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Refugee assimilation without assistance

• Modern studies: Refugees to US assimilate faster than non-refugees (Chin and 
Cortes, 2015; Brell, Dustmann and Preston, 2020)

• Is this due to government supports or refugees’ own investments?

• We classify new sample of  immigrants by refugee status during the Age of  
Mass Migration before the rise of  government assistance (c. 1920) 

• We find that stronger assimilation for refugees than for non-refugees
• Higher English proficiency than others from same country and religious group
• Better depth of  vocabulary but not more likely to lose accent



• 1,200 interviews with transcript and audio files

• Classify reason for move (~25% = persecution)

• Code pre-migration attributes: Religion, urban 
status, father occupation. Also collect country of  
origin and year of  arrival.

• Measure English ability: Vocabulary, syntax, accent
• Exclude childhood arrivals

• Match to 1940 Census for income, etc.    

Oral histories from Ellis Island Foundation



Coding refugee and non-refugee immigrants



Reasons for fleeing

• Pogroms (Jews)

• Genocide (Armenians, Syrians)

• World War I (most of  Europe)

• Rise of  Fascism (Italy), Rise of  Nazism (most of  Europe)

• Natural Disasters (parts of  Europe)

• Revolutions (Russia)

• Other conflicts (Civil wars, political dissidents, etc)



Arrival years of  refugees and non-refugees in sample



Vocabulary: Age of  Acquisition (AOA) score 
(Kuperman et al., 2012)



Refugees acquired stronger vocabulary; no evidence 
of  losing accent



Results are not being driven by Jewish migrants



Our new English proficiency measures are associated 
with higher income



Similar pattern in modern data (New Immigrant 
Survey)



• Immigrants who reported leaving Europe in response to war, 
violence or persecution attained higher English proficiency than 
immigrants from the same countries of  origin and religious group 
who came for economic opportunities

• This pattern is consistent with stronger incentives for refugees to 
invest in their human capital
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