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Coverage and definitions 

Estimation methods overview 

Private remittances and other transfers 

U.S. transfers to foreign residents 

Foreign transfers to U.S. residents 

Coverage and definitions 

Entries for private remittances and other transfers 
offset transfers of real resources or financial assets to 
and from foreign residents recorded in the goods, ser-
vices, or financial accounts. The term transfers de-
notes that no corresponding items of economic value 
are expected, or received, in return for the goods, ser-
vices, or financial assets exchanged. Because a trans-
fer is the corresponding entry to an actual resource 
flow, the value of the transfer equals the value of the 
corresponding flow. In general, these transfers are re-
corded as of the time of delivery of goods, perfor-
mance of services, or disbursement of cash; the 
valuation of noncash transfers generally corresponds 
to the value of the goods or services to which they are 
offsets. 

Estimation methods overview 

The account is estimated from numerous data 
sources, including demographic data from the Bureau 
of the Census, data from BEA’s surveys of institutional 
remittances and of insurance services, private and 
U.S. government surveys of the characteristics of col-
lege and university education in the United States and 
abroad, and data from the Internal Revenue Service 
(IRS). 
  

 
 

  
 

   
  

 

  

 
 

 

 

 
 

  
 

 

  

 
 

1 Private Remittances and Other Transfers 
(line 38) 

This account measures net private unilateral cur-
rent transfers of goods, services, and cash and other 
financial assets between U.S. private residents and 
foreign residents for which there is no corresponding 
return of an item of economic value (see table 16). 
Published estimates are on a net basis; transfers by 
private U.S. residents to foreign residents are netted 
against transfers by foreign residents to private U.S. 
residents. 

1.1 U.S. transfers to foreign residents 
(U.S. payments) 

Unilateral current transfers by private U.S. resi-
dents to foreign residents (outward transfers) consist 
of (1) U.S. immigrants’ personal transfers to house-
holds abroad; (2) U.S. religious, charitable, and other 
nonprofit institutions’ gifts and donations to foreign-
ers; (3) current taxes withheld by, and deemed paid 
to, foreign governments on U.S. residents’ earnings 
(interest and dividends) on holdings of foreign securi-
ties, on the distribution of earnings on U.S. direct in-
vestment abroad, on various services transactions, 
and on compensation earned by U.S. residents em-
ployed temporarily abroad; and (4) an entry that rep-
resents the difference between actual and “normal” 
(expected) insurance losses (the insurance offset). 
Also included are (5) private grants to foreign students 
for study at colleges and universities in the United 
States; (6) contributions by individuals to UNICEF; (7) 
an offset for medical services provided to foreign resi-
dents on a grant or charitable basis; and (8) personal 
transfers by individuals and households in the United 
States to U.S. emigrants living abroad for more than 1 
year. Other transfers include (9) personal parcel ship-
ments, (10) postal money orders, and (11) other 
transfers. The largest of these transfers are personal 
transfers of U.S. immigrants, institutional transfers, 
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current taxes, and the insurance offset.

 1.1.1 Personal  transfers of U.S.  immigrants  (U.S.
payments).—This  item  measures  personal  transfers
by the foreign‐born population resident in the United
States  to  households  abroad.  All  transfers  are  in‐
cluded,  regardless of  the means of  transfer. The  for‐
eign‐born  population  is  defined  as  that  part  of  the
foreign‐born population  that has  resided, or  intends
to  reside,  in  the United States  for more  than 1 year.
(Personal transfers of the native‐born population resi‐
dent  in the United States are presented  in paragraph
1.1.16.)

1.1.2  Transfers  are  estimated  through  a  model
which combines demographic and economic charac‐
teristics  of  the  foreign‐born  population.  The model
combines four variables: the foreign‐born population;
the  percentage  of  the  foreign‐born  population  that
remits;  the  income  of  the  foreign‐born  population;
and  the  percentage  of  income  remitted  by  the  for‐
eign‐born  population.  The  foreign‐born  population
and income of the foreign‐born population are based
on source data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s annual
American  Community  Survey  and  the  U.S.  Census
Bureau’s  August  2008 migration  supplement  to  the
Current Population Survey. The percentage of the for‐
eign‐born population that remits and the percentage
of  income remitted are BEA estimates based on vari‐
ous research and academic studies. The demographic
characteristics  include duration of stay  in  the United
States, family type (that is, the presence or absence of
spouse and the presence or absence of roommates),
country of origin, and gender—all of which have been
shown to have a clear impact on remitting behavior.

1.1.3 These variables are combined in the following
manner.  First,  the  number  of  adults  in  the  foreign‐
born population—arrayed by duration of stay,  family
type, country of origin, and gender—is multiplied by
the  percentage  of  the  foreign‐born  population  that
engages  in remitting. Second, the average  income of
the foreign‐born—arrayed by duration of stay, family
type, country of origin, and gender—is multiplied by
the percentage of income remitted. Third, the popula‐
tion of remitters resulting from step 1 is multiplied by
the average per‐capita remittance resulting from step
2, which  results  in  total personal  transfers  to house‐
holds  abroad  by  the  foreign‐born  population  of  the

United States.

1.1.4  Institutional  transfers.—This  item measures
institutional transfers; these estimates are sometimes
referred  to  as  “institutional  remittances.”  The  esti‐
mates are based on several data sources. The  first  is
data  reported  by  U.S.  religious,  charitable,  educa‐
tional,  scientific,  and  similar  nonprofit  and  philan‐
thropic foundations and organizations in BEA’s BE–40
survey,  “Institutional  Remittances  to  Foreign  Coun‐
tries.” Data are reported on a country basis and con‐
sist  entirely  of  funds  (cash)  transferred.  Funds
transferred  to  foreign  residents  include  outright
grants, payments abroad for procurement of goods to
be  used  abroad,  payments  for  contract  services
abroad,  and  salaries  and  other  administrative  ex‐
penses abroad. The BE‐40 does not currently request
reporting of goods donations. Goods shipped abroad
as donations are based on U.S. Census Bureau export
data identified as donated goods. For purposes of esti‐
mating  the  total value of goods donations, BEA may
adjust  the  Census  data  upward  because  donated
goods  are  not  always  designated  as  such  on  export
declarations.  The  adjusted  total  is  entered  in  the
transfers  account;  the  reported  Census  data  in  the
goods account are not changed. The value of donated
services, such as transportation costs associated with
goods transported outside the U.S. border,  is also  in‐
cluded in transfers.

1.1.5 These data are supplemented by grants data
from The  Foundation Center,  a  leading  authority on
philanthropy that connects nonprofit institutions and
grant‐makers, and by data reported to the U.S. Agency
for International Development (USAID) by more than
550 organizations on a mandatory basis. Business and
financial  statistics are also used  to  identify potential
corporate giving not distributed through foundations.

1.1.6  The  entries  for  donations  of  goods  are  the
offsets  to  goods  exports  in  the  trade  accounts,  and
the entries for donations of cash are the offsets to en‐
tries in the banking and nonbanking accounts.

1.1.7  Withholding  taxes  (U.S.  payments).—This
item measures withholding taxes collected by foreign
governments primarily on U.S. residents’ earnings (in‐
terest and dividends) on holdings of foreign securities
and withholding taxes collected on the distribution of
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earnings on U.S. direct investment abroad. Payments 
of taxes on various services transactions and on com-
pensation earned by U.S. residents employed tempo-
rarily abroad are also included. These taxes are 
included, but not separately identified, in entries in 
the income receipts and services receipts accounts; 
the offsets to these taxes are included here as out-
ward current transfers. For securities, withholding 
taxes for both dividends and interest are based on IRS 
data and BEA research. For direct investment, with-
holding taxes are reported on BEA surveys for divi-
dends and are estimated for interest. For services and 
compensation, estimates are based on BEA research, 
BEA surveys, and IRS data. 

1.1.8 Insurance offset.—Insurance services are 
measured as premiums less “normal” (or expected) 
losses. Expected losses consist of losses that occur 
regularly and a share of catastrophic losses that occur 
at infrequent intervals. For regularly occurring losses, 
expected losses are measured as a 6-year moving av-
erage of the ratio of premiums to actual losses. Cata-
strophic losses are added in equal increments to the 
estimate of regularly occurring losses over the 20 
years following the event to derive an estimate of to-
tal expected losses. 

1.1.9 Though this methodology reflects the wide-
spread industry practice of setting premiums based 
on expected regularly occurring losses and expected 
catastrophic losses, total expected losses always differ 
from total actual losses, sometimes by large amounts. 
The amount of this difference, which represents 
transfers between insurance companies and policy-
holders, must be entered as an offset to transactions 
included in the services accounts. 

1.1.10 For regularly occurring losses, the difference 
between expected losses and actual losses is entered 
each quarter in unilateral current transfers. The differ-
ence is calculated separately for insurance provided to 
foreign residents (services receipts) and insurance 
purchased from foreign residents (services payments); 
the difference is also calculated separately for reinsur-
ance and primary insurance. This treatment removes 
much of the volatility in the services accounts that can 
  
  

  
   

  
 

 

  
    

 

 
  

  
 

   

  
 

 
 

  

  

  

  
  

be caused by large swings in actual losses. These 
swings have little to do with the provision of insur-
ance services, which are presumed to occur on a more 
or less regular basis. 

1.1.11 For catastrophic losses, the full amount of 
the loss recovered is entered in the capital account in 
the quarter in which the event occurs; this amount is 
not included in the offset included in unilateral cur-
rent transfers. This treatment considers the transac-
tion as an increase in assets, rather than an increase in 
current economic activity that would have been im-
plied if the full amount of the catastrophic loss recov-
ered was combined with regular losses recovered in 
unilateral current transfers. This treatment also as-
sures that transactions related to catastrophic events 
do not affect certain measures of income and savings 
in the GDP accounts. The decision as to what consti-
tutes a catastrophic loss is made on a case-by-case 
evaluation of each major event or loss. 

1.1.12 For a more complete description of the in-
surance methodology, see the description in the chap-
ter “Other Private Services.” 

1.1.13 Transfers to foreign students.—This item 
measures the value of assistance provided by private 
U.S. sources to foreign students studying in the United 
States through scholarships from colleges, universi-
ties, private corporations, and other nonprofit institu-
tions. Estimates are made on the basis of data from a 
survey by the Institute for International Education, 
which is described in connection with U.S. receipts for 
education services, a component of other private ser-
vices receipts, line 10. 

1.1.14 Contributions to UNICEF.—This item mea-
sures contributions by private U.S. residents to the 
U.S. Committee for UNICEF, which then transfers the 
contributions to UNICEF. Data are provided by the U.S. 
Committee for UNICEF. U.S. government contribu-
tions to UNICEF are included in U.S. government 
grants (line 36). 

1.1.15 Transfers of medical services.—This item 
measures the value of U.S. medical services provided 
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to foreign residents, including charity cases, for which 
no payments are made by the recipients or other for-
eign residents. The transfers are estimated based on 
information from hospital administrators; the total 
value of medical services provided by U.S. residents to 
foreign residents is included in business, professional 
and technical services receipts, a component of other 
private services receipts, line 10. 

1.1.16 Personal transfers to U.S. emigrants living 
abroad (U.S. payments).—This item measures per-
sonal transfers sent to U.S. emigrants living abroad for 
more than 1 year by individuals and households of the 
native-born population of the United States. By as-
sumption, these payments are estimated as a percent-
age of receipts from U.S. emigrants living abroad for 
more than 1 year (see paragraphs 1.2.5–1.2.7). 

1.1.17 Personal parcel shipments.—This item mea-
sures parcel shipments (goods) by individuals, based 
on data from the U.S. Postal Service on the weight (in 
pounds) of parcel post shipped overseas by country 
and by surface and air transportation. Data on ship-
ping weights are combined with estimates of average 
dollar value per pound, developed from a special sur-
vey of parcel shipments at a bulk mail center, which 
are adjusted each year for changes in prices. Estimates 
are brought forward each quarter. The value of ship-
ments estimated for inclusion in transfers is the offset 
for an equal credit entry in goods exports (line 3) to 
account for the omission of personal parcel shipments 
from the Census Bureau’s export statistics. The pri-
mary entry is one of the balance of payments adjust-
ments made to the Census Bureau data, as described 
in the chapter “Goods.” 

1.1.18 Postal money orders.—This item measures 
personal transfers sent abroad in the form of postal 
money orders, based on data provided quarterly by 
the U.S. Postal Service. The reported total of postal 
money orders is assumed to cover personal transfers 
rather than commercial payments. 

1.1.19 Other transfers.—This item measures pay-
ments by U.S.-based sports teams in the National 
Hockey League, Major League Baseball, and National 
Basketball Association to Canadian sports teams un-
 
  

 
 

 

 

 

   
 

 
   

 

 
 

 

 

 

   
  

   
  

  

der various revenue sharing agreements. (Payments 
by U.S. broadcasters to Canadian sports teams for 
broadcast rights to live sporting events are included in 
royalties and license fees, line 26.) Other transfers 
also include pension payments by U.S. trade unions to 
retired members of Canadian local unions. Data are 
provided by Statistics Canada on a quarterly basis. 
Data for other countries are not available. 

1.2 Foreign transfers to U.S. residents 
(U.S. receipts) 

Unilateral current transfers by foreign residents to 
private U.S. residents (inward transfers) consist of (1) 
current taxes withheld by, and deemed paid to, the 
U.S. government on foreign residents’ earnings (inter-
est and dividends) on holdings of U.S. securities, on 
the distribution of earnings on foreign direct invest-
ment in the United States, on various services transac-
tions, and on compensation earned by foreign 
residents employed temporarily in the United States, 
and (2) an entry that represents the difference be-
tween actual and “normal” (expected) insurance 
losses (the insurance offset). Also included are (3) in-
heritance, pension, and other transfers, and (4) in-
demnification transfers. Other transfers include (5) 
personal transfers from U.S. emigrants living abroad 
for more than 1 year to individuals and households in 
the United States, (6) postal money orders, and (7) 
other transfers. The largest of these transfers are cur-
rent taxes, the insurance offset, and inheritance, pen-
sion, and other transfers. 

1.2.1 Withholding taxes (U.S. receipts).—This item 
measures withholding taxes collected by the U.S. gov-
ernment primarily on foreign residents’ earnings (in-
terest and dividends) on holdings of U.S. securities 
and withholding taxes collected on the distribution of 
earnings on foreign direct investment in the United 
States. Receipts of taxes on various service transac-
tions and on compensation earned by foreign resi-
dents temporarily employed in the United States are 
also included. These taxes are included, but not sepa-
rately identified, in entries in the income payments 
and services payments accounts; the offsets to these 
taxes are included here as inward current transfers. 
For securities, withholding taxes for both dividends 
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and interest are based on IRS data and BEA research. 
For direct investment, withholding taxes are reported 
on BEA surveys for dividends and are estimated for in-
terest. For services and compensation, estimates are 
based on BEA research, BEA surveys, and IRS data. 

1.2.2 Insurance offset.—See description under out-
ward transfers (1.1.8–1.1.12), which presents the 
framework for both outward and inward transfers. 

1.2.3 Inheritance, pension, and other transfers.— 
This item measures inheritance and pension receipts 
by U.S. residents from Canada, Germany, and the 
United Kingdom. Data are provided quarterly by Sta-
tistics Canada and the Deutsche Bundesbank, and an-
nually by the Central Statistical Office of the United 
Kingdom. Data from other countries are not available. 

1.2.4 Indemnification transfers.—This item mea-
sures transfers from Germany associated with World 
War II indemnification claims of U.S. residents. Annual 
data, taken from publications of the Deutsche 
Bundesbank, are distributed quarterly on the basis of 
the quarterly pattern of German indemnification pay-
ments worldwide. 

1.2.5 Personal transfers from U.S. emigrants living 
abroad (U.S. receipts).—This item measures personal 
transfers sent to individuals and households in the 
United States by U.S. emigrants living abroad for more 
than 1 year. The estimates are based on data on the 
number of U.S. emigrants living abroad, their average 
incomes, and the proportion of their incomes that is 
remitted. For retired emigrants, an estimate of wealth 
is used as a rough proxy for income. 
 
  

 

 
  

 
  

 

   

 
 

  
 

  

  
    

   
 

 

 

1.2.6 The number of U.S. emigrants living abroad is 
based on data from the Social Security Administration 
and the U.S. State Department, as well as Census Bu-
reau estimates of the annual flow of U.S. emigrants. 
Average income of the emigrant population comes 
from the Census Bureau, which provides data on 
mean incomes of U.S. households by age of the head 
of the household. The proportion of income remitted 
by U.S. emigrants is assumed to be similar to the pro-
portion of income remitted by immigrants living in the 
United States who are natives of the United Kingdom, 
Canada, and other developed countries because the 
economic profile of U.S.-born emigrants is similar in 
nature to that of immigrants from these advanced 
countries. 

1.2.7 Personal transfers of U.S. emigrants living 
abroad to individuals and households in the United 
States are estimated by multiplying the number of 
U.S. emigrants by the average dollar amount of in-
come that is remitted for each age group. 

1.2.8 Postal money orders.—This item measures 
personal transfers received from abroad in the form of 
money orders, based on data provided quarterly by 
the U.S. Postal Service. The reported total of postal 
money orders is assumed to cover personal transfers 
rather than commercial payments. 

1.2.9 Other transfers.—This item measures infre-
quent inward transfers of goods, supplies, services, 
and cash following major events such as September 
11, 2001 and major hurricanes, and foreign donations 
of petroleum for home heating. 



  

 

 

    

    

 

 

  

   

64 Private Remittances and Other Transfers 

Table 16. Private Remittances and Other Transfers, Net, 2009 (Line 38) 
[Millions of dollars; credits +, debits –] 

Total ...............................................................................................................................
 

U.S. transfers to foreign residents ........................................................................... 

Personal transfers of U.S. immigrants ...................................................................... 

Institutional transfers................................................................................................. 

Withholding taxes and insurance offset .................................................................... 

Transfers to foreign students, contributions to UNICEF, transfers of medical 
services, and personal transfers to U.S. emigrants living abroad .......................... 

Personal parcel shipments, Canadian sports teams, and other miscellaneous 
transfers ................................................................................................................. 

Foreign transfers to U.S. residents ..........................................................................
 

Withholding taxes and insurance offset ....................................................................
 

Inheritance, pension, and other transfers, indemnification transfers ........................
 

Personal transfers from U.S. emigrants living abroad and other miscellaneous
 
transfers .................................................................................................................
 

–74,431 

–95,310 

–37,552 

–20,455 

–31,566 

–5,180 

–557 

20,879 

15,052 

5,061 

766 
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