, which is 

reasonable because families with more children may prioritize childcare over retirement savings 

when financial resources are limited. Therefore, bank accounts per se are not enough to facilitate 
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immigrant asset building; more importantly, policy interventions with a propensity to support 

minoritized immigrants and those with limited economic resources are needed. 

The number of years immigrants had spent in the United States had no significant impact 

on their ownership of investment and retirement accounts, nor did their employment status, 

which indicates that financial assimilation may not necessarily happen as the years go by or by 

being employed. In contrast, English proficiency was found to play a critical role in immigrants’ 

asset building, which is aligned with previous studies highlighting language support in financial 

activities (Nam et al., 2022). This finding calls for regulations that ensure immigrants with 

limited English proficiency have access to language assistance in financial services, so that they 

too can have meaningful financial access. CFPB (2017) has taken action to provide language 

assistance by issuing a Language Access Plan to increase accessibility to CFPB services. Such 

guidelines and regulations should be expanded to commercial banks and other financial service 

providers. This finding also calls for meaningful employment for immigrants with workplace-

based benefits, such as workplace financial counseling (Despard et al., 2021), so that immigrants 

can have necessary information for long-term investment. 

This study affirms the assertion that financial access serves as a building block for 

financial capability, which in turn is critical to asset building. Although a U.S. bank account 

itself does not directly lead to asset building, it protects immigrants’ deposits and potentially 

saves them money by providing financial services at a reasonable price. More importantly, it 

provides immigrants an opportunity to navigate the mainstream financial system and to acquire 

knowledge and skills to invest in the United States.  

Asset accumulation is largely determined by institutional arrangements, including explicit 

connections, rules, incentives, and subsidies (Sherraden, 1991). The immigration process is 
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expensive. Many immigrants only have little left after they pay off immigration and transition 

expenses. Some may even be in debt for those costs. For many immigrants, it is very challenging 

to make ends meet, let alone financially plan for the future. Although some immigrants strive to 

build their assets, they usually rely on personal savings or borrow from their social network, 

rather than engaging with formal financial services (Kerr & Kerr, 2020; Moy et al., 2017; 

Newberger et al., 2004). A great number of them have to sacrifice current consumption, leisure, 

and other personal development opportunities in order to save, which may negatively affect their 

health, human capital development, and children’s wellbeing. Therefore, policy innovations that 

integrate institutional components to support immigrants’ asset building are highly desirable. The 

Refugee Individual Development Account (IDA), funded by the Office of Refugee Resettlement, 

is a positive example of facilitating eligible refugees’ asset building by providing financial 

access, financial education, and matched savings (Office of Refugee Resettlement, n.d.). IDAs 

and other beneficial programs should be expanded to include other types of immigrants, 

especially those who are most marginalized and vulnerable.  

Limitations 

This study has several limitations. First, the NIS includes only immigrants who gained 

LPR status in 2003, rather than all foreign-born populations such as temporary immigrants, 

immigrants whose statuses are in transition, and undocumented immigrants. Obtaining LPR 

status is quite expensive and labor intensive, and the process itself is selective. As a result, 

immigrants who successfully gain LPR status are relatively more advantaged than other 

immigrants. Immigrants with other legal/visa statuses may fare worse than the participants in the 

NIS. We should be cautious in interpreting results beyond the LPR immigrants studied.  
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Second, I only measured banking status once in the first wave, whereas banking status is 

not static; people could become unbanked due to life changes (Rhine & Greene, 2013). It is 

possible that banking status changed for participants in our study between 2003 and 2009; 

however, we could not measure these dynamics as the NIS did not collect that information. In 

addition, the data only captured responses from immigrants who were banked and who were not 

banked, without including the underbanked population. As defined by the FDIC (2014), being 

underbanked means having a mainstream bank account but also using AFS services. 

Underbanked situations are particularly common among Black and Latino immigrants (FDIC, 

2020); they choose to stay underbanked because these AFS services to some extent meet their 

needs such as quick cash, convenient hours, and less discriminatory treatment. Future research 

could consider collecting data about underbanked situation of immigrants to better capture their 

financial behaviors. 

Third, immigrants’ cross-border asset allocation was not considered in this study, which 

may play an important role in immigrants’ wealth building. However, those with LPR status 

usually have intentions to stay in the United States, rather than go back to their home countries; 

and they might increase their investments in the United States as time goes by. This assumption 

is confirmed in a study by Keister et al. (2019) examining immigrants’ foreign country 

investment using the NIS data. They found that people with LPR status generally decreased their 

cross-border asset allocation in 2009. Future research on non-LPRs may consider including 

cross-border asset allocation when examining immigrants’ asset building in the United States. 

2.5 Conclusion 

Having financial access is critical for immigrants to conduct daily financial activities and 

build long-term assets. This study has shown—with self-selection issues addressed—that having 
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financial access at an earlier stage of immigration has positive effects on immigrants’ subsequent 

asset building. Findings highlight the importance of efforts to promote financial inclusion for 

immigrants, especially for those who are racial or ethnic minorities and/or of lower 

socioeconomic status. Although these findings were drawn from data collected from 2003 and 

2009, they still have implications for policies and practices today. Amid the global pandemic, 

economic downturns, and inflation, there is a concern that Americans may increasingly turn to 

AFS to meet their immediate financial needs when they experience job loss or income cuts 

(Merrefield, 2020). Immigrants, who are experiencing higher rates of layoffs (Kochhar, 2020), 

are at risk of using AFS if there is a lack of financial inclusion. Helping immigrants with banking 

and other beneficial financial services may keep them from using AFS and increase their 

financial security. It could also ease their financial hardships as evidence showed that households 

with a bank account are less likely to experience financial strain due to income shock caused by 

layoffs. Accessible financial resources and progressive policies are needed to facilitate 

immigrants’ asset building because banking alone is not enough. 
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Chapter 3: Wealth Trajectories of Children from Immigrant and Native-Born Families: 

Hierarchical Linear Models of Net Worth Change from Young to Mid-Adulthood 

3.1 Introduction 

  Children of immigrants comprise one-quarter of all U.S. children, and the percentage is 

higher in some states (Urban Institute, 2019). Nearly 90% of these 18 million children were born 

in the U.S. (Migration Policy Institute, 2019), and as U.S. citizens, their wellbeing, especially in 

comparison to children of native families, is of interest to researchers and policymakers.  

  Immigrants come to the United States, at least in part, with a hope for socioeconomic 

success. In addition to parents meeting their financial goals, their children’s ability to grow and 

thrive is an indicator of intergenerational mobility. However, children of immigrants are at high 

risk of poverty. According to the Migration Policy Institute (2019), about one-third of all U.S. 

children living in poverty are from immigrant families. Those from disadvantaged 

socioeconomic backgrounds experience hardship in school and labor markets and may become 

trapped in permanent poverty (Gans, 1992). It is possible that children of immigrants may face 

financial hardship at the starting line, compared to children in native families, consequently 

causing economic disparities between these two groups when they enter adulthood.  

  As a fundamental economic outcome, wealth among adult children of immigrants is 

understudied. In this research, I map the wealth trajectories of young adults over 10 years from 

their mid 20s to mid 30s, a critical life stage in the transition from young to mid-adulthood (Elder 

et al., 2003; Shanahan, 2000; Silva, 2012). Specifically, I compare the wealth trajectories 

between children of immigrants and children of native-born parents and examine the role 

parental financial assets in shaping these trajectories. I focus on financial assets because their 

potential for household wealth gain (Wolff & Zacharias, 2009). Financial wealth generated from 
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total financial assets (e.g., stocks and bonds) is particularly important for understanding resource 

concentration because financial asset ownership is more highly concentrated than real assets 

(e.g., housing, other real estate) (Keister, 2014). In addition, the process of accumulating 

financial assets may impact children’s financial attitudes and behaviors because parents modeled 

investment behaviors (Jorgensen & Savla, 2010; Robertson-Rose, 2020). Hierarchical models are 

built to estimate factors associated with their initial net worth at age 25 and the wealth growth 

rate over time using the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 (NLSY97). 

3.1.1 Wealth Inequality and Its Consequences  

Wealth, typically measured by net worth, is an important indicator of economic 

wellbeing. Wealth is a stock of financial resources that can buffer short-term economic shocks, 

facilitate investments for development, and be passed on to future generations. Unlike income, 

which may fluctuate due to shifting working hours or job loss, wealth is more stable (Keister & 

Moller, 2000). In addition, wealth also reflects years of prior financial circumstances (Killewald 

et al., 2017) and is more consequential in a household’s standard of living in a long term than 

income (Spilerman, 2000). Wealth inequality as a dimension of social inequality has received 

growing attention from researchers (Keister & Moller, 2000; Sherraden, 1991; Spilerman, 2000; 

Killewald et al., 2017). According to Federal Reserve data (2022), as of 2021, the top 1% of 

households in the United States held 32.3% of the total wealth, whereas the bottom 50% held 

2.6%. Among households with children, wealth disparities are even larger (Gibson-Davis & Hill, 

2021). 

Wealth disparity lies in a set of heterogeneities in human and financial capital, such as 

education, earnings, and marital status (Gibson-Davis & Hill, 2021; Pfeffer & Killewald, 2018). 

Researchers have also underscored the importance of parental wealth in shaping children’s 
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wealth (Pfeffer & Killewald, 2018; Spilerman, 2000), and have argued that parental transfers 

largely explain racial wealth disparities across generations (Blau & Graham, 1990; Oliver & 

Shapiro, 2013; Shapiro, 2004). In addition, wealth inequality is exemplified by differences in 

owning income-generating financial assets, such as stocks and bonds (Kaymak et al., 2018). The 

life cycle hypothesis (LCH) posits a hump-shaped pattern of wealth accumulation by age. In this 

view, wealth grows with age during the years of maximum earning, followed by a decline when 

income falls (Ando & Modigliani, 1963; Osberg, 1984). However, the age-wealth profile does 

not always hold in studies with longitudinal data (Alessie et al., 1997). Among young households 

in particular, wealth shows a falling trend, especially in those with low education (Levy & 

Mishel, 1991; Wolff, 2000). Advantages in owning wealth emerge earlier in the life course due 

to family financial support in achieving important milestones (Pfeffer & Killewald, 2018). 

Examining wealth and its trajectory has great implications because it is linked to 

households’ long-term economic security and other aspects of wellbeing. For example, children 

growing up in families with less wealth are found to end up with lower educational attainment 

(Pfeffer, 2019) and less wealth in adulthood (Pfeffer & Killewald, 2018). Wealth can also serve 

as a social determinant of health (Boen & Yang, 2016; Pool et al., 2018), as wealth may provide 

households with economic security when experiencing income declines and financial distress 

(Boen & Yang, 2016). Additionally, families with less wealth are more vulnerable to 

emergencies, such as natural disasters (Cutter et al., 2012; Thomas et al., 2009) and global 

pandemic (Francis & Weller, 2022; Gerardi et al., 2021). 

3.1.2 Immigrant-Native Wealth Gap and Its Consequences 

Prior research has documented the disparities in wealth and asset holding between 

immigrants and native-born Americans (Cobb-Clark & Hildebrand, 2006; Osili & Paulson, 



 

 

77 

2006). The most notable gap lies in financial asset ownership. Immigrants are substantially less 

likely compared to their native-born counterparts to have financial assets such as savings and 

checking accounts, retirement accounts, and stock or mutual funds (Chatterjee, 2009; Chatterjee 

& Kim, 2011; McConnell, 2015; Osili & Paulson, 2007). For example, 22% of immigrants hold 

an interest-bearing account, while the rate among the native-born is 36% (Osili & Paulson, 

2007). This difference holds after controlling for education, income, and other individual and 

household characteristics (Osili & Paulson, 2006, 2007). Although immigrants may catch up 

with native-born Americans in checking account ownership over time, they are less likely to hold 

sophisticated investments, such as IRA/Keogh accounts or stock or mutual funds (Fontes, 2011; 

Osili & Paulson, 2007).  

A limited range in types of financial assets hinders immigrants’ wealth accumulation. 

This is because certain types of financial assets have features like tax deferral (e.g., IRA) and 

high returns (e.g., stocks), which are important for wealth building. Therefore, a lack of these 

types of financial assets may largely explain the wealth gap between immigrants and native-born 

Americans. Children growing up in native-born families with more types of assets may be better 

off in the long run compared to children of immigrants for several reasons.  

First, wealth accumulated through financial investment can directly benefit children 

through intergenerational transfer, which is “a tremendous advantage” for a young household 

(Sherraden, 1991). Adult children who have parents to help with a down payment on a car or a 

deposit on a home have less financial stress at the starting point (Lerman & McKernan, 2008) 

and can transition to new stages of life successfully (Williams, 2003).  

Second, parental wealth can also benefit children by allowing them to gain educational 

advantages through higher education (Shapiro & Johnson, 2005), which serves as a path to jobs 
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with higher pay. The association between parental wealth and children’s education outcomes has 

been well documented (e.g., Elliott et al., 2011; Ream & Gottfried, 2019; Shanks, 2007). 

Examining wealth and educational attainment by birth cohort, Pfeffer (2018) suggests that the 

role wealth plays in predicting higher education attainment may be increasingly important. 

Persistently lower ownership of financial assets may put children of immigrants at a financial 

disadvantage compared to their counterparts with native-born parents because they may have 

fewer financial resources for higher education; they may also have a higher burden of care for 

their aging parents, who may lack sufficient savings for retirement (Osili & Paulson, 2007).  

Third, parental assets have positive effects on children’s cognitive and behavioral 

development (Williams, 2003), also potentially impacting children’s wealth by shaping their 

financial awareness and behavior. Empirical studies have found that children’s saving (Friedline 

et al., 2011) and investment behaviors (Chitegi & Stafford, 1999) are significantly influenced by 

their parents. In addition, parents who own more financial assets usually have a higher level of 

financial capability, including both financial knowledge and access (Sherraden, 2013). These 

parental capabilities lay the foundation for security and wellbeing in their children’s later lives. 

Age-appropriate discussion of household finance can expose children to an environment of 

financial learning and has a profound impact on their financial behaviors and decision making 

when they enter adulthood (LeBaron et al., 2020). 

3.1.3 Children from Immigrant vs. Native-Born Families 

Socioeconomic outcomes and wellbeing of children of immigrants have attracted 

increasing attention from researchers and policymakers, in part because they are an 

extraordinarily diverse segment of American children (e.g., Feliciano et al., 2015; Feliciano & 

Lanuza, 2016; Zhou, 1997). Research on this topic shows mixed findings. Some studies identify 
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an “immigrant paradox” (e.g., Hernandez et al., 2012) to describe a phenomenon in which 

children of immigrants turn out to achieve better educational (Pong & Zeiser, 2012), health 

(Salas-Wright et al., 2016), and employment outcomes (Hofferth & Moon, 2017) than their peers 

from native-born families, despite their generally lower socioeconomic status. Many of these 

findings are explained by immigrant optimism hypothesis, holding that high parental 

expectations serve as a facilitator of children’s development among immigrant families (Kao & 

Tienda, 1995). In contrast, other scholars have expressed concern for children growing up in the 

United States with immigrant parents whose trajectory shows downward mobility (Gan, 1992; 

Portes et al., 2005). These researchers emphasize the importance of the host society offering 

immigrants more opportunities to move up in the economic hierarchy (Gans, 2009). 

Although achievement of socioeconomic success among children of immigrants is of 

growing interest, little current research focuses on wealth. Keister et al. (2015) studied wealth 

accumulation among Mexican Americans across three generations. They found that financial 

disadvantage early in life does not necessarily translate into limited adult wealth among Mexican 

immigrant families; later generations accumulate more wealth by midlife than the first 

generation. Salgado and Ortiz (2020) also examined intergenerational wealth attainment among 

Mexican American families. They found that adult children generally receive less 

intergenerational wealth transfer from their Mexican immigrant parents, and instead acquire 

wealth primarily through education and income gains. However, we know little about wealth 

trajectories of adult children from immigrant families, especially in a comparison to their peers 

of nonimmigrant parents.  
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3.1.4 Current Study  

Persistently lower ownership of financial assets (e.g., stocks and bonds) may put children 

of immigrants at a financial disadvantage compared to their counterparts of native-born parents, 

especially when facing important milestones like the decision to pursue higher education (Osili 

& Paulson, 2007). This immigrant-native gap in financial asset ownership raise the question of 

whether offspring of immigrants achieve wealth parity compared to their peers from native-born 

families. A comparison of the wealth trajectory of children from immigrant families and native 

families can strengthen our understanding of the wealth gap between these two groups.  

Wealth is net value of assets and debts, which follows a course of change such that cross-

sectional snapshots of its value may not capture the true nature of the processes behind the 

inequalities inherent in this economic issue. Wealth disparities between children of immigrants 

and children of native-born parents may also not be unchanging across time. Observing relative 

changes in wealth between the two groups is critical for us to understand the long-term economic 

integration of immigrant families. Therefore, the wealth profile is ideally estimated from a 

longitudinal perspective (e.g., Land, 1996). Unfortunately, there are not many longitudinal 

datasets containing both wealth information and an immigrant family indicator, especially at a 

national level. The NLSY is an exception.  

Using the NLSY97 data, this study employs growth models to estimate young adults’ 

initial net worth at age 25 and wealth growth rate through their mid 30s. This study focuses on a 

critical time period from young adulthood to mid-adulthood, during which individuals become 

independent of their birth families and start building the economic foundation for their own 

families. The goal of the study is to expand our knowledge and understanding of the course of 

wealth and how it may vary among children from immigrant vs. native-born families during the 
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transition to mid-adulthood. In addition, I also examine how parental financial assets correlate 

with these trajectories.  

This study extends previous research on wealth trajectories of children from immigrant 

and native families by examining two research questions: (1) How does the wealth of children 

from immigrant and native families change through early to mid-adulthood? (2) To what extent 

do parents’ financial assets affect children’s wealth growth rate over time?  

3.2 Method 

3.2.1 Data and Sample 

Data come from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 (NLSY97), which is 

sponsored by the U.S. Department of Labor and Bureau of Labor Statistics to examine youth 

labor market experience (Bureau of Labor Statistics, U.S. Department of Labor, 2019). A wide 

range of information was collected, including participants’ education and training, employment, 

income and assets, program participation, health, and other more.  

The NLSY97 is a longitudinal dataset that follows the lives of American youth born 

between 1980 and 1984. The first interview was conducted in 1997, when the respondents were 

aged 12 to 17 (N = 8,984), with oversamples of Hispanics and non-Hispanic Blacks. The 

respondents have been interviewed 19 times to date and are now interviewed biennially. The data 

have recently become available from Round 1 (1997-1998) to Round 19 (2018-2019). The 

NLSY97 is a quality longitudinal dataset with low attrition, which allows researchers to explore 

life trajectories of American youth born in the early 1980s. 

Respondents were asked questions about assets and debts, both when they achieved 

independent status and at specific ages (i.e., age 20, age 25, age 30, and age 35). The data 

administrators calculated their net worth at these ages by subtracting total debt from total assets. 
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Their net worth data at ages 25, 30, and 35 were used for the study to examine the wealth 

trajectories from early to mid-adulthood. Since the participants did not reach these ages at the 

same time, their information except for net worth was obtained from the relevant survey year. 

For example, those who were born in 1980 turned 25 in 2005, so their year-specific information 

(e.g., marital status) was obtained from data collected in 2005, or Round 9. This study restricted 

the study sample to those who had clear information on whether their parent(s) were foreign born 

or native born. Information regarding parents’ countries of origin is not included in the publicly 

accessible data, and therefore not specified in this study. American Indian and Alaska Native, 

Asian or Pacific Islander, and mixed-race groups were omitted in this study due to small sample 

sizes, leaving the total sample size of 5,060 for analysis. 

3.2.2 Measures  

Net Worth 

The NLSY97 asset data include the values of both financial and non-financial assets, 

such as home, cash savings, stocks/bonds, trusts, IRAs, 401Ks, and other assets. The debt items 

include education loans, home mortgage, car debt, and some other types of debt. Net worth in 

this study is a continuous variable calculated by subtracting total debt from total assets. The net 

worth data when respondents were 25, 30, and 35 years old were retrieved from the rounds in 

which they were eligible for asset questions. Since the respondents did not reach these particular 

ages at the same time, the amount of net worth was adjusted for inflation to U.S. dollars in 2019 

using the Consumer Price Index (CPI).  

Parental Financial Asset Ownership 

Parental financial asset ownership is measured by parents’ use of asset products, which 

was obtained from Round 1 data. In Round 1, parents were asked if they had financial assets, 
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including checking and saving accounts, stocks/mutual funds, pre-paid educational funds, and 

IRA/Keoghs. Each variable was dichotomously coded (1 = yes and 0 = no). Because owning 

general bank accounts and sophisticated financial assets reflect different levels of financial 

capability considering individual’s financial knowledge and access, I created a dummy variable 

with three ordered categories: (1) Low level financial asset ownership if the parents did not have 

any type of financial assets (reference group); (2) Median level financial asset ownership if the 

parents only had checking and savings accounts; (3) High level financial asset ownership if the 

parents owned at least one type of the sophisticated financial assets (stock/mutual funds, pre-paid 

educational funds, and IRA/Keoghs). It is worth noting that parents may start to own certain 

financial assets at some point after Round 1. However, because the NLSY97 only collects 

parents’ data in Round 1, I treat this as a time-invariant variable.  

Parental Immigration Status 

The NLSY97 collects information on parents’ birth country in the Round 1 survey. 

Parents’ immigration status was recorded as “1” if either the mother or father was born in a 

foreign country and as “0” if otherwise. Children born to immigrant parent(s) are referred to as 

children of immigrants in the rest of this paper.  

Covariates 

This study includes a series of time-varying demographic and socioeconomic controls, 

including respondent’s education (high school and below; associate/junior degree; bachelor’s 

degree or above); employment status (yes/no); household size; number of children; marital status 

(never married; married; divorced/separated/widowed) at age 25, 30, and 35. Gender 

(male/female) and race/ethnicity (non-Hispanic White, non-Hispanic Black, and Hispanic) were 

included as time-invariant covariates. I did not include household income as a time varying 
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covariate because the growth curve model assumes that the covariates themselves are not 

characterized by a systematic growth process (Curran et al., 2010); however, household income 

has been shown in an increasing trend between the ages of 25 and 35 (Woytinsky, 1943). 

3.2.3 Analytical Approach 

All statistical analyses were performed in Stata 17 (StataCorp, 2021). To examine the 

wealth trajectory in young adults, a growth curve analysis for net worth at age 25 (Time 0), 30 

(Time 1), and 35 (Time 3) was conducted using hierarchical modeling (Rabe-Hesketh & 

Skrondal, 2012). Hierarchical modeling is appropriate for this study because the data structure 

contains repeated measures nested within individuals. There are two advantages of using a 

hierarchical model: First, a hierarchical model allows the researcher to ask questions about 

within-person and between-person change over time (Singer & Willett, 2003). Second, this 

approach can handle longitudinal data that are unbalanced, have missing data, or have uneven 

time points (Luke, 2004), which are common in national representative datasets. This study uses 

age as the time dimension. Time was rescaled to a value of 0 for the youngest age of 25. Every 

unit of time equals 5 years. A quadratic term of respondent’s age is used to model the potential 

nonlinearity of the growth in net worth over time, but is not included in the final analytic models 

because there was no evidence of nonlinearity. 

Two-level linear hierarchical models with random intercepts and time random slopes 

were performed to investigate the wealth trajectories. The two-level model treats time as level 1 

and study participants as level 2. Model building started from the main model with all the 

predictors (Model 1). Then I added the interaction term between parental immigration status and 

time to examine how being children of immigrants affected the rate of wealth accumulation 

(Model 2). Based on the main model, I added the interaction term between parental financial 
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asset ownership and time (Model 3) to investigate how parental asset holding level affected 

children’s wealth over time. The main model can be expressed by the following equation: 

𝑌𝑖𝑡 = 𝛾00 + 𝛾10(𝑇𝑖𝑚𝑒)𝑡𝑖 +∑𝛾𝑝0(𝑇𝑉)𝑝𝑡𝑖 +∑𝛾0𝑞(𝑃_𝐼𝑚𝑚𝑖)𝑞𝑖 +

𝑄

𝑞=1

∑𝛾0𝑞(𝑃_𝐹𝑖𝑛)𝑞𝑖 +

𝑄

𝑞=1

∑𝛾0𝑞(𝑋)𝑞𝑖 +

𝑄

𝑞=1

𝑃

𝑝=2

𝑟0𝑖 + 𝑒𝑡𝑖 

where Yit is the net worth for the ith adult child at time t, (Time)it is the time variable 

(baseline = 0, time 1 = 1, time 2 = 2, each unit means a five-year increment), (TV)pti are P-1 

time-varying variables, (P_Immi)qi are parental immigration status, (P_Fin)qi are parental 

financial asset ownership, (X)qi are Q child-level control variables, r0i is an intercept-random 

effect for the ith child, and eti is a residual term incorporating temporal random effect for the ith 

child at time t. 

The Inverse-Normal Transformation (INT) and the Indirect INT Method 

The net worth variable was highly skewed and zero-inflated, which violated the 

normality assumption embedded in regression analysis. A common approach to model net worth 

as a dependent variable is to use log-transformation, but this approach has issues with zero and 

negative values (Killewald et al., 2017). An alternative is the inverse hyperbolic sine (IHS) 

transformation, which can incorporate zero and negative values and generate a function that is 

approximately linear close to zero and approximates the logarithm for large values (Friedline et 

al., 2015; Pence, 2006), but this approach has been criticized for having issues with estimating 

the marginal effects on the original scale (Norton, 2022). 

In this study, I employed the INT approach, which is frequently used in genome-wide 

association studies. In these studies, skewed residuals are common and therefore, a 

transformation is needed for regression analysis. Suppose u has a skewed distribution. Let 
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rank(ui) denote the sample rank of ui when the measurements are placed in ascending order. The 

rank-based INT is defined as: 

𝐼𝑁𝑇(𝑢𝑖) = ф−1 [
𝑟𝑎𝑛𝑘(𝑢𝑖) − 𝑘

𝑛 − 2𝑘 + 1
] 

Here ф−1is a normal density function, k ∈ (0, ½) is an adjustable offset, and n is the sample size. 

The Blom offset of k = 3/8 is adopted by default.  

This study uses a newly developed method by McCaw et al. (2019) called indirect INT 

because it yields efficient and unbiased properties in genome-wide association studies. For 

example, this approach has been applied in a recent study examining determinants and impacts 

of COVID-19 mitigation interventions with a goal to analyze the zero-inflated and skewed data 

of COVID-19 caseload (Guo et al., 2020). As mentioned above, Yit denotes the outcome variable 

y for the ith adult child at time t, t {1, …, T}, the analysis followed the steps used by McCaw et 

al. (2019) and Guo et al. (2020) as below: (1) Separately for each time point t {1, …, T}, 

regress each yit on the time-invariant covariates to obtain residuals it; (2) Conduct INT on the 

residuals zit = INT(it) to obtain the Z-scores, again separately for each time point t; (3) Combine 

zit for t time points and fit the full mixed model for the zit, with the time-invariant and time 

varying variables included.  

It is important to note that this study uses INT(it) as the dependent variable, rather than 

the original net worth variable. Residuals are the remaining variations after explanation by a 

range of the time-invariant covariates. Residuals approximate the original variations of the 

dependent variable, but are not exactly the same. In this study, I use “residual wealth”, or 

“modelled wealth”, as an approximation of the original wealth (personal communication with Dr. 



 

 

87 

Shenyang Guo2). To generate figures that can still reflect dollar changes, I multiplied regression 

coefficients with the standard deviation of the residuals as the regression coefficient pertains 

roughly to the increase in Y for every unit increase in the original independent variable (Personal 

communications with Dr. Shenyang Guo, Dr. Danyu Lin3, and Dr. Zachary McCaw4). I 

performed this step to calculate model predicted values and present the trajectories virtually. I 

use “wealth” in the rest of this paper to refer “residual wealth”. The distributions of original net 

worth and net worth after INT transformation are shown in Figure 3-11 and Figure 3-2. 

Figure 3-1  

Distribution of Net Worth Before INT 

 

 

 

2 Dr. Shenyang Guo, Frank J. Bruno Distinguished Professor of Social Work Research, Washington University in St. Louis 
3 Dr. Danyu Lin, the Dennis Gillings Distinguished Professor of Biostatistics, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 
4 Dr. Zachary McCaw, Department of Biostatistics, Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Health, Boston, Massachusetts 
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Figure 3-2  

Distribution of Net Worth After INT 

 

 

 

Multiple imputation by chained equations were performed to impute missing predictors 

from the NLSY97 (m=15) (Allison, 2002). Both dependent variable and independent variables 

were used for imputation; however, only the imputed values of the independent variables were 

used in the analytic models (von Hippel, 2007). I ran the analyses separately in each imputed 

dataset and then aggregated the results by using Rubin’s rule (program developed and provided 

by Dr. Shenyang Guo). Longitudinal weights for multiple survey years were obtained using the 

NLSY97 Custom Weighting program5. 

 

5 NLSY97 Custom Weighting program: https://www.nlsinfo.org/weights/nlsy97 
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3.3 Results 

3.3.1 Descriptive Statistics of Sample Characteristics 

Table 3-1 presents demographic and socioeconomic characteristics of the respondents at 

age 25. About half were women (48%) and never married (50%). Over half were non-Hispanic 

White (58%) and had high school or below degree (67%). Children of immigrants were 

predominantly Hispanic (72%), whereas most children of native-born parents were White (71%). 

Children of the native-born had a higher proportion of bachelor’s degree holders (29%) than 

children of immigrants (19%). Most respondents (88%) were employed with a median household 

income of $58,559. Mean household size was about 3. Mean net worth among the whole sample 

was about $35,997. Children with immigrant parents had higher net worth than children with 

native-born parents at age 25 ($40151 vs. $34678).  

Table 3-1  

Demographic and Socioeconomic Characteristics of Respondents at Age 25 

 Whole 

sample 

(n = 5,060) 

Children of 

immigrants 

(n = 1,224) 

Children of native-

born parents 

(n = 3,834) 

Gender    

  Male 52 50 47 

  Female 48 50 53 

Race/ethnicity    

 Non-Hispanic White 58 18 71 

 Non-Hispanic Black 17 10 19 

 Hispanic  24 72 9 

Marital status    

 Never married, not cohabiting  50 49 50 

 Married/cohabiting 47 47 47 

 Separated/divorced/widowed, not 

cohabiting 

3 4 3 

Education attainment    

 High school or below 67 75 65 

 Associate or junior degree 6 7 6 

 Bachelor’s degree or above 26 19 29 

Employed (Yes) 88 86 89 

Household size  3.12 (1.67) 3.73 (1.99) 2.98 (1.49) 
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Number of children under 18 0.71 (1.08) 0.99 (1.26) 0.63 (1.00) 

Median Household income (adjusted) $58,551 $58,924 $58412 

Mean Net worth (adjusted) $35,997 

(103065.3) 

$40,151 

(110529.7) 

$34,678  

(100564.3) 

Note: Statistics were generated from unimputed data. Integral numbers are percentage; numbers regarding 

household size, number of children, and net worth are means with standard deviations in the parenthesis. 

Household income and net worth are adjusted to 2019 U.S. dollar. 

 

3.3.2 Immigrant/Native-Born Differences in Financial Asset Ownership 

Table 3-2 presents the striking differences in financial asset ownership between 

immigrant and native-born parents. Immigrant parents showed significantly fewer financial 

assets compared to their native-born counterparts. Nearly half of immigrant parents reported 

having no financial asset (49%), whereas only 17% of native-born parents were in this category. 

In contrast, 67% of native-born parents reported having at least one type of income-generating 

financial asset, whereas only 30% of immigrant parents owned these types of assets. 

Table 3-2  

Parental Financial Asset Ownership in 1997 

 Whole 

sample 

(n = 5,060) 

Children of 

immigrants 

(n = 1,224) 

Children of 

native-born 

parents 

(n = 3,834) 

P-value 

Financial Asset Ownership Level    *** 

  Low 25 49 17  

  Median 17 21 16  

  High 58 30 67  

 Total 100% 100% 100%  

Financial Asset Type     

 Checking/saving account 65 45 72 *** 

 Education fund 9 6 10 *** 

 Retirement account 55 28 64 *** 

 Stock account 17 7 20 *** 

Note: *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 
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3.3.3 Results from Growth Curve Models  

Results from the growth curve models are presented in Table 3-3. Model 1 shows that on 

average there is no systematic change in wealth between age 25 and 35. Children of immigrants 

started with a higher level of wealth (b = 0.14, p < .001) than children from native-born families. 

A median level of financial asset ownership (i.e., only had general bank account) was not 

associated with adult children’s initial wealth. However, parents’ high level of financial asset 

ownership had a positive association with adult children’s net worth at age 25 (b = 0.22, p < 

.001). Model 2 introduced the interaction term between being children of immigrants and time. 

Results from Model 2 indicate that children of immigrants had higher level of initial wealth (b = 

0.20, p < .001). However, the wealth growth rate declined over time (b = -0.05, p < .05). Higher 

level of parental financial asset ownership is positively associated with adult children’s initial 

wealth (b = 0.22, p < .001). Model 3 added the interaction term between parental financial asset 

ownership and time. Results show that high-level parental financial asset ownership was 

positively associated with wealth growth rate (b = 0.13, p < .001). 

The estimations of other covariates were generally consistent across all three models. 

Men started with a higher level of wealth than women (p < .001). Compared to non-Hispanic 

Whites, Blacks and Hispanics were disadvantaged in holding wealth (p < .001) except for Model 

3; when parental financial assets interacted with time, the disadvantage among Black young 

adults disappeared. Being married or cohabiting couples and being employed were positively 

associated with initial net worth. Having an associate or junior degree had no association with 

initial net worth, whereas with all else held constant, having a bachelor’s degree or above was 

positively associated with wealth level at age 25 for all children (p < .001). 
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Table 3-3  

Estimated Coefficients from Growth Curve Models of Wealth with Indirect Inverse Normal 

Transformation (N = 5,060) 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Time -0.01 

(0.01) 

0.00 

(0.01) 

-0.09*** 

(0.02) 

Children of immigrants 0.14*** 

(0.04) 

0.20*** 

(0.05) 

0.15*** 

(0.04) 

Children of immigrants X Time  -0.05* 

(0.03) 

 

    

Parental financial asset level (ref: low)    

    Median 0.06 

(0.04) 

0.05 

(0.04) 

0.02 

(0.05) 

    High 0.22*** 

(0.03) 

0.22*** 

(0.03) 

0.10** 

(0.04) 

Parental financial asset level X Time    

    Median X Time   0.03 

(0.03) 

    High X Time   0.13*** 

(0.02) 

Male (ref: female) 0.12*** 

(0.03) 

0.11*** 

(0.03) 

0.11*** 

(0.02) 

Race/ethnicity (ref: non-Hispanic White)    

     Black -0.03*** 

(0.03) 

-0.30*** 

(0.03) 

-0.30 

(0.03) 

     Hispanic -0.20*** 

(0.04) 

-0.20*** 

(0.04) 

-0.20*** 

(0.04) 

Marital status (ref: single/never married/not 

cohabiting) 

   

     Married/cohabiting 0.26*** 

(0.02) 

0.26*** 

(0.02) 

0.25*** 

(0.02) 

    Separated/divorced/widowed, not cohabiting -0.09* 

(0.04) 

-0.09* 

(0.04) 

-0.09* 

(0.04) 

Number of children under 18 0.07*** 

(0.01) 

0.07*** 

(0.01) 

0.07*** 

(0.01) 

Household size -0.04*** 

(0.01) 

-0.04*** 

(0.01) 

-0.04*** 

(0.01) 

Employed (ref: not employed) 0.09** 

(0.03) 

0.09** 

(0.03) 

0.09** 

(0.03) 

Education attainment (ref: high school or less)    

     Associate/junior 0.00 

(0.05) 

0.00 

(0.05) 

0.00 

(0.05) 

     Bachelor’s or above 0.16*** 

(0.03) 

0.16*** 

(0.03) 

0.16*** 

(0.03) 

Constant -0.34*** -0.28*** -0.25*** 
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(0.05) (0.05) (0.05) 

Variance of the intercept random effects 0.60 0.60 0.60 

Note: Results generated using imputed data. Numbers are regression coefficients with standard errors 

in parentheses. Sampling weights are applied. *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001. (two-tailed test) 

 

Figure 3-3 – Figure 3-6 were generated by calculating the model predicted values when 

holding other covariates at the mean levels. Figures 3-3 and 3-4 show the wealth trajectories of 

children from immigrant and native-born families. As shown in Figure 3-4, wealth declined over 

time among children of immigrants, although they started with a higher level of net worth. In 

contrast, the wealth level was more stable among children of native-born parents though 

consistently lower.   

Figure 3-3  

Model Predicted Net Worth in 2019 Dollar Amounts of Children from Immigrant and Native-

Born Families (Model 1) 
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Figure 3-4  

Model Predicted Net Worth in 2019 Dollar Amounts of Children from Immigrant and Native-

Born Families (Model 2) 

 

 

 

Figures 3-5 and Figure 3-6 show the wealth trajectories by parental financial asset 

ownership. Figure 3-5 was generated using the main model (without interaction). As seen in 

Figure 3-5, children with parents that had high level of financial asset ownership had higher 

levels of net worth during their young adulthood. Figure 3-6 was generated from Model 3 with 

the interaction term included. High parental financial asset ownership was found to have positive 

effect on the rate of adult children’s wealth over time.  
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Figure 3-5  

Model Predicted Net Worth in 2019 Dollar Amounts by Parental Asset Ownership (Model 1) 

 

 

Figure 3-6  

Model Predicted Net Worth in 2019 Dollar Amounts by Parental Asset Ownership (Model 3) 
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3.4 Discussion 

Young to mid-adulthood is a pivotal period in the life course. During this stage, 

individuals usually experience many key milestones, such as marriage, homeownership, and 

childbirth, and thus lay the foundation for their later lives. Although research has documented 

wealth disparities between immigrants and native-born populations to demonstrate how 

immigrants fare in the United States (e.g., Chatterjee, 2009; Fontes, 2011), little research has 

extended the examination to the children of these two groups. Using a nationally representative 

longitudinal sample of young adults, this study has added to the literature by examining wealth 

trajectories of children in immigrant and native-born families from their mid-20s to mid-30s, 

with a focus on the role parental financial assets play in shaping these trajectories.  

Net worth on average shows no significant change from age 25 to age 35. However, 

children from immigrant and native-born families showed diverging wealth trajectories over 

time. Although children of immigrants had higher initial levels of wealth, their wealth declined 

over the 10-year period of the study, whereas the level of children of native-born parents 

remained stable, albeit lower. Based on the trajectories found in this study, the wealth levels of 

the two groups may converge at some point and the children of immigrants may fall behind 

children of the native-born in holding wealth. This reversal may be explained, at least partially, 

by immigrant parents’ lower level of financial asset ownership and children’s lower rate of 

obtaining a college degree compared with native-born families.  

This study’s finding of diverging wealth trajectories echoes a concern raised by Osili and 

Paulson (2007) that immigrants having fewer financial assets may position their children at a 

financial disadvantage relative to children with native-born parents. This finding has important 

implications for understanding wealth trajectories of these two groups. We can infer from these 
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diverging wealth outcomes that children of immigrants may continue to decline relative to 

children from native-born families, perhaps gradually switching to a disadvantaged position 

going into middle age, a critical time for later-life financial security and wellbeing 

(Dziegielewski et al., 2002; Finegood et al., 2021). This finding also illustrates that wealth 

inequality is determined by the direction and rate of change. Focusing only on net worth at a 

single time point may mask underlying wealth patterns over time. 

The findings indicate that parental financial assets play an important role in adult 

children’s wealth. Children born to parents with a higher level of financial asset ownership are in 

an advantaged financial position compared to children with parents whose financial asset 

ownership is at lower levels. It is possible that children raised by parents with a high level of 

financial asset ownership experienced better financial socialization as they gained financial 

knowledge from their parents (Chiteji & Stafford, 1999; Friedline et al., 2011; LeBaron et al., 

2020), resulting in greater capability to manage their personal finances on entering adulthood. In 

addition, parental financial resources have long-term effects on children’s pursuit of 

postsecondary education (Huang et al., 2010; Kim & Sherraden, 2011). Previous studies found 

that education debt inhibits graduates’ ability to accumulate wealth (Elliott et al, 2013; 

Hiltonsmith, 2013). Parents with more financial assets have more economic resources to fund 

children’s higher education and therefore reduce their financial burden.  

More importantly, a high parental financial asset ownership level has a positive 

association not only with children’s initial wealth at age 25 but also in the growth of their wealth 

over time. As indicated in this study, adult children’s wealth grows at an accelerated rate if the 

parents are financially capable. In their mid and later lives, these children may ultimately be 

better off compared to those whose parents have a lower level of financial asset ownership. This 
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pattern could be explained by intergenerational wealth transfer, which has been considered an 

important manner of wealth accumulation and major driver of wealth inequality in the United 

States (Sherraden, 1991; Spilerman, 2000). On the other hand, increasing attention has been paid 

to minoritized children who must financially support their parents who have no retirement 

savings or other forms of long-term financial assets (Dang, 2023; Khalfani-Cox, 2021). Even if 

two people earn the same income, they could end up with different wealth levels because one 

could put their earnings into asset building while the other may have to use the money to support 

their parents (Khalfani-Cox, 2021). This situation would also keep adult children from 

accumulating wealth over time. It is important to note that immigrants in general have fewer 

financial assets, such as stocks, retirement savings, and social security benefits, compared with 

their U.S.-born counterparts (Love & Schmidt, 2019; Osili & Paulson, 2007). Their financial 

disadvantage may be accumulated intergenerationally and enlarge the wealth disparities.  

Observed connections between marital status, gender, education attainment, household 

size, and employment status and wealth point to the importance of household financial resources. 

For example, consistent with previous studies, this study affirms the correlation between 

marriage or cohabitation and better financial status (Wilmoth & Koso, 2002; Zagorsky, 2005). At 

the same time, this study’s findings point out the need to support vulnerable families, such as 

single-parent families, because they are likely to have fewer financial resources. Having a 

college degree is associated with wealth, but pursuing higher education can create debt for many 

people. Those who complete their education debt free are likely to start accumulating wealth 

after graduation, while others may struggle to pay off their student loans. Vehicles designed for 

college education savings (e.g., 529 Plans) might be able to address the issue of wealth disparity. 

Limitations 
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This study has several limitations. First, the NLSY97 data measured parental information 

only once, at baseline, but parents’ socioeconomic status could change over time. In this study, 

we used parental financial asset ownership as a time invariant variable. However, it is likely that 

parents gained some financial knowledge and accrued more financial assets after 1997, and this 

improved financial asset ownership level could also have affected children’s wealth trajectories. 

Second, although this study covers net worth from age 25 to 35, it only has three time points due 

to data availability. This limitation may mask some underlying trajectories. Future research with 

more frequent data points can more accurately model wealth change over time. Third, this study 

excluded American Indian and Alaska Native, Asian or Pacific Islander, and mixed-race groups 

due to small sample sizes. As the U.S. population becomes increasingly diverse, and more 

importantly, the racial/ethnic diversity is marked by high inequality, future research on wealth 

trajectories with underrepresented samples will be important.  

Implications for Policy 

This study has implications for policy. First, weaknesses in public institutions mandated 

to promote immigrants’ economic outcomes in the United States makes it difficult for many 

vulnerable immigrants to achieve economic mobility (Terrazas, 2011). The diverging wealth 

trajectories between children of immigrants and children of native-born parents indicate that 

immigrant economic integration is an intergenerational issue. Consequently, this study calls for 

federal-level policy actions to support immigrant families and help them thrive across 

generations. The Refugee Individual Development Account (IDA), funded by the Office of 

Refugee Resettlement (2023) is a positive example of facilitating eligible refugees’ asset 

building by providing financial access, financial education, and matched savings. IDAs and other 
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beneficial programs should be expanded to include other types of immigrants, especially those 

who are most marginalized and vulnerable.  

Second, this study’s findings call for social policies and programs aimed at facilitating 

parents’ financial asset building because it has long-term effects on their children’s wealth. 

Evidence shows that inclusive asset building policies can be positive. For example, Child 

Development Accounts are found to have positive effects on parents’ financial capability (Huang 

et al., 2022) and asset building outcomes (Nam et al., 2013; Clancy et al., 2021). Policymakers 

should expand inclusive asset building policies to support families, especially those with fewer 

economic resources. It is also important that low-income working parents receive support 

through workplace financial wellness programs (e.g., financial counseling) to make financial 

services accessible to disadvantaged parents (Despard et al., 2020).  

Third, policy solutions to address wealth inequalities can also focus on removing barriers 

to higher education because earning a college degree or above is positively associated with 

young adults’ wealth at their mid 20s. Although the historic student loan forgiveness plan seems 

to be significant in helping those who are trapped in debt due to student loans (Federal Reserve 

Bank of New York, 2023), the political barriers are tremendous (Nova, 2023). More policy 

efforts are needed to make this beneficial plan actionable and sustainable. In the long-term, less 

reliance on student loans for college financing will be very desirable.  

Implications for Research 

This study also has implications for research. First, the wealth disparities in trajectories 

revealed in this study highlight the importance of employing longitudinal methods to model 

wealth change. Focusing only on net worth using cross-sectional data may mask underlying 

wealth inequalities, such as differences in wealth growth rate, that reflect a trend. Examining 
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factors related to wealth trajectories provides invaluable insight into understanding wealth 

inequality as a dynamic process.  

Second, this study highlights an innovative approach, inverse normal transformation, 

when modeling skewed, zero-inflated wealth data, especially with hierarchical data. Wealth is an 

important indicator of one’s economic wellbeing, but analyzing wealth as a dependent variable 

has long been a challenge for researchers due to its highly skewed nature (Pfeffer & Griffin, 

2017). The current study shows the advantages of applying the newly developed indirect INT 

method (McCaw et al. 2019) practiced in genome-wide association studies to studies using 

wealth data. Future research should explore potentially wider scope of using this method in 

analyses of wealth data in which zero-inflated and skewly distributed outcomes are popular. 

Third, this study calls for additional research on economic wellbeing of children from 

immigrant families from a longitudinal perspective. This approach is particularly important when 

investigating intergenerational mobility of immigrants. Many immigration scholars use the 

concept of the “immigrant paradox” to describe a phenomenon of better outcomes achieved by 

children of immigrants compared to children from native-born families (Palacios et al., 2008; 

Salas-Wright et al, 2016). However, as indicated in this study, wealth inequalities between these 

two groups could be reflected in the rate of change, rather than net worth value at a single time 

point. Using longitudinal methods to model wealth change over time can provide a more 

comprehensive picture of how immigrant families fare across generations.  

Conclusion 

While previous studies discussed immigrant-native wealth attainment, wealth trajectories 

of their adult children are rarely mentioned. The findings of this study add to a small but growing 

body of research on economic wellbeing of children from immigrant families, with a focus on 
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direction and rates of wealth change over time. This is an understudied area of social research. 

The findings of this study indicate that although children of immigrants seem to outperform their 

peers with native-born parents from their young to mid-adulthood, their wealth declined over 

time. This decline may continue and lead to potential wealth disparities between these two 

groups in their later lives. Future research should look into the wealth trajectories of children 

from immigrant families across their life courses, especially with an examination of 

heterogeneity among immigrant groups. With further development, this area of study can inform 

immigrant integration programs, such as more inclusive asset building policies.  
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Conclusions 

Summary of Findings  

Immigrants and their children have always contributed to the U.S. economy and society, 

but unfortunately, the U.S. immigration system is not well-designed to support immigrant 

families, and it has been undermined in the recent past. Conservative political strength, anti-

immigrant sentiments, and the global pandemic have made immigrant inclusion more 

challenging. In addition, immigration issues intersect with race and are becoming increasingly 

important, both domestically and internationally. Nevertheless, policymakers and practitioners 

can design appropriate policies and programs that enable immigrants to thrive. Using two 

nationally representative datasets, this dissertation has explored immigrants’ settlement, legal 

status, financial access, and wealth building, with analyses extending to the second generation. 

These studies turn new ground in extending asset-building research and policy to this important 

population. 

Overall, the results show that how immigrants fare financially in the United States largely 

depends on what resources they can access in the United States. Institutional-level support in 

asset building and quality social networks may help them to achieve better financial outcomes. In 

addition, the findings reveal a “wealth growth gap” between children of immigrants and children 

of native-born parents: although children of immigrants seem to outperform their peers with 

native-born parents from their young to mid-adulthood, their wealth declined over time.  

Specifically, Chapter 1 (the first paper) examines how initial legal status affects LPRs’ 

asset building by investigating three types of financial assets—bank account ownership, 

investment account ownership, and retirement account ownership. I find that initial legal status 

stratifies immigrants’ subsequent asset building—those with more institutional resources 
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perform better in accruing assets: Employer-sponsored immigrants accumulated advantages over 

other types of immigrants, particularly in holding assets with higher returns; family reunification 

immigrants showed advantages over immigrants with humanitarian and diversity visas in holding 

income-generating assets, but their positions were similar to those of previously undocumented 

immigrants. The findings address the importance of disaggregating LPRs by initial legal status to 

understand wealth inequality among immigrants. This study provides unique insights into 

immigrant asset building in the United States and highlights institutional-level resources as 

facilitators in the process.  

Chapter 2 (the second paper) tests the impact of being banked at an earlier stage of 

immigration on immigrants’ subsequent asset holding with self-selection bias addressed using a 

nationally representative data set. Findings indicate that being banked has a statistically 

significant and positive impact on investment account ownership and retirement account 

ownership, which highlights the importance of expanding financial access to immigrants. This 

study also reveals that being banked has stronger effects on those with disadvantaged 

backgrounds. The findings highlight the importance of efforts to promote financial inclusion for 

immigrants, especially those who are racialized, minoritized, or of lower socioeconomic status. 

With propensity score weighting, this study finds that although being banked is important, it may 

be overestimated. Bank accounts per se are not enough to facilitate immigrant asset building; 

more importantly, policy interventions with a propensity to support minoritized immigrants and 

those with limited economic resources are needed. It is also important to offer immigrants 

accessible financial education programs, empowering them with knowledge and skills to make 

informed financial decisions in the United States. 
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Chapter 3 (the third paper) examines wealth trajectories of children from immigrant and 

native-born families from their mid-20s to their mid-30s, with a focus on parental financial assets 

in shaping these trajectories. Three growth curve models in conjunction with a robust method 

analyzing zero-inflated and skewed outcomes were employed in the data analysis. This study 

finds that children of immigrants started with higher levels of wealth compared with children of 

native-born parents; however, their wealth declined over time. High parental financial asset 

ownership level had a positive association with children’s initial wealth and, more importantly, 

in the growth of their wealth over time. This study’s findings call for further research on the 

economic wellbeing of children of immigrants from a longitudinal perspective. This decline may 

continue and lead to potential wealth disparities between these two groups in their later lives. 

This study also underscored the importance of policy actions to facilitate asset building among 

children of immigrants. 

Limitations 

 This dissertation has some limitations. First, the data used in the first two studies were 

collected in 2003 and 2009, which may not be representative enough for the current immigrant 

population. Second, the only indicator for immigration status in the third paper is if the parent 

was foreign born, without more details about their legal status in the United States. As such, I 

was unable to further examine variations among children from different types of immigrant 

families and how they fare in wealth building. Third, all three papers reflect the situations before 

the COVID-19 pandemic. As indicated in many studies (e.g., Estes et al., 2022; Gelatt & Chishti, 

2022; Haley et al., 2021), immigrant communities have been disproportionally impacted by the 

pandemic, and these impacts may also relate to their asset building and financial wellbeing. 

Future research should further examine how pandemics and economic downturns, in addition to 
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the existing barriers, affect immigrants’ asset building. Detailed limitations of each study have 

been indicated in Chapter 1, 2, and 3. 

Implications for Social Work Research and Future Directions 

Although asset-based research and policies are now more widely discussed in the United 

States and around the globe, research on immigrants’ asset building is limited. This dissertation 

expands knowledge about asset building research in light of immigrants’ experiences. As 

suggested in this dissertation, disadvantaged immigrants experience challenges similar to those 

faced by their native-born peers; however, they may encounter additional barriers due to their 

immigration status and institutional discrimination.  

The findings of this dissertation indicate that resource accessibility determined by 

institutional arrangement affects immigrants’ long-term asset building. Therefore, instead of 

attributing asset building outcome variations to culture or behavior preference, more research is 

needed to uncover the institutional barriers caused by immigration policies, financial exclusion, 

and systemic racism. Findings from this research could be critical for policy-level innovation in 

the field of immigrant economic integration. Special attention should be paid to minoritized 

immigrants because their challenges may be exacerbated when their immigration status intersects 

with other identities.  

This dissertation reveals the scarcity of available data to investigate immigrants’ financial 

capability and asset building. The NIS data used in two of the three papers were collected in 

2003 and 2009. However, the landscape of immigrant population in the United States has shifted 

significantly since then. It is particularly important to note that refugees have changed 

demographically since the data collection of the NIS: the majority of refugees in the NIS data 

were from former Soviet Union countries, whereas more refugees have come from Asia and 
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Africa since 2010 (Monin et al., 2021). However, most public data do not include detailed 

information on immigrants’ legal status, forcing researchers to collect small-scale, 

nonrepresentative data or rely on proxy measures. In addition, immigration policies have been 

impacted by the global pandemic (Gelatt & Chishti, 2022), which also affected immigrants’ 

experiences in the United States. Therefore, new data collection, especially national level and 

with a longitudinal design, is needed to strengthen our knowledge of recent immigrants.  

This dissertation extends asset building research to the children of immigrants, suggesting 

that asset building matters for intergenerational mobility. Researchers raised a concern that the 

immigrant–native asset ownership gap may disadvantage children from immigrant families, and 

this concern is confirmed by the findings from this dissertation. As indicated in the third paper, 

wealth inequalities between children of immigrants and children of native-born parents could be 

reflected in the rate of change rather than net worth value at a single time point. This finding is 

important for investigating intergenerational mobility of immigrants because many studies 

pictured children of immigrants as an advantaged group by capturing a single time measure of 

socioeconomic outcomes. However, as indicated in this dissertation, the “immigrant paradox” 

does not always hold from a longitudinal perspective. Future research should investigate the 

long-term financial security of immigrant families, including the mechanisms of how 

immigrants’ asset building affects their adult children’s financial wellbeing and mobility. 

Implications for Social Service and Social Policy 

Social workers have long been at the forefront of work with immigrants. From our 

profession’s earliest days working with immigrants at the Hull House in Chicago to the current 

immigration debates, social workers have played a critical role in advocating for immigrants’ 

rights and immigration reforms. As professionals, we should have competency to “fight 
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discrimination against immigrants, and to take social and political action in support of rights of 

immigrants” (National Association of Social Workers, 2006, p. 2). 

However, evidence has shown that a large number of social work professionals today 

deny that immigrants are disadvantaged compared to their U.S.-born peers and also deny that 

their disadvantage, if there is any, is related to their race and ethnicity or country of origin (Park 

et al., 2022). These beliefs may result from the rising anti-immigrant sentiment, along with the 

ignorance of immigration in current social work education. If social workers lack an 

understanding of immigration issues, we may fail to fulfil our commitment to social justice.  

Findings from this dissertation show diverging immigration outcomes based on legal 

status and resource accessibility related to these statuses. Social service providers with 

immigrant clients should enhance their abilities to understand the complexities of immigrants’ 

milieus (Martinez-Brawley & Zorita, 2011). Specifically, they should be aware that structural 

barriers, rather than behavior-level differences, are major roadblocks for many immigrants to 

moving upward, but these barriers could be removed through effective programs. Social 

programs integrating institutional components to support immigrants’ asset building are highly 

desirable. The Refugee Individual Development Account (IDA), funded by the Office of 

Refugee Resettlement (2023) is a positive example of facilitating eligible refugees’ asset 

building by providing financial access, financial education, and matched savings. IDAs and other 

beneficial programs should be expanded to include other types of immigrants, especially those 

who are most marginalized and vulnerable.  

For immigrants with limited institutional support, social service providers should refer 

them to accessible resources and advocate for a policy-level change to remove institutional 

barriers. For example, social workers working with immigrant communities can consider 
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partnering with community-based financial institutions, such as ethnic banks or credit unions, to 

provide immigrants affordable financial services. As indicated in a report issued by a credit 

union, “If you successfully bank an immigrant member, you will often end up banking their 

family and friends and building a community” (Moy et al., 2017, p. 3). This ripple effect is found 

to be particularly strong in areas with very high ethnic concentration (Osili & Paulson, 2006).  

The first and second papers both underscore English proficiency in immigrants’ asset 

building. This finding, along with previous research highlighting language support in financial 

services (Nam et al., 2022), call for regulations that ensure immigrants with limited English 

proficiency have access to language assistance in financial services, so that they too can have 

meaningful financial access. CFPB (2017) has taken action to provide language assistance by 

issuing a Language Access Plan to increase accessibility to CFPB services. Such guidelines and 

regulations should be expanded to commercial banks and other financial service providers. 

This dissertation also highlights the long-term effect of asset building on households’ 

financial security: immigrant–native gaps in wealth building may be intergenerational. As 

indicated in this dissertation, children of immigrants show a declined growth rate in net worth 

when they enter mid-adulthood and parental financial asset ownership is predictive of wealth 

growth. These findings confirm the welfare effect of assets (Sherraden, 1991) because its effects 

on intergenerational wealth building. As a response, social services provided to immigrant 

families need to go beyond linguistic and cultural competence and be able to navigate 

institutional support for immigrants’ long-term financial security. Therefore, asset building, such 

as employer-sponsored retirement savings for low-income immigrant workers, should be put on 

the policy agenda.  
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As children of immigrants continue to grow, their wellbeing has been paid increasing 

attention from researchers and policymakers (Estes et al., 2022). Their economic hardships 

received special attention during the COVID-19 pandemic because the inaccessibility of public 

benefits due to their families’ complex statuses (Estes et al., 2022; Haley et al., 2021). Other 

policies aimed at supporting disadvantaged immigrant families, such as the dedication of direct 

support to immigrant families during health and economic crises, are especially needed during 

the post-pandemic era. 
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Appendix 

 

Table A1. Effects of Being Banked on Asset Building: Odds Ratios from Logistic Regression (With and Without IPTW 

Correction, Covariates Controlled) 

Covariate Investment Account Investment Account Retirement Account Retirement Account 

 SATE OR SATE OR 

Banking Status in 2003 (Ref.: No)     

Yes 1.92*** 2.04*** 1.89** 2.02*** 

Age 1.15** 1.28*** 1.20** 1.34*** 

Age2 1.00** 1.00*** 1.00** 1.00*** 

Gender (Ref.: Female)     

    Male 0.85 0.94 0.62** 0.58*** 

Education (Ref.: <=12 years)     

    12 yr education and above 4.22*** 4.01*** 3.03*** 2.72*** 

Race/ethnicity (Ref.: NH White)     

    NH Asian 1.35 1.35 1.01 1.13 

    NH Black 0.39** 0.41*** 0.58 0.64 

    Hispanic 0.53* 0.51** 0.49** 0.51** 

Marital status (Ref.: Single, 

widowed, separated, divorced) 

    

    Married, Living with a domestic 

partner 
1.90** 1.69** 2.37*** 2.34*** 
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# of dependents 0.88 0.88 0.82** 0.81** 

Enrolled in school (Ref.: No)     

    Yes 1.55 1.50* 1.06 1.33 

Employment status (Ref.: 

unemployed) 

    

    Employed 1.14 1.03 1.24 1.20 

English proficiency (Ref.: Not at 

all/not good) 

    

    Good/Very good 2.16*** 2.22*** 2.03*** 2.05*** 

Years in the U.S. 1.03 1.05 1.06 1.04 

Years in the U.S.2 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 

U.S. residence (Ref.: Northeast)     

    Midwest 0.91 0.96 1.11 1.06 

    South 1.10 0.99 0.95 0.84 

    West 1.01 0.92 0.75 0.73 

Log Gross household income ($)  1.10** 1.08* 1.11** 1.10** 

Note. This table shows estimated effects of being banked in 2003 on asset ownership in 2009 among immigrants. NH = non-Hispanic. IPTW = 

inverse probability of treatment weighted.  SATE = sample average treatment effect. OR = Odds Ratio (without IPTW). *p <.05, **p <.01, ***p 

<.001 
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