
A. Understanding the target population

As of 2015, more than a quarter of U.S. immigrants were from Mexico. The next largest groups of 
immigrants were from China, followed by India, the Philippines, El Salvador, Vietnam, and Cuba 
(the map below shows the most common origin of legal immigrants by state, and the Migration 
Policy Institute has statistics on demographic makeup of immigrants by state.) Needless to say, 
the U.S. immigrant population is diverse not only in country of origin, but age, ethnicity, race, 
religious and political beliefs, education and skill levels, and past experience with government and 
financial systems. Partnering with organizations that serve immigrants in your community, and 
seeking input from immigrants within your community are essential ways to better understand 
your future borrowers’ needs. Here are some other trends to keep in mind:

Foreign-born individuals are more likely to be unbanked than native-born individuals. 
This varies by country of origin. One study found that 53 percent of Mexicans, 37 percent of 
other Latin Americans, 20 percent of Asians and 17 percent of European households in the 
U.S did not have a bank account.29 Immigrants are more likely to become banked the longer
they live in the U.S. Conversely, living in a dense immigrant community is correlated with a
slower rate of bank account ownership.30 Among non-U.S. citizens surveyed by Unidos US,
the top three most important criteria for choosing a financial institution were 1) proximity to
home or work, 2) the ability to communicate in their native language, and 3) the number of
branches or ATMs.31 Mistrust of financial institutions in one’s home country paired with the
complexity of navigating an entirely new financial system also contribute to lower rates of
being banked. In addition, not having a social security number or U.S. government issued
identification can inhibit access to financial institutions. To reduce these barriers, many
nonprofits lenders accept individual taxpayer identification numbers (ITINs) and alternative
forms of identification (read more about this in the section on Underwriting).

29 Barcellos, S.H., Smith, J.P., Yoong, J.K., & Carvalho, L., (2012, February). Barriers to Immigrant Use of Financial Services. Financial Literacy 
Center Working Paper, WR-923-SSA.

30 Paulson, A., Singer, A., Newberger, R., & Smith, J. (2006, May). Financial Access for Immigrants: Lessons from Diverse Perspectives. 
Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago and The Brookings Institution.

31 National Council of La Raza, National Coalition for Asian Pacific American Community Development, National Urban League. Banking in 
Color: New Findings on Financial Access for Low- and Moderate Income Communities. Retrieved Oct. 25, 2017 from http://publications.
nclr.org/handle/123456789/1203.
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Credit access and use is low among immigrants. While major U.S. credit bureaus operate 
in 30-40 countries outside the U.S., most countries have different ways of assessing credit-
worthiness. This means that immigrants typically arrive in the U.S. with no credit history, and 
little knowledge of the U.S. credit system. Instead, many immigrants utilize informal means 
of borrowing funds, such as borrowing from a friend or family member.32 Others stay away 
from debt entirely because of negative cultural perceptions of debt. In some cultures or 
religions, such as Islam, taking on debt is forbidden. Some nonprofit lenders have developed 
noninterest bearing loan products that allow followers of Islam to comply with Sharia law. 
Structural and cultural barriers to using credit within immigrant communities contributes to a 
large wealth gap between foreign and native households.33

UNITED STATES CITIZENSHIP ELIGIBILITY 

To become a U.S. citizen, a legal permanent resident in most cases must: 

Be at least 18 years old.

Be a lawfully admitted permanent resident of the U.S.

Have lived in the U.S. continuously for five years.

Be able to speak, write, read and understand basic English. 

Answer questions that demonstrate knowledge of U.S. government and history. 

Undergo a successful background check. 

Demonstrate attachment to the principles of the U.S. Constitution. 

Have demonstrated good moral character. 

Take the oath of citizenship swearing allegiance to the U.S. 

Some of these requirements are waived for certain groups:

Spouses of U.S. citizens can naturalize after three years of continuous residence, if the 

sponsoring spouse has been a U.S. citizen for all three years. 

Foreign-born minor children become citizens when their parents naturalize. 

Foreign-born minor children who are adopted by U.S. citizens are eligible for citizenship 

upon their arrival in the U.S. 

Military personnel, their spouses and foreign-born minor children are eligible for expedited 

and overseas citizenship processing with the possibility of having some of the eligibility 

requirements diminished or waived. Additionally, in the case of death as a result of combat 

while serving in active duty, citizenship may be granted posthumously to the military 

member and immediate family members. 

For more details on eligibility requirements visit the website of U.S. Citizenship and 

Immigration Services.

32 Garon, T., & Andres K.B. (2014, July). Investing in the American Dream. Center for Financial Services and Innovation.

33 Paulson et al, 2006
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For many immigrants, remittances take 

up a significant portion of their monthly 

budget. In 2016, immigrants in the U.S. 
sent $429 billion in remittances.34  One 
researcher found that the average Mexican 
immigrant sends $300 home 14 times a 
year.35 Typically, immigrants use non-bank 
financial service providers to send money, 
costing billions of dollars in fees per year. 36

Immigrant households have different 

spending patterns than native-born 

households. Studies show that many 
immigrant households save, but do so 
informally, and for short-term goals.37 
Many cultures use saving/lending circles 
(also called ROSCAs, tandas, or huay) 
as a means of peer accountability to 
saving. Nonprofits, such as the Mission 
Asset Fund, have developed ways to tie 
this traditional method of saving with 
credit building (See Appendix X for more 
information on this). 

When it comes to longer-term savings, 
immigrants were less likely to feel confident 
about their ability to support themselves in the 
future, more likely to make early withdraws from 
a retirement account, and less likely to invest 
money.38 

Immigrants have a higher rate of 

workforce participation and are younger 

than the total U.S population. While 68 percent of immigrants are engaged in the 
workforce, they are more likely to work in low-wage jobs than native-born residents.39  As 
America’s population is aging, the immigrant population is relatively young—the bulk falling 
within the range of 25 to 54 years old.40 

34 Schiller, Ben. The Fight For The $400 Billion Business Of Immigrants Sending Money Home. Fast Company. Retrieved from https://www.
fastcompany.com/3067778/the-blockchain-is-going-to-save-immigrants-millions-in-remittance-fees

35 Orozco, Manuel. (2017, February). Remittances to Latin America and the Caribbean in 2016. The Dialogue: Leadership for the Americas.

36 Garon and Andres, 2014

37 Barcellos et al, 2012

38 ibid

39 Garon, Thea, & Andres, K.B. (2014, July). Investing in the American Dream. Center for Financial Services and Innovation.

40 Pew Research Center. “Hispanic Trends.” Retrieved from http://www.pewhispanic.org/2015/09/28/chapter-5-u-s-foreign-born-population-
trends/

SOME TERMINOLOGY

Legal permanent resident, legal permanent 

resident alien, legal immigrant, authorized 

migrant: A citizen of another country who 
has been granted a visa that allows work 
and permanent residence in the U.S. Legal 
permanent residents include persons 
admitted as refugees or granted asylum. 

Naturalized citizen: Legal permanent 
resident who has fulfilled the length of 
stay and other requirements to become a 
U.S. citizen and who has taken the oath of 
citizenship. 

Unauthorized migrant: Citizen of another 
country who lives in the U.S. without a 
currently valid visa. 

Eligible immigrant: In this report, a legal 
permanent resident who meets the length 
of stay qualifications to file a petition to 
become a citizen but has not yet naturalized. 

Legal temporary migrant: A citizen of 
another country who has been granted a 
temporary visa that may or may not allow 

work and temporary residence in the U.S.

Source: Gonzalez-Barrera, Ana, Mark Hugo Lopez, 
Jeffrey Passel, Paul Taylor. (2013). The Path Not 
Taken. Washington, DC: Pew Hispanic Center, Pew 
Research Center
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Many immigrants live in mixed-status households. This can mean a mix of citizens, legal 
residents and unauthorized immigrants. During the 2009-2013 Census period, there were 5.1 
million children under the age of 18 with at least one unauthorized adult in their household.41 

Those that live with an unauthorized family member may worry about putting a loved one at 
risk by sharing personally identifying information.

Many public benefits are not available to immigrants. In most cases, immigrants must wait 
five years to be eligible for federal public benefits such as Medicaid, Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program (SNAP) benefits, cash assistance, and Social Security benefits.42 
After five years, only qualified immigrants with legal status are eligible for benefits. Yet, 
immigrant-headed households who do qualify (their incomes are less than 200 percent of the 
federal poverty line), rely less on public benefits and social services than comparable native-
born households. In addition, immigrants graduating from high school are often ineligible 
for financial aid, depending on the state and university, making it prohibitively expensive to 
pursue a higher degree.43

Time spent in the U.S., level of English proficiency, intentions of returning home, legal status, 
and proximity to others of the same nationality also shape immigrants’ financial choices.44

41 ibid 

42 Hing, Juliane. (2017, June 29). The Truth About Immigrants and Public Benefits. The Nation.

43 Flores, Antionette. “Undocumented Students Deserve Greater Access to Higher Education.” Center for American Progress. March 31, 2015.

44 Paulson, A., Singer, A., Newberger, R., & Smith, J. (2006, May). Financial Access for Immigrants: Lessons from Diverse Perspectives. 
Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago and The Brookings Institution.
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Key considerations:

Do you have a physical presence in the community you seek to target? If not, how will you 
help clients bridge that geographic divide? 

Do you have staff that speak the language of immigrants within your community? 

Do you have staff that are representative of the immigrant communities that you plan to 
serve? And/or, staff with the cultural knowledge and experience with these communities?

Do staff have a working knowledge of other providers that serve immigrants in the 
community (attorneys, legal clinics, ESL classes, etc.)?

Does your organization have an explicit policy around privacy of client information?

Can staff explain in a simple way the complexities of the U.S. credit system?

Can staff help clients to understand implications of their money/credit choices and the 
inherent risks/rewards while remaining positive but maintaining objectivity and avoiding 
judgment while staying realistic in conversations with them? 
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