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Be Smart With Your Money 
Financial Tips for Unaccompanied Youth 

Understanding how to manage your money as a teenager or young adult is 

fundamental to develop sustainable money habits that can benefit you for a lifetime. In 

this guide, you will learn about budgeting, saving, and making thoughtful spending 

choices. You will learn about the practical steps involved in opening a bank account, 

including the documents you’ll need, and the difference between a checking and a 

savings account.  

This guide will also explain the benefits and distinctions between using a debit card 

versus a credit card. In the United States, building credit is a key part of achieving 

financial independence. You might have heard that your credit history can impact your 

ability to make larger purchases like buying a car, or a house. This guide reviews the 

basics of what a credit score is, the purpose of a credit score, the types of loans you can 

receive, and the importance of building your credit score and credit history.  

Your money and financial information are personal, and in this guide, you will also be 

provided with tips to be aware of how to protect yourself from financial scams, credit 

fraud, and identity theft. At the end, you will find a list of additional resources to assist 

you in making informed choices in your path towards long-term financial security.  

What is money management and why is it important? 

Money management is the process of making smart decisions about how to use, save, 

and spend your money. It involves creating a budget to calculate your income and 

expenses. Your income is the money you make from working a job or other sources such 

as monetary gifts. Expenses are anything you pay money for, whether it’s something you 

need to pay for like food, clothes, a phone bill, or something you want, like paying for a 

movie ticket. A budget is a plan you make for how to spend and save your money. A 

budget helps you keep track of your expenses and decide what you can afford based on 

your income and what you might need to wait on to buy later to avoid going into debt. 
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o Helps you take control of your money: You know exactly where your money is

spent.

o Teaches smart spending: Budgeting helps you think before you spend and avoid

misusing money on things that aren’t a priority or that you don’t need.

o Makes saving easier: Following your budget helps you save money faster for

items you want and need.

o Helps you reach your goals: You are able to track your financial goals.

o Prepares you to handle responsibilities: You learn to prioritize money for rent,

bills, groceries, and living necessities.

o Reduces stress: Planning for your regular monthly expenses to cover housing,

food, and utility bills can bring you more peace of mind and reduce your financial

stress.

o Builds good habits early: The younger you learn to manage your money, the

more informed decisions you will make to help you reach your long-term

financial goals.

In the next page you will find an example of a monthly budget to show you how you 

can organize your finances.  

Benefits of creating a budget:



JULY 2025

$2,050.00

Monthly Budget
Month of:

 Income (From work)

Other

Total Income

Expenses Amount

Rent
Utilities (gas, electricity, water, or internet bill)
Phone Bill
Car Insurance
Loan payment (bank, educational, personal loan)

Groceries

Dining out
Transportation

Entertainment
Personal care
Health Insurance
Emergency fund
Subscriptions
Hobbies
Vacations

Total Income

Total Expenses

Savings

$2,000.00

Clothes

$50.00

$850.00
$224.00
$60.00
$90.00
$136.00
$133.62
$44.68

Total:

$85.26

$125.67

$30.25

$50.89

$78.00

$26.71

$20.00

$15.00
$0.00

$1,970.08

$79.92

$1,970.08

$2,050.00
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How do I open a bank account? 

To open a bank account, you will need to provide documents that verify your identity, 

age, and mailing address.  

o A minimum initial deposit amount (usually $25-$100, depending on the bank) is

needed to open a checking or savings account.

o You need to be at least 18 years old to open a bank account independently.

o You can open a bank account at a bank or a credit union.

Credit unions are local financial institutions (available only in your city or state) that offer 

similar services as banks but may have fewer branches or ATMs across the United States.  

Necessary documents to open a bank account1: 

✓ Two forms of government identification (ID)

o Driver’s License (including foreign license)

o State ID

o Passport (can be a foreign passport)

o Permanent Resident Card

o Employment Authorization Card

✓ Proof of U.S Address:

o Recent utility bill (with your name listed on the utility bill)

o Rental agreement (with your name listed on the rental agreement)

1 Nerd Wallet, How Undocumented Immigrants Can Get Bank Accounts, last visited April 08,2025, available at 

https://www.nerdwallet.com/article/banking/undocumented-immigrants-bank-accounts. 
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o A pay stub or other official employment document showing your address

and name

o Printed electronic statements from a federal, state, county, or city

government agency

✓ Identification Number2

o Individual Taxpayer Identification Number (ITIN) or Social Security Number

(SSN)

o ITIN is required for non-residents who do not have an SSN. An ITIN is a 9-

digit number issued by the (IRS) Internal Revenue Service, for federal tax

purposes. This link https://www.irs.gov/tin/itin/individual-taxpayer-

identification-number-itin provides more information about the individual

taxpayer identification number (ITIN). 3

Types of bank accounts: 

There are two main types of bank accounts people use on a daily basis to conduct 

electronic transactions (non-cash) to pay for items at the store, bills, and any other 

necessary purchases. These purchases may be made using their debit or credit cards in 

person or using their cards online. 

Checking Account: This is a safe place where you can keep your money. A 

checking account is like having a wallet at your bank. Once you open a 

checking account you will be given a debit card. You can use the debit 

card to make transactions such as payments and withdrawals from 

your checking account. A debit card is linked to your checking account. 

Money from your paystubs or cash you want to deposit into your bank can be placed 

into your checking account. With money in your checking account, you can: 

o Make payments in person and online (via a debit card)

o Take out cash from an ATM

2 Internal Revenue Service, How to Apply for an ITIN, last visited May 08,2025, available at https://www.irs.gov/tin/itin/how-to-apply-

for-an-itin#tac. 

3 PRISM, How the IRS and ICE data-sharing memo will impact immigrant communities, last visited June 23,2025, available at 

https://prismreports.org/2025/05/14/irs-ice-undocumented-immigrants-taxes/. 
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o Write checks (if needed) 

Savings Account: This a special bank account where you put money you want to save. 

It stores money you do not plan to spend right away. You do not have to have a savings 

account to have a checking account, but a savings account can be beneficial to you. 

With a bank savings account you can earn extra money (called interest) for keeping the 

money in your savings account. With money saved, you can buy more expensive things 

you need or want like a phone, car, or use the money saved to pay for your future goals 

like going to college or purchasing a home. A savings account is a smart way to grow 

your money over time.  

Types of bank cards:  

As mentioned, your bank cards are linked to your bank accounts. The most 

common cards used daily are debit and credit cards. Both of these cards 

have their advantages, and it’s important to know how they work, to know 

when it’s most convenient to use one over the other.  

Debit Card: A card that is directly linked to your checking account to pay for things. 

When you swipe or tap your debit card, the money is taken out of your checking 

account immediately. When you pay for something using a debit card, the transaction is 

processed through your bank, and the amount of the purchase is deducted from your 

checking account automatically. You are only able to spend the money you have put 

into your checking account. The money available in your debit card is the amount that 

was deposited into, like through a direct deposit made by your job directly to your bank 

account, a cash deposit, or the deposit of a check. 

Credit Card: A card that allows you to spend money you don’t have in the moment, but 

at a cost. You have to be smart about credit card use. When you use a credit card you 

are essentially borrowing money from the bank that you have to pay back every month 

in minimum amount payments until you finish paying the amount of money borrowed. 

Since it is borrowed money, that money has interest. Meaning, the bank charges you a 

fee for borrowing money. It is recommended to pay your credit card balance monthly in 

full so you don’t have to pay for the interest; however, if you don’t pay the borrowed 

money in full you will have to pay the interest (fee) every month. Meaning, with the 

interest fee applied you pay more money to the bank than what you borrowed.  
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For people that are new to the United States and who are still establishing their credit, 

banks may offer credit cards with a credit limit that is not too big. Typically, individuals 

will have to deposit an amount, and that amount of money (which functions as a 

security deposit) becomes the credit limit on the credit card. For example, if you deposit 

$300.00, your credit limit will be $300.00. This is mainly for the purpose of establishing 

credit.  

Regarding the interest rate applied to credit cards, this interest is known as the Annual 

Percentage Rate (APR), the interest you are charged per year. For many credit cards, the 

APR is between 15% to 30%. For example, an APR of 15% means that the credit card’s 

balance will increase by about 15% over the course of a year if the cardholder has a 

balance on the card the whole time. Make sure to know what percentage you are being 

charged and do your own calculations to ensure you are able to pay back the amount 

you owe plus the interest charged. Your credit card statements will likely reflect a 

minimum amount due. You must pay this amount to avoid additional fees. However, it 

can be helpful to pay more than the minimum amount to reduce your total balance and 

be able to pay off your debt sooner. The longer your debt remains, the more money you 

will pay in interest fees. 

Below is an example, calculating a 20 %APR to show you how interest rates on credit 

cards work, and so that you can see how the total amount owed accumulates if you only 

make the minimum monthly payments on your credit card balance.  

Example: You just moved into an apartment and needed to furnish it. You have a $1,500 

balance on a credit card with a 20% APR and a minimum of a 3% payment of the 

balance. How much will you owe after 4 years if you only make minimum payments? 

Key numbers to consider: 

Initial Balance: $1,500 

Annual Interest Rate (APR): 20% 

Monthly Interest Rate: 20%/12 (months 

in a year) = 0.01667 or 1.667% 

Minimum Payment: 3% of the current 

balance 

Time Period: 4 years = 48 months  

 

69%

31%

Payment Breakdown

Principal Interest



Page 8 of 23 

Interest Rate Calculator- Calculator.net 

This graphic shows that by making a $45.65 monthly minimum payment for 4 years, you 

will pay $690.99 in interest, so you will end up paying $1,500 + $690.99 = $2,190.99 in 

total. If you pay more than the minimum payment, that will reduce the total amount of 

interest you have to pay over the 4 years, and you might finish paying off the balance 

earlier than 4 years.  

It is important to know your credit card limit, and the total amount of credit card 

accounts you are opening, as it is your responsibility to pay the money you spend on 

each credit card by the monthly due date of each card. You want to ensure you have 

enough income to manage your credit card payments, as debt can easily accumulate 

with interest, so keep this in mind when deciding to open credit cards. 4 

4 WalletHub, Bank of America Customized Cash Rewards Secured Credit Card, last visited June 23,2025, available at 

https://wallethub.com/d/bank-of-america-cash-rewards-secured-credit-card-3274c. 
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This video provides an illustration to better understand the use of debit and credit cards. 

 

 

 

What is an Overdraft Fee? 

An overdraft fee is a bank charge you have to pay when you spend more money than 

you have available in either your checking or savings accounts. The bank will cover the 

transaction but charge you an overdraft fee. It’s like a penalty charge for not having 

enough money in your account and making a purchase. An overdraft results in you 

paying the amount of money owed for the purchase you made, plus additional money 

(overdraft fee) for that purchase. The benefit of an overdraft fee is that it allows 

transactions made on your card from purchases to go through even when the account 

does not have enough funds to cover the total of what you spent. This prevents 

transactions from being declined. It has benefits at a cost. 

How can I protect myself from an overdraft fee? 

You can protect yourself from being charged an overdraft fee in these ways:  

o By making sure you have enough money in your checking or savings account that 

will cover the cost of the purchase you want to make. 

o With your bank, you can opt into overdraft protection. This means you’re asking 

your bank to cover transactions that you don’t have enough funds for, and you 

accept being charged the overdraft fee.  

o You can link your checking bank account to your savings account, if you don’t 

have enough money in your checking account, the bank will then transfer funds 

from your savings account to your checking account to cover the cost of the 

purchase. Some fees may still apply depending on the bank’s policy.5 

                                                       
5 Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation FDIC, Overdraft and Account Fees, last visited April 17, 2025, available at 

https://www.fdic.gov/consumer-resource-center/2021-12/overdraft-and-account-

fees#:~:text=Overdraft%20fees%20occur%20when%20you,out%20by%20contacting%20your%20bank. 

Financial Literacy- Debit and Credit- Learn the difference and when to 

use which https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iSmNwXbNhgQ 
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What is bank credit and a credit score and why are they important? 

Bank credit is the total amount of money a person can borrow from a bank or other 

financial institutions. A borrower’s bank credit depends on the individual’s ability to 

obtain and maintain credit. In the United States building credit is important to be able to 

finance larger purchases like a car or a home. It is customary for entities who will 

conduct business with you to ask about your credit score and your credit history.  

What is a credit score? 

A credit score is a number, typically between 300 

and 850, that represents your creditworthiness, or 

how likely you are to repay money you borrowed. 

The most well-known credit scoring system is called 

the FICO score. Your credit score is based on your 

borrowing history and how consistently you repay 

debt. Lenders use your credit score to determine your eligibility for loans, credit cards, 

and other financial products. A higher credit score benefits you in obtaining lower 

interest rates and better loan terms. Lenders use your credit score to determine how 

trustworthy your financial behavior is in regard to repaying the money you borrow. Your 

credit score is calculated by factors like your payment history, your credit usage, the 

length of your credit history, the types of credit you have, and if you have recently 

applied for new credit. Typically, you start building your credit score at the age of 18 or 

once you are able to work and obtain bank cards, loans, and make more expensive 

purchases.6  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                       
6 Get Schooled, How To Build Credit as a Teenager, last visited May 09, 2025, available at 

https://getschooled.com/article/5787-teens-and-credit-scores/. 
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There are three major credit bureaus that collect your financial data to calculate your 

credit score. These are: 

The importance of credit: 

Having a reliable credit history in your adulthood can open many opportunities for you 

to accomplish your financial and life goals. In the United States, companies and service 

providers factor in your credit score and credit history to help decide if they will lend to 

you or approve you for services. Your credit score can influence aspects of daily life such 

as housing as most apartment complexes and home loans require the entities to run a 

credit check. The higher your credit score typically the more access to credit, lower 

interest rates on loans, and you receive more favorable terms as a borrower. Conversely, 

a lower credit score can make it harder to qualify for loans and credit cards, typically 

results in higher interest rates, and less favorable terms for the borrower. Every time you 

open a new credit card or credit line your credit score can be impacted. Commonly, 

retail stores ask you if you want to open a credit card with them, take into consideration 

how this can impact your credit history.7 

7 myFICO, How Retail Store Cards Can Impact Your Credit, last visited June 23, 2025, available at https://www.myfico.com/credit-

education/blog/retail-cards-credit. 

Credit Bureau Phone 

Number 

Website 

Equifax 1-888-378-

4329

https://www.equifax.com/personal/contact-us/ 

Experian 1-888-397-

3742

https://www.experian.com/contact/personal-services-

contacts.html 

TransUnion 1-800-916-

8800

https://www.transunion.com/customer-support/contact-

us-

consumers?atvy=%7B%22264995%22%3A%22Experienc

e+B%22%7D 
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Be careful with credit fraud: 

Credit fraud is when someone who is not authorized to use your credit or debit card 

information uses it to make purchases. Fraud can involve someone physically stealing 

your cards, hacking your online account information, or obtaining your banking 

information through other deceptive tactics. Don’t share your financial information 

through text links or emails you don’t recognize or trust. Additionally, don’t share your 

financial information through social media applications like TikTok, Instagram, Snapchat, 

Facebook, or any other social media platform. 

You can protect yourself from credit fraud by: 

o Monitoring your credit and debit card statements regularly for any unknown or

unauthorized transactions.

o Reporting a loss or stolen debit or credit card to your bank immediately.

o If there is an unauthorized charge to your accounts, report any suspicious activity

to your bank right away by calling the customer representative number of your

banking institution. You can find your bank’s customer service number at the

back of your card, or by doing a quick online search of your bank’s contact

information.

o Be cautious of sharing your credit card information on untrusted online websites.

o Use strong passwords for your accounts, and don’t share your password with

anyone.

o If you experience credit fraud, consider freezing your credit with the three credit

bureaus by calling each of their customer service number.

Be careful with identity theft:8 

Identity theft is when someone steals or uses another person's personal information like 

their name, social security number, or financial information such as credit card details 

without their permission. People who steal the identifying information of someone else 

8 Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, What do I do if I’ve been the victim of identity theft?, last visited June 23, 2025, available at 

https://www.consumerfinance.gov/ask-cfpb/what-do-i-do-if-i-think-i-have-been-a-victim-of-identity-theft-en-31/. 
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use that person’s identity to create accounts with retailers, including cell phone 

companies. 

For example, if you receive a bill related to an account you didn’t set up, you may be the 

victim of identity theft. You can file a report with the local police and/or the FTC (Federal 

Trade Commission).9 You may also dispute the impact of not paying the bill with the 

credit bureaus, because your credit score could go down otherwise. 

Consequences of identity theft: 

o Financial loss: The victim of identity theft can suffer a financial loss because

people who steal the identity of someone else can open fraudulent accounts,

make purchases not authorized, withdraw money from bank accounts, and apply

for loans in the victim’s name.

o Damage to victim’s credit score: Unpaid debts can impact the victim’s credit score

history negatively, it may lower their credit score, making it difficult to access

financial services like getting a loan, credit cards, and can even impact the

victim’s ability to be approved for an apartment.

o Legal problems: Victims of identity theft can be wrongly accused of committed

crimes by the identity thief, which can lead to legal problems such as court

appearances or legal fees.

o Difficulty obtaining employment or housing: Background checks can reveal

criminal records or other negative information as a result of the victim’s identity

being stolen, making it more difficult to obtain a job or qualify for housing.

Challenges to building your credit: 

You might encounter some challenges when you first start building your credit history. 

The table below lists some challenges and provides guidance on steps you can take to 

navigate these challenges to start building your credit history in the United States. 

Challenges Guidance 

Lack of credit history o Put a utility bill or phone bill under

your name and make timely

9 Federal Trade Commission Consumer Advice, Identity Theft, last visited June 23, 2025, available at 

https://consumer.ftc.gov/features/identity-theft. 
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payments. Making payments on 

time shows that you are reliable 

with your payments.  

o Gather documents needed to 

apply for a bank account and bank 

card to start building your credit. 

o Ask the bank about opportunities 

to establish credit through a first 

card-credit card where your line of 

credit is the amount you provide in 

a security deposit. 

You have limited access to financial 

institutions 

 

o There are banks and credit unions 

that accept an ITIN number to 

open up an account.  

o You can find out if a bank accepts 

an ITIN number to open a bank 

account by going to their website 

online, calling them, or going to a 

bank branch location near you to 

ask information about the 

requirements needed to open a 

bank account or a credit line with 

that banking institution. 

Language Barriers o There are some banks that offer 

services in other languages, more 

commonly Spanish. 

o Seek local non-profit community 

organizations that have financial 

literacy programs as they may be 

able to help you through the 

applications and process. 

Lack of Documentation o There are some banks and credit 

unions that accept alternative 

forms of identification such as 

consular’s ID, foreign passports, or 

municipal ID’s as valid forms of 

identification.  
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Need to Provide Stable Employment 

and Income Revenue Streams 

o Be knowledgeable of fair

employment practices and know

your labor rights.

o There are local non-profit

organizations that offer job

training programs.

o If your wish to enroll in a

vocational training or higher

education program, you can.

Obtaining a certification or a

college diploma helps increase

your finances in the long term.

While enrolling in a

program/school requires time and

commitment, there is a return of

investment.

o Below you can find CILA’s

education resource with more

useful information on financial aid

and scholarships to attend school.

What is an International Wire Transfer? 

An international wire transfer is an electronic transfer of money from a bank account in 

one country to a bank account in another country. It’s a way to send funds across 

international borders without physically exchanging cash or checks. 

How do I send an international wire transfer? 

If you need to send money back to someone in your home country like a family member 

or a person you trust, you can send an international wire transfer through your bank or 

through a trusted online service provider, or mobile application. It is important to 

consider the fees that your bank may charge, as well as the time it will take for the funds 

to be made available wherever you are sending them. Here is a list of businesses that 

provide international wire transfer services. 

o MoneyGram International Online

o Xoom through PayPal

o Western Union
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o Revolut

o WorldRemit

What is a Loan? 

A loan is money borrowed from a bank or financial institution. When you take out a loan 

from the bank there are fees associated with the bank giving you the funds. In addition 

to fees, a loan has interest, known as the interest rate or APR (Annual Percentage Rate). 

We first introduced the concept of an APR when we talked about credit cards, but it is 

relevant here as well. 

What is interest or APR (Annual Percentage Rate) on a loan? 

Interest on a loan is additional money you pay over time, to the bank for lending you 

money. Essentially you end up owing more than what you borrowed on a loan, 

depending on how long you take to pay the loan back.  

The APR represents the total cost of borrowing money, which includes interest and fees. 

APRs for personal loans can range from 7% to 36%. The lower the APR the better as you 

don’t want to have an APR that is too high and unable to pay back.  

Loan Responsibility: 

Taking out a loan from the bank requires responsibility to pay it back in full, by making 

the monthly payments, including interest accumulated and any other fees associated 

with the loan. It’s very important to be knowledgeable of the monthly payment you 

need to make each month to make the payment on time by the due date. Being 

responsible with your loan payment reflects good financial behavior and helps you build 

your credit history. 

Types of Loans: 

Loans can be helpful, and at times necessary. When you take out a loan you are making 

a commitment to pay the total loan amount back with any interest that accumulates. 

Loans impact your credit history and it’s important to be knowledgeable of the loan 

terms and conditions to make an educated decision as to whether the loan is the right 

option for you. Four common loans people take out in different stages of their lives are: 
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Personal Loan: 

A personal loan is a type of loan offered by a bank or credit union with a fixed amount 

of money that must be repaid over time with interest. 

Key Features: 

o Fixed loan amount

o Fixed (the same rate throughout the term of the loan) or Variable Interest rate

(the rate can change throughout the term of the loan)

o Fixed Term: The loan must be repaid over a specific time period like 12, 36, or 60

months.

o Credit based: Approval and terms based on credit score, income and financial

history.

Educational Loan: 

An educational loan also known as a student loan is money borrowed to help pay for 

the cost of higher education (college/university). 

Key Features: 

o There are federal student loans offered by the government with citizenship/ legal

status requirements.

o There are private student loans offered by banks and credit unions.

o Approval to private student loans is based on borrower’s credit score, income,

and debt-to-income ratio.

o Interest rates are typically higher for private loans.

o Most students need a co-signer with strong credit to qualify for private student

loans.

o Repayments on a private loan can be less flexible.

There are other ways you can finance your college education. CILA, created this 

educational resource titled, Understanding and Navigating the Public Education 

System in the United States: A Guide for Unaccompanied Youth that provides you 

with a wealth of information on how to navigate through the questions and challenges 

your might have about the public education system. Included is Section VII: Higher 

Education: Financial Aid and Tuition Support, where you will find detailed information to 
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financial aid eligibility, state financial aid, scholarships, and resources that can help you 

in your educational journey. Check it out by going to this link: 

https://cilacademy.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/FINAL-EDU-English-PDF.pdf 

Car Loan: 

A car loan is a personal loan used specifically to purchase a vehicle. It allows the 

borrower to buy a car by borrowing money from the lender (like a bank, credit union, or 

dealership) and repaying the loan over time with interest. 

Key Features: 

o A car loan is secured by the vehicle itself as the car acts as collateral.

o Loan terms typically range from 24 to 72 months (2 to 6 years).

o Most lenders require a down payment, usually around 10-20 % of the car’s total

price.

o Interest rates are based on the borrower’s credit score, loan term, and whether

the car is used or new.

o Interest rates can be fixed or variable.

o Some car loans include the tax, title, and registration fees.

Example: Let’s say you want to buy a car that costs $15,000. You give a $2,000 down 

payment on the car, and for the remaining $13,000 you get a loan with an APR of 12% 

over a 4-year loan term.  

Key numbers to consider: 

Auto Price: $15,000 

Annual Interest Rate (APR): 12% 

Down Payment: $2,000 

Loan Term: 4 years = 48 months 

Auto Loan Calculator- Calculator.net 

Keep in mind, you will have to pay for a car title, registration, and other fees, as well as 

your state sales tax. The following graph shows that for a loan term of 48 months = 4 

years, given your $2,000 down payment and APR of 12%, you will have a monthly 

payment of $424.96. Considering the loan interest amount of $4,260.69, the total cost 

including sales tax, title, registration, and fees is $22,398.19. 
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Home Loan: 

A home loan, also known as a mortgage, is a loan used to buy a house. It is usually a 

large amount, long-term loan that is repaid in monthly installments over 25-30 years. 

The property serves as collateral if the borrower fails to make the monthly installments. 

Key Features: 

o Lenders evaluate your credit score, income and employment history, debt-to-

income ratio, down payment amount, proof of asset, property appraisal, and

homeowners' insurance for approval.

o Usually, a 20% down payment is recommended.

o Loan repayment terms can be from 15-30 years.

o Interest rates can be fixed or variable.

o Monthly payments include the loan principal amount, interest, property taxes,

and homeowner’s insurance.

Loan Co-Signer and Guarantor: 

You may need a co-signer or guarantor when you are first building your credit. A co-

signer or guarantor is an extra security for the lender to ensure they are paid back.  
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A co-signer is a person who agrees to take legal and financial responsibility for repaying 

a loan in a more immediate way. A co-signer may be needed when applying for a loan if 

the borrower has limited credit history, low income, or a low credit score. 

A guarantor is a person or organization who promises to repay a loan or debt, but their 

responsibility only kicks in if the primary borrower fails to do so. Guarantors are 

commonly used when needed to qualify for rental agreements, usually in apartments. 

The borrower needs to find a person or organization that will take financial 

responsibility for them. In case the borrower is not able to make a rent payment, the 

guarantor commits to take responsibility to pay back the money that is owed. 

Debt Collection Practices in the United States 

In the United States, bills-including loan and credit card bills that are not paid for 

months are sent to collection agencies. Collection agencies report this information to 

the three credit bureaus discussed above. This collection notice then appears on your 

credit report and can negatively affect your credit history as this collection report may 

stay in your financial history for seven years. Remember, your credit history reflects your 

financial behavior. Having unpaid bills go to collection agencies is perceived as 

unfavorable financial behavior.  

You have the right to dispute debt in collections by requesting information about the 

original creditor. You can also ask the debt collector to stop contacting you, though the 

collection process will remain and that information will be reflected on your credit 

report/history until it is resolved.10 

There are laws that regulate the information reporting agencies can collect and access, 

one of these laws is known as the Fair Credit Reporting Act (FCRA). The FCRA, is “a 

federal law that helps ensure the accuracy, fairness, and privacy of the information in 

consumer credit bureau files.”11 As a consumer the FCRA helps protect how information 

in your consumer report can be used and accessed. Another law that offers protection is 

                                                       
10 Experian, What Types of Debt Can Go to Collections?, last visited June 24, 2025, available at https://www.experian.com/blogs/ask-

experian/what-type-of-debt-can-go-to-collections/. 
11 Experian, Understanding the Fair Credit Reporting Act, last visited June 24, 2025, available at https://www.experian.com/blogs/ask-

experian/credit-education/report-basics/fair-credit-reporting-act-fcra/. 
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the Fair Debt Collection Practices Act (FDCPA). This law protects you from abusive debt 

collection activities and sets rules that debt collectors have to follow.12 

What are Scams? 

A scam is when someone tricks you into giving them your personal or financial 

information. Scammers make fake promises to trick you into obtaining your confidential 

information to steal from you. It is very important you remain vigilant and are careful 

who you share your confidential information with. 

Tips to Be Aware and Protect Yourself from Scams  

o Never share your personal information like ITIN number, bank account number, 

credit card number, or identification information with anyone you don’t trust or 

know well. Don’t share your personal information through or on social media 

platforms like TikTok, Instagram, Facebook, and Snapchat. 

o Scammers often pretend to be from the IRS (Internal Revenue Service), 

immigration or banks, agencies won’t ask for this information by phone, text, or 

social media. Official national and state agencies mail notices to the address they 

have on file in their system for you. 

o Don’t click on links or open attachments to email or texts messages you don’t 

recognize or trust. 

o Avoid answering calls from unknown numbers, let the calls go to voicemail. 

o Never submit payments in the form of gift cards, or cryptocurrency, it’s almost 

always a scam. Real businesses and government agencies don’t accept those 

forms of payments. 

o Scammers use fear or urgency to push you into giving them your information to 

obtain your money. Hang up the call if you believe the caller is trying to scam 

you.  

o Use strong passwords for your online accounts and don’t share your login 

information. 

                                                       
12 Experian, What is the Fair Debt Collection Practices Act, last visited June 24, 2025, available at 

https://www.experian.com/blogs/ask-experian/what-is-the-fair-debt-collection-practices-act/. 
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o If you are unsure, ask for help from a trusted adult, sponsor, teacher or 

community immigrant support organization. 

In the table below, you will find a list of additional financial resources to enhance your 

financial literacy and improve your money management skills. 

  

Financial Resources 

Appleseed Network: 

Deportation Preparation 

Manual for Immigrant 

Families 

https://appleseednetwork.org/planningmanual/ 

 

Federal Trade 

Commission: Scams 

Against Immigrants  

https://consumer.ftc.gov/features/scams-against-

immigrants 

Financial Literacy: 

Needs and Wants, learn 

about needs, wants and 

opportunity costs 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aRcXutXvfmM 

 

 

Hands on Banking: 

Money skills you need for 

life 

https://youth.handsonbanking.org/ 

 

Immigrant Finance: 

How Financial Literacy 

Can Transform 

Undocumented 

Immigrant Families for 

Generations 

https://immigrantfinance.com/how-financial-literacy-can-

transform-undocumented-immigrant-families-for-

generations/ 

NYIC: Your Money, Your 

Future! A Basic Guide for 

Financial Education and 

Empowerment (Available 

in multiple languages) 

https://www.nyic.org/wp-

content/uploads/2017/06/Financial_Ed_Guide-

2023_4.5.2023_ENG.pdf 

 

PBS Learning Media: 

Making Cents: Financial 

Literacy Educations 

Videos 

https://houstonpbs.pbslearningmedia.org/resource/making-

cents-financial-literacy-videos/making-cents-financial-

literacy-videos-for-young-learners/ 
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Switchboard: Resource 

Collection: Financial 

Empowerment for 

Refugees and 

Newcomers 

https://www.switchboardta.org/resource-collection-

financial-empowerment-for-refugees-and-newcomers/ 

CILA hopes that through this guide you have gained a better understanding of the 

basics of managing your finances for long-term stability. CILA hopes you feel more 

equipped with the knowledge needed to make informed decisions about your finances, 

whether it’s creating a budget, setting savings goals, opening bank accounts and bank 

cards, understanding credit and your credit history, or recognizing and avoiding 

financial scams. Taking control of your finances is an essential step toward achieving 

your financial goals. Remember, financial wellness is a continuous learning process, and 

every step you take today can positively shape your future. Ask questions and keep 

building healthy financial habits. 



Monthly Budget
Month of:

 Income (From work)

Other 

Total Income

Expenses Amount

Rent
Utilities (gas, electricity, water, or internet bill)
Phone Bill
Car Insurance
Loan payment (bank, educational, personal loan)

Groceries

Dining out
Transportation

Entertainment
Personal care
Health Insurance
Emergency fund
Subscriptions
Hobbies
Vacations

Total Income

Total Expenses

Savings

Clothes

Total:


