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Use this guide to make  
your U.S. transition easier  

to manage. Have questions?  
Suggestions? Contact us at  

arrive@novacredit.com
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01. 
Hello. Hey! Hi. 
Welcome
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Introduction
Who is this guide for?

This book is for you, a brave soul striking out for a  

new life in the U.S., whether it’s for a job, schooling, 

love, or necessity. Nova Credit celebrates and  

facilitates the movement of people around the world, 

and because we realize how confusing a process it can 

be (many of us have made the journey), we’ve made  

it our mission to help at every point along the way.

Why did we write it?

We put this guide together to demystify the process  

of moving to the U.S. permanently or staying a while,  

and to give you a clear path to getting settled.

We’re creating a world beyond borders  
to help newcomers arrive and thrive
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What is Nova Credit?

Nova Credit is the premier cross-border  

credit	reporting	agency. The	lack	of	a	 

domestic credit history keeps millions  

of immigrants in the United States from  

realizing	their	dreams.	The	award-winning	fintech	

helps	newcomers	to	the	U.S.	apply	for	financial	 

services using their international credit history  

from countries including Australia, Brazil, Canada,  

India, Mexico, Nigeria, South Korea, and the UK.  

We translate international credit data into a  

U.S.-equivalent score and report it to American  

underwriters who evaluate applications for credit 

products. Learn more at www.novacredit.com.

https://www.novacredit.com/
https://www.novacredit.com/countries/australia
https://www.novacredit.com/countries/brazil
https://www.novacredit.com/countries/canada
https://www.novacredit.com/countries/india
https://www.novacredit.com/countries/mexico
https://www.novacredit.com/countries/nigeria
https://www.novacredit.com/countries/south-korea
https://www.novacredit.com/countries/united-kingdom
http://www.novacredit.com


Welcome

02. 
So, you’re thinking
of moving to the U.S. 
Great. Let’s talk visas.
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Exploring the world of American visas
The	first	step	is	finding	which	visa	suits	your	 

needs best.

H-1B Visa 
If you’ve applied for a job and received  
an offer of employment

An H-1B visa is perfect for skilled non-citizens.  

After all those years of schooling and a shiny new 

bachelor’s or master’s degree in hand, you’ve found a 

job with a great U.S.-based company. Generally applicants 

for H-1B visas have an employer who sponsors them; 

that way you can focus your energy on putting the 

knowledge you’ve earned to good use.

Want to know more about the H-1B visa?  

Check out our ultimate guide.

You can also learn more about H-1B visa holders  

in the U.S., how to get a sponsor in 2020, winning  

or being denied in the H-1B lottery, stamping and  

interviewing, checking your application status,  

and loads more in our visa process resources.
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L-1 Visa  
If you’re a manager or worker with specialized 
knowledge

An L-1 visa may be for you if your company already 

has	offices	in	the	U.S.	Also	known	as	an	“intracompany	

transferee” visa, it allows you to work in the U.S. for the 

same company, provided that you’ve established yourself 

as having worked there for at least one continuous 

year in the past three years before coming to the U.S. 

Unlike the H-1B, there is no required education  

minimum, and the visa lasts for three years, with the 

potential for extension. If you’re an Australian citizen 

working in specialty occupation—basically, a job that 

requires	“specialized	knowledge”—you can apply for 

the E-3 visa. This visa requires a bachelor’s degree or 

its equivalent and grants a two-year stay with no limit 

to future extensions. Similarly, citizens of Mexico and 

Canada who’ve accepted a professional position or 

other pre-arranged business activity in the States  

can apply as TN NAFTA professionals, which grants a 

three-year stay with the possibility for extensions. 

Whether you’ve been accepted for a job,  
fallen in love, or just want to experience living in  

a new country, it all starts with the desire to move.  
Once you’ve figured that out, the process begins!

YouYou U.S.

https://www.novacredit.com/resources/the-ultimate-guide-to-the-h-1b-visa
https://www.novacredit.com/resources/the-ultimate-guide-to-the-h-1b-visa
https://www.novacredit.com/resources/h-1b-visa-holders-in-the-united-states-an-overview
https://www.novacredit.com/resources/h-1b-visa-holders-in-the-united-states-an-overview
https://www.novacredit.com/resources/how-to-find-h-1b-sponsors-in-2020
https://www.novacredit.com/resources/how-to-find-out-if-youve-been-selected-in-the-2020-h-1b-lottery
https://www.novacredit.com/resources/how-to-find-out-if-youve-been-selected-in-the-2020-h-1b-lottery
https://www.novacredit.com/resources/h-1b-visa-stamping-h-1b-visa-interview-documents-and-more
https://www.novacredit.com/resources/h-1b-visa-stamping-h-1b-visa-interview-documents-and-more
https://www.novacredit.com/resources/how-to-check-the-status-of-your-h-1b-visa-application
https://www.novacredit.com/categories/visa-process
https://www.uscis.gov/working-united-states/temporary-workers/l-1a-intracompany-transferee-executive-or-manager


O-1 Visa  
If you’ve mastered business, art, science,  
or athletics

No room for modesty here: The O-1 visa will help  

you bring your talent and expertise to the U.S.  

You don’t have to be an international pop-star like 

Adele,	but	if	you’re	the	Adele-equivalent	in	your	field,	

the O-1 visa will grant you three years to work in the 

U.S. before renewal. 

CR1 Visa  
If you’ve fallen in love with a captivating  
American and want to live in the U.S. together

The CR1 visa is for newlyweds — i.e., couples  

who’ve been legally married for fewer than two  

years and decide it’s time to start cooking in  

the same kitchen.

The	primary	difference	between	the	CR1	and	IR1	visa	 

is	whether	you’re	considered	a	“conditional	resident”	 

or	“immediate	relative.”	In	addition,	if	you	have	the	 

IR1 visa, you can immediately seek employment.

Not	wed	yet,	but	ready	to	“tie	the	knot?”	The	K-1 visa 

allows you to enter the U.S., provided you marry your 

significant	other	in	the	first	90	days	of	your	arrival.

F-1 Visa  
If you’ve been accepted to Harvard, or one  
of the other (yes, other!) colleges in America

The F-1 visa	is	the	only	school-related	“F”	you	 

don’t need to fear. Created for students to attend  

academic institutions like college or conservatory,  

the F-1 visa supports full-time study.
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M-1 Visa  
If you’re leaning towards flight school  
or becoming an electrician (rather than  
learning about proofs and political science)

The M-1 visa is for students of vocational or trade schools.

J-1 Visa  
If you’re ready for a great American adventure

The J-1 visa was created to encourage cultural  

exchange by experiencing life in the U.S., and it  

opens doors to short, sponsored visits.

See more on J-1 criteria here, and how to transfer  

from a J-1 to an H-1B.

Perhaps you’ve been mapping out the best-rated taco 

stands across the American southwest, or you want to 

take trapeze classes in New York, or you need medical 

treatment at the Mayo Clinic (or all of the above).  

In that case, the B-2 visa, which covers most tourists, 

has you covered: for six months, and it’s possible to 

get an extension for up to one year. Read more a 

bout the requirements here.

DV Visa  
If you’re feeling lucky

The Diversity Immigration Visa (DV), better known as 

the	“Green	Card	lottery,”	is	a	system	that	provides	

green cards to a select group of winners chosen at  

random. The DV attempts to increase the diversity of 

the U.S. immigrant population. The application is always 

free, although there are only 55,000 winners each year.

See the next page for an overview  
of less-common visa types

https://www.uscis.gov/working-united-states/temporary-workers/o-1-visa-individuals-extraordinary-ability-or-achievement
https://travel.state.gov/content/travel/en/us-visas/immigrate/family-immigration/immigrant-visa-for-spouse.html
https://www.uscis.gov/family/family-us-citizens/visas-fiancees-us-citizens
https://www.novacredit.com/resources/the-90-day-rule-explained
https://www.uscis.gov/working-united-states/students-and-exchange-visitors/students-and-employment
https://www.uscis.gov/working-united-states/students-and-exchange-visitors/students-and-employment
https://www.uscis.gov/working-united-states/students-and-exchange-visitors/students-and-employment
https://www.novacredit.com/resources/j1-visa
https://www.novacredit.com/resources/j1-employment
https://www.novacredit.com/resources/j1-to-h1b
https://www.novacredit.com/resources/j1-to-h1b
https://travel.state.gov/content/travel/en/us-visas/tourism-visit/visitor.html
https://travel.state.gov/content/travel/en/us-visas/tourism-visit/visitor.html
https://travel.state.gov/content/travel/en/us-visas/immigrate/diversity-visa-program-entry.html


    Visa type Who it’s for Required forms

G Visas Employees of a country’s government 
or an international organization

Form DS-160

H-3 Visa Those seeking special training that 
isn’t available in their home country

Form I-129

H-4 Visa
Immediate family members of H-visa 
holders

Form I-765

I-1 Visa
Media professionals on assignment in 
the U.S. Form I-539

P Visa Athletes and entertainers Form I-129

Q Visa
Participants in an international 
cultural exchange program

Employment-based forms
Form I-129
Direct filing addresses  
for Form I-129

R Visa Religious workers Form I-129

Flight booked? Bags packed? One quick thing before you leave
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Other visa types

https://travel.state.gov/content/travel/en/us-visas/other-visa-categories/visa-employees-nato.html
https://ceac.state.gov/GenNIV/Default.aspx
https://www.uscis.gov/working-united-states/temporary-workers/h-3-nonimmigrant-trainee-or-special-education-exchange-visitor
https://www.uscis.gov/i-129
https://www.uscis.gov/working-united-states/temporary-workers/employment-authorization-certain-h-4-dependent-spouses
https://www.uscis.gov/i-765
https://www.uscis.gov/working-united-states/temporary-workers/i-representatives-foreign-media
https://www.uscis.gov/i-539
https://www.uscis.gov/working-united-states/temporary-workers/p-1a-athlete
https://www.uscis.gov/i-129
https://www.uscis.gov/working-united-states/temporary-workers/q-cultural-exchange
https://www.uscis.gov/i-129
https://my.uscis.gov/exploremyoptions/r1_visa
https://www.uscis.gov/i-129


Travel cheat sheet
Besides the obvious, there are some important documents  

that will help you get set up in the States a little faster.

Document type

Your birth certificate

Driver’s license from  
your home country

Vaccination records

Original degree  
certificate

Why you might need it

It’s a popular proof point for getting 
American driver’s licenses and 
other forms of photo ID.

It will help you rent a car right away 
if you need one, and you don’t want 
to be caught driving without one. 
See more on getting around here.

Many schools require vaccination 
against certain diseases.

Some jobs may require it, but it’s 
also good to have on hand if your 
visa is based on employment or 
education.

Info type

Your national  
ID number

Previous address  
and employer  
history

Why you might need it

This may help you get approved for an 
American credit card by authenticating 
your identity if you use Nova Credit to 
pull your international credit data.

Detailed info like this is helpful for 
getting an apartment (see next section) 
and applying for jobs.

And some other helpful info you’ll want to bring along
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And, of course, your passport!



03. 
Arriving 
Touching down and  
putting it all togther
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With the smell of tarmac  
still fresh and your arms  
heavy from carrying luggage,  
it’s time to start assembling  
your life in the U.S. 

Banking, credit, phones,  
housing, cars and driving —  
we’ve got you covered.



Getting a bank account
Money makes the world go ‘round, so what  
better place to start than with banking?  
Whether you’re here for work or to study, 
you’ll most likely use a bank debit card in  
your day-to-day life to pay for groceries,  
gas, and perhaps make some questionable  
purchases, like buying a replica of Harry Potter’s 
phoenix feather core wand for good luck.
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Types of bank accounts

Your home country likely has the same types  
of bank accounts as the U.S., possibly under  
different	names.	For	instance,	what’s	known	in	
other	countries	as	a	“current,”	“transaction,”	 
or	“cheque”	account	is	commonly	referred	 
to	as	a	basic	“checking	account”	in	the	U.S.

The most common types of U.S. bank accounts

Checking
An account normally used for transactions like direct deposit of your  
paychecks, everyday purchases, and monthly bill payments. Most of 
the money you spend and receive will go through this account,  
and is usually accessed with a debit card.

Savings

An account used, unsurprisingly enough, when you want to save  
your money. The number of monthly free withdrawals can be limited, 
so it’s usually not as easy to spend the money in this account as you 
would with a checking account. Most savings accounts offer a nominal 
interest rate.

Money Market 
Accounts (MMAs)

A type of savings account that earns you a higher interest rate than a 
regular savings account. You can still spend from this account when 
you need to, but you’ll pay fees if you exceed a certain amount of 
withdrawals within a statement period. Plus, given the returns,  
you’ll probably want to keep adding to it rather than subtracting. 
Money Market Accounts usually have a higher minimum required  
balance than a regular savings account.

Certificate of 
Deposit (CD)

Another savings account that generally earns an even higher interest 
rate than an MMA, but it comes at the price of not being able to 
access any money in that account for an extended period of time — 
anywhere from months to years

Investment and 
Retirement 
Accounts

Accounts used to invest in stocks, bonds, and other securities with 
the goal of growing your money and saving for specific things like 
retirement. Your regular bank may offer accounts like these directly, 
but generally, they’re held with a separate brokerage or advisor  
and require extra documentation for non-U.S. citizens.



At a bank

A consumer bank is a for-profit organization to which anyone can 
apply if they have the right documentation, such as a proof of address 
(see “Finding a place to live” for more on that). They’ll also require 
items like your passport and immigration documents.  

Large banks can conveniently have thousands of branches across 
the country and around the world, and many international banks 
have a presence in the U.S. If you’re already a client at a bank with an 
international presence like Barclays, Citibank, HSBC and others, you may 
be able to apply for a U.S. account before you leave your home country.

At a credit union
A credit union: These are nonprofit organizations that are typically 
owned by members with something (location, beliefs, occupation) in 
common. Some credit unions are open to anyone, but for any credit 
union you must become a member to open an account.

Applying without a Social Security  
number (SSN)

You may be able to open an account at some banks  

or credit unions without an SSN, but they’ll still need  

to	confirm	your	identity.	(See	a	list	of	important	 

documents and info you should have on hand for  

occasions like these on the packing cheat sheet.)
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Check out  
Nova Credit’s roundup  
of the best U.S. bank  

accounts for newcomers.

How and where to open a bank account 

Others may accept an Individual Taxpayer  

Identification	Number (ITIN), and still others  

may	accept	a	different	form	of	identification.	

See more on Social Security numbers

To create a Social Security account, you must:

Be at least 18 
years of age

Have a Social
Security number

Have a valid U.S.
mailing address

Have an  
email address

https://www.novacredit.com/resources/a-guide-to-the-different-types-of-bank-accounts-in-the-united-states
https://www.novacredit.com/resources/best-bank-in-usa
https://www.novacredit.com/resources/best-bank-in-usa
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requirements and required 
documents here.

What is a Social 
Security number?

Social Security is a federal insurance program to help those who are 
retired, unemployed, or disabled. A Social Security card contains a 
Social Security number, or SSN, which is a unique nine-digit number 
that every U.S. citizen (or eligible U.S. resident) receives from the U.S. 
government. Learn more here.

Why are they  
so important?

In a nutshell, SSNs are the de facto national ID number for U.S. 
citizens. They’re generally required to apply for jobs, loans, leases, 
bank accounts, and credit cards, and they’re connected  
to your credit file. See more here.

Can I apply for one? Certain visa holders can apply for an SSN if they’re planning  
to work in the states. See which ones here.

Which documents  
are required to 
get an SSN?

You can see eligibility requirements and required documents here.

What’s the difference 
between an SSN  
and an ITIN (Individual  
Taxpayer Identification 
Number)?

An SSN is for U.S. citizens and authorized noncitizen residents. 
Authorized residents range from students on F-1 visas employed  
in the U.S. to Green Card holders, but the underlying theme is they 
have legal authorization to work in the United States. 

An ITIN is for residents with foreign status. This includes  
undocumented aliens and nonresident aliens that  
conduct business in the United States. Foreign entities  
that operate in the United States, including foreign  
corporations, partnerships, trusts  
and estates would also require an  
ITIN. Learn more about ITINS here.

Social Security cheat sheet 
A walk through the basics, plus links to more info.

Social Security provides a  
foundation of income on which 

workers can build to plan  
for their retirement

https://www.novacredit.com/resources/how-to-get-a-social-security-card
https://www.novacredit.com/resources/documents-required-to-obtain-a-social-security-number
https://www.novacredit.com/resources/documents-required-to-obtain-a-social-security-number
https://www.novacredit.com/resources/documents-required-to-obtain-a-social-security-number
https://www.irs.gov/individuals/individual-taxpayer-identification-number


Credit score and history 

 

A	“good”	credit	score	and	history	is	a	huge	deal	 

in	the	U.S.	because	they	affect	your	ability	to	rent	 

an apartment, procure a loan, get a phone plan,  

and more. Why does credit have so much power?  

It essentially determines the trustworthiness  

of the person receiving the loan or using credit,  

so the higher your credit score, the more  

trustworthy you’re considered by banks and  

other lenders. Of course, you may have had great 

credit in your home country, but that credit may  

not automatically translate to the United States. 

Credit	in	the	U.S.	must	be	“built”	by	using	a	 

variety of credit instruments and using them  

carefully — paying bills on time and using less  

credit than you have available.

Australia
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Getting credit in the U.S.

The good news: If you’re from Australia,  

Brazil, Canada, India, Mexico, Nigeria, South Korea,  

or the UK, Nova Credit can take the credit you built  

in your home country, translate it into a U.S. credit  

score, and help you use it to acquire U.S. credit  

“products,”	such	as	a	credit	card.Credit	begets	 

credit, et voila! You’re building a credit history  

in the U.S.

If Nova Credit isn’t available for your home country (we’re working on it!), there are other  
options for establishing U.S. credit. 

Brazil Canada India

Mexico Nigeria South Korea U.K.

Secured credit cards

It’s easier to be approved for one since you have to give the issuer a 
security deposit. From there, you can build credit that will help you get 
approved for a standard credit card that doesn’t require a deposit.

Credit builder loans

After you give an issuer a security deposit, they’ll give you a loan for 
the amount of the security deposit. Since this is considered a loan,  
it will help build your credit history. When you repay the loan, y 
you’ll get your deposit back.

Become an  
authorized user

If a U.S.-based family member wants to lend a hand, they may be able 
to make you an authorized user of one of their credit card accounts, 
which can help you build your U.S. credit history. Just be sure to check 
the credit issuer’s rules: if the primary account holder falls behind on 
their payments or maintains a high bill, this can negatively  
affect your credit record, too.

Other options for building credit

https://www.novacredit.com/countries/australia
https://www.novacredit.com/countries/brazil
https://www.novacredit.com/countries/canada
https://www.novacredit.com/countries/india
https://www.novacredit.com/countries/mexico
https://www.novacredit.com/countries/nigeria
https://www.novacredit.com/countries/south-korea
https://www.novacredit.com/countries/united-kingdom
https://www.novacredit.com/resources/what-is-a-secured-credit-card
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Is it possible to apply for a credit card  
without a Social Security number? 

Just like opening a bank account, it’s possible to  

open a credit card without an SSN by using an  

Individual	Taxpayer	Identification	Number (ITIN).  

Acceptance of an ITIN is up to the credit card  

company. Other companies may also accept your  

passport	or	alien	identification	number.	From	there,	 

by	paying	off	your	balance	on	time,	you	can	create	 

a U.S. credit score, build up credit, and reap the  

benefits.	Learn 	Learn	more	about	Social	Security	 

cards and numbers here.

Credit card rewards — what’s the deal?

We’ve	gone	on	about	the	benefits	of	having	good	 

credit, but there’s one pro we haven’t mentioned yet: 

good credit can allow you to open a credit card with  

a robust rewards system. Americans are obsessed 

with getting these rewards, and often plan their  

purchases carefully to get the rewards that are  

most meaningful to them. Rewards can range from  

airline	miles	to	“points”	you	can	use	for	hotels,	to	a	

statement	credit	or	cash	back.	If	you	fly	home	often	 

to visit family, you might be interested in a travel  

rewards card.

It’s all about the program 

With cards like Blue Delta SkyMiles® Credit Card  

from American Express, (a Nova Credit partner)  

you can earn miles on everyday purchases,  

so buying avocados at the market now can make  

it	cheaper	to	fly	home	with	suitcases	full	of	gifts	 

for your aunties later.

https://www.novacredit.com/resources/how-do-credit-card-points-work
https://offers.novacredit.com/cards
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Getting a mobile phone
Phone or plan? Which comes first?

You may need a new phone when you move to the 

U.S.,	and	you	may	have	to	finance	that	phone	(prices	

for a new iPhone 11 from the Apple Store, for instance, 

start	around	$700	in	full,	or	$30	a	month	to	finance)	

which, of course, requires a U.S. credit history. 

You’ll	generally	find	some	sort	of	deal	on	a	new	phone	

when you sign up for a new plan with a U.S. carrier, 

but a credit score and history also count on your  

application for a standard phone plan, as the carrier 

wants to be sure you’ll pay your bill each month.

Nova Credit has a pilot partnership with a major  

U.S. cell phone company in selected cities, which is 

specifically	tailored	for	newcomers	without	credit	

scores	or	history.	You	can	find	out	more	about	by	

emailing help@novacredit.com.

If you don’t live in a city that’s part of this Nova Credit 

program, and you lack the credit history for a new 

phone plan, a prepaid plan is also an option.

Prepaid plans

Similar to a secured credit card, a prepaid cell  

phone plan means you pay up front and get a set 

amount of call time, text messages, and data  

monthly. You can buy anywhere upwards of 1GB  

of data, but you’ll pay accordingly. Once you use  

up the amount given, you can make another  

payment within a certain time period to continue  

using your phone, or simply choose not to use  

it any longer.

It’s unlikely that your credit will be checked for a  

prepaid plan, though you may have to pay in full  

for the device itself.

Getting a mobile phone  
without credit scores or  

history can be tough.

It doesn’t have to be.

mailto:help%40novacredit.com?subject=


Other ways to support your application for a housing lease
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Finding a place to live
Now that you’ve got banking and the entire U.S.  

credit system down, and you phoned home to tell  

your friends how wild it is, you’re probably ready  

for bed. But where to rest your head?

How to get housing without a credit history

As with obtaining a credit card, the worry for the  

lender — or, in this case, the landlord—is the  

possibility you might be unable to pay.  

American landlords may require a larger  

security deposit if you lack a U.S. credit history.

Security deposits are a sum of money you give to a  

landlord for the length of a lease. A deposit can cost a  

month or more of rent based on local laws. As long as  

you keep the property clean and damage free you should 

receive the deposit back when you move out. (How long 

that might take is also dependent on local property law.)

Nova Credit has partnered with multiple tenant 

screening platforms, such as First Advantage, Yardi 

and Intellirent, so if your landlord uses those services, 

they can use your international credit history to  

qualify you in lieu of a U.S. score and history.

Show the money

A larger security deposit can make the landlord more amenable to 
the “risk” of renting to you. Renting on a monthly basis rather than 
annually could generate more money for the landlord, so they might 
be interested in that arrangement as well. The same holds true if 
you’re ready to move in right away.

Show you’re 
trustworthy

Submitting pay stubs (six months, if possible!) shows that you have a 
stable income and can pay rent. Similarly, submitting a list of assets 
or an employment letter can help prove your reliability. Having a 
professor or employer vouch for you via a character reference can 
build trust as well.

Have someone  
vouch for you

Getting a cosigner or guarantor with a positive U.S. credit history 
guarantees that someone will pay the rent if you are unable. No 
guarantors? No problem—Nova Credit partner The Guarantors can 
help you qualify for an apartment.

Share rent with  
a friend

Sometimes, rooming with someone who already has a U.S. credit 
history will be enough proof of creditworthiness for your landlord.

https://www.theguarantors.com/theguarantors-nova-credit


Different types of rentals in the U.S.
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  Rental type Pros Cons

Sublet  
Renting from the 
existing renter. 
Generally short term, 
like one to several 
months.

Flexible: You don’t have to commit 
to a year-long lease before you’re 
ready. It can be smart to test out a 
neighborhood in a new town. 

Potentially cheaper:  
The subleaser is usually trying to 
avoid paying rent while they’re away, 
rather than turn a profit, which could 
mean a fair market price for you.

You’re not on the lease: 
So, getting in touch with a 
landlord can be difficult if a 
problem arises. 

Harder to find:  
Many leases prevent  
sublets, and some sublets are 
technically illegal.

Rental 
agreement  
or short-term 
lease   
Renting from a 
landlord for a short 
time, usually month-
to-month or a period 
less than six months.

Flexible:  
If you don’t like the apartment or 
neighborhood, you can move out 
soon!

Can be difficult to arrange: 
Most landlords or 
management companies 
would prefer to find a tenant 
who plans to stay a while, as 
searching for new tenants 
costs them time and money.

Lease 
agreement  
or standard 
lease   
Renting from a 
landlord for a longer 
period, generally a 
year.

Stable: Your rent is consistent for 
the length of the lease.

Little flexibility: If you 
break the lease by moving 
out early, you’re unlikely to 
receive your security deposit 
back and may even incur legal 
fees if the landlord decides 
you owe them for the unpaid 
months of your lease term.

Housing cheat sheet
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Housing: extra pointers

You’ve got resources:

Your local Craigslist and sites like Zillow or StreetEasy (for New York 
and New Jersey) will have rental listings that you can browse for free. 
You can also look into getting a real estate agent or broker who will 
find you a place for a fee; just be sure to find out what the standard 
fee is for your city and type of rental before you commit.

Ask your future colleagues for advice, find a Facebook group where 
members share local listings, or see if your employer or school has a 
housing program for newcomers.

Learn the jargon:

Every big city has its own way of describing less-than-ideal apartment 
features. For instance, a fifth-floor NYC apartment with “pre-war 
charm” means it’s an old apartment up five flights of stairs 
 (no elevator). In Los Angeles, an apartment that’s “adjacent” to a  
great neighborhood could be further away from that neighborhood 
than you’d expect. Reading between the lines and using Google Maps 
with street view can save you a lot of time visiting places that are 
definite “no’s.

Be prepared  
for a winner:

If you’re in a “competitive” rental market like NYC or San Francisco and 
you fall in love with a place at first sight, you may be expected to fill 
out an application on the spot. Bring your ID (passport, and/or driver’s 
license) with you. If you’re a newcomer without a U.S. credit history, 
supporting documents like an employment letter or paystubs might  
be helpful to have on hand as well. Once a landlord agrees to rent out  
their property to you, they might ask that you pay your first month’s 
rent and security deposit with a certified check from the bank.

Learn even more about renting 
in the U.S. with Nova Credit’s 

“how-to” guide, an overview of 
security deposits, and five tips 

for international renters.

https://www.craigslist.org/about/sites
https://www.zillow.com/
https://streeteasy.com/
https://www.novacredit.com/resources/how-to-rent-an-apartment-in-the-u-s
https://www.novacredit.com/resources/what-is-a-security-deposit
https://www.novacredit.com/resources/what-is-a-security-deposit
https://www.novacredit.com/resources/five-tips-for-internationals-renting-in-the-u-s
https://www.novacredit.com/resources/five-tips-for-internationals-renting-in-the-u-s
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Getting around
Public transportation

While	you	won’t	find	a	bustling	subway	system	in	rural	

Iowa, most major American cities have a transportation 

infrastructure, some better than others. 

U.S. World News and Report recently rounded up the 

best public transportation cities, so if you really don’t 

want to own a car, consider landing in a metropolis like 

San Francisco, New York City, Boston, or Washington 

D.C., all of which earned top rankings.

Many of these cities also have a large population of  

bicycle commuters (along with Portland, Minneapolis, 

and New Orleans, according to Move.org) and feature 

city-wide bike share programs. 

Ride sharing vs. Car sharing

If you’re not in a public transportation hub, but not 

ready to buy or lease a car, you can use a ride sharing 

service to get around without hassle. Simply download 

the service’s app, connect your card and call for a car.  

The	driver	will	pick	you	up,	drop	you	off,	and	you’ll	pay	

and tip through the app. Popular ridesharing companies 

include Uber, Lyft and Via, though there may be other 

local services depending where you live.

For those who’d rather be in the driver’s seat,  

there’s car sharing. These services house their cars  

on	company-specific	lots,	and	you’re	responsible	 

for picking up and returning the car to those areas.  

To participate, you must become a member of the  

service, and pay a membership fee that can range 

from a one-time cost to a monthly sum. The service 

will also check for a valid driver’s license from your 

home country. (Some services may also require an  

International Driver’s Permit.) After you’re approved, 

you pay anywhere from minute to hourly rates  

when renting out a car. Popular companies include 

Zipcar and car2go, and there may be other local  

services depending where you live.

https://www.usnews.com/news/cities/slideshows/10-best-cities-for-transportation
https://www.move.org/cities-most-bicycle-commuters/https:/www.move.org/cities-most-bicycle-commuters/
https://www.uber.com/
https://www.lyft.com/
https://ridewithvia.com/
https://www.zipcar.com/
https://www.car2go.com
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How long can you drive in the U.S.  
with a non-U.S. license?

You can drive in the U.S. with a valid driver’s  

license from your home country, but the length  

of time this is legal depends on individual state  

law (generally it’s one year, or until your license expires). 

Some states may also  

require an International  

Driver’s Permit (IDP),  

even if you have a  

valid driver’s license.  

The difference 
between renting  
and leasing:

If you rent a car, you’re renting it for hours or days. Leasing a car is a 
long-term commitment where you’re free to use the car for your day-
to-day rides, but will eventually have to either lease a new car or buy 
the car you’re leasing once the lease expires. Your credit also affects 
the lease deal, making it more expensive if you don’t have U.S. credit 
history.

Buying a car:
If you have little or bad credit, you can avoid financing altogether and 
buy a car in cash at full price, but that’s not always realistic for people 
who are navigating lots of other big expenses.

Getting a car

You can apply for an IDP through your home  

country prior to arriving in the U.S.

With both an IDP and valid driver’s license, you  

should be able to drive in the U.S. without issues,  

and rent a car in all states. 

        No matter what, check with the Department  

          of  Motor Vehicles of the state  

        you’re moving to. They will  

              have the most   

                          up-to-date  

                             rules and info.

https://www.novacredit.com/resources/is-no-credit-better-than-bad-credit


04. 
Thriving. 
Or, how to #adult like an American
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Take a moment for a good,  
deep breath — you’ve earned it.  
After traveling thousands of  
miles to pursue a new life,  
you’ve figured out a maze of  
forms, rules, and applications  
that would most likely confuse 
people who have lived in the  
U.S. for their entire lives.

Now, it’s time to tackle a  
few more concepts that  
will help ease the transition —  
offered by other newcomers 
who’ve been through it.
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Healthcare
While there is some movement toward healthcare 

reform in the U.S., we don’t want to gloss over the  

important	differences	you’ll	find	here.	Most	importantly,	

the healthcare coverage provided by your job is a  

large part of the overall compensation package  

you receive from your company, and the lack of an  

employer-sponsored plan can have major budget  

implications for U.S. families. Your company  

chooses	the	health	insurance	plans	it	will	offer	 

you, but the company most likely won’t cover your  

entire insurance bill.

 

More typical is that the company will bear up to  

75% of your coverage costs, and you pay for the  

remaining 25% with your pre-tax paycheck,  

plus the deductible (if there is one) that you’ll pay 

before coverage kicks in. Remember while you’re 

job-hunting	to	be	aware	of	the	healthcare	benefits;	 

if	the	benefits	offered	to	you	are	small,	a	larger	 

part of your paycheck may end up being used  

for healthcare costs instead of something more  

fun (and pretty much anything is more fun than  

the U.S. healthcare system).

https://www.novacredit.com/resources/negotiating-healthcare-as-part-of-your-overall-salary
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Parental leave
Similarly, the U.S. is slowly making its way toward an 

official	paid	parental	leave	policy,	but	currently	has	 

no federal law in place. The closest thing is unpaid  

parental leave which comes by way of the Family  

and Medical Leave Act (FMLA.) With the FMLA new 

mothers are guaranteed 12 weeks of unpaid  

parental leave, while new fathers unfortunately  

receive nothing under federal and state law.  

But as we said, there has been some headway!  

Certain states, including New York and California,  

have paid parental leave.  

If your H-1B visa was  

sponsored by a large  

private company and you  

work full time, you’re likely  

to be covered by FMLA.  

In addition, many employers  

provide paid family leave,  

but that depends solely  

on company policy.

Parental leave

Vacation time

Similarly, the U.S. is slowly making its way toward an 

official	paid	parental	leave	policy,	but	currently	has	 

no federal law in place. The closest thing is unpaid  

parental leave which comes by way of the Family  

and Medical Leave Act (FMLA.) With the FMLA new 

mothers are guaranteed 12 weeks of unpaid  

parental leave, while new fathers unfortunately  

receive nothing under federal and state law.  

But as we said, there has been some headway!  

Certain states, including New York and California,  

Americans take fewer vacation days per year  

than any other industrialized nation — and not  

because they don’t want a break. The average paid  

vacation time in America is 10 days, which probably 

explains	why	people	often	exclaim,	“I	need	a	vacation	

from my vacation!” Cramming a whole lot of fun into  

10	days	can	be	exhausting,	and	many	Americans	find	

they need to stay on top of emails even during the 

rare	times	they’re	away	from	the	office.

If you work for the government, you get all 10 federal 

holidays	off,	but	for	those	working	in	the	private	 

sector,	you’ll	likely	get	some	of	those	10	days	off,	 

but not all. Often companies grant employees two 

weeks of vacation time annually. If you’re the type to 

save, whether it be retirement funds or vacation days, 

check	if	your	company’s	policy	“rolls	over”	unused	paid	

time	off	into	next	year,	or	if	you	must	“use	or	lose”	 

your vacation days each calendar year.

https://www.novacredit.com/resources/maternity-leave-in-the-us
https://www.novacredit.com/resources/maternity-leave-in-the-us
https://www.novacredit.com/resources/vacation-time-in-the-us-explained


“	Check	in	with	your	 
embassy or consulate 
around big national  
holidays and milestones 
to join the fun.”

                   — Akinyi, Kenyan-American

“	I	enjoy	throwing	a	Diwali	party	annually.	 
It helps other Indians have a taste of home 
and allows me to share the tradition with 
my American friends and colleagues.”

                     — Vihaan, Indian-American

“	Don’t	be	scared	to	host	your	own	 
event! I’ve found that there are times  
where	I	can’t	find	any	celebrations	of	 
holidays from back home, so I’ve just  
started my own — and have been  
super-happily surprised by how  
much others are willing to show up.” 

                      — Nicky, British-American
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Homesickness
If	you’re	not	flying	home	for	vacation	or	opting	for	 

a staycation instead, here are a few tips from the  

Nova Credit team on easing homesickness  

and sharing your culture.



05. 
Congrats. Felicidades.
Cheers. 
We’re here to help.
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Questions? Suggestions?  
Contact us at arrive@novacredit.com

Visit the Nova Credit website for more  
resources to help you navigate the big move.

Nova Credit Partners
American Express: Apply for a Personal Card 
and start building your U.S. credit history.

Homeis: Connect to a community from your 
home country in the States. (Check out our  
page on the app!)

MPOWER Financing: Apply for student loans  
to fund your studies.

Yardi, Intellirent, and First Advantage: Use 
your credit history and background checks from 
your home country to apply for for U.S. housing.

The Guarantors: Qualify for apartments in the 
U.S., and use their Lease Guarantee to ensure 
you won’t pay more than a month’s rent as a  
security deposit.

Boundless: Get guidance through the marriage 
visa or naturalization process entirely online, and an 
immigration lawyer to address your questions.

And in our next guide
Some topics we’ll include:

The deal with tipping: Do you really  
have to pay extra after drinks and dinner?  
You don’t have to, but you may look like a jerk.

The wonderful world of dating: movies  
may be all meet-cutes, but you’ll probably  
find	your	next	partner	online.

American sports: “Football”	made	so	much	
more sense back home, where they’re actually 
using their feet to play.

Work culture: Are all those birthday  
celebrations and after-work happy hours  
mandatory? No, but it doesn’t hurt to go.
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Conclusions & resources
We hope you feel supported by information in this 

e-book. Nova Credit is all about helping newcomers 

“arrive	and	thrive”	in	the	U.S.,	whether	it’s	with	 

our products, with information, or a winning  

combination of both. Below is a roundup of our  

partners who can help you in pretty much every  

area we covered in this guide. In the meantime,  

enjoy your new life and feel proud of all you’ve  

accomplished. You’ve taken a huge step to  

arriving and thriving. 

The information contained in this document is for general informational and discussion purposes only and is not legal advice. The information contained herein 
may	or	may	not	reflect	the	most	current	developments	and	is	not	promised	or	guaranteed	to	be	correct	or	complete,	and	should	not	be	relied	upon	as	such.	 
As	legal	advice	must	be	tailored	to	the	specific	circumstances	of	each	case,	nothing	provided	should	be	used	as	a	substitute	for	the	advice	of	competent	counsel.		
The views expressed in this document are the views of the authors only except as otherwise noted.

mailto:arrive%40novacredit.com?subject=
https://www.novacredit.com/
https://www.americanexpress.com/us/credit-cards/features-benefits/us-newcomers/
https://www.homeis.com/
https://www.mpowerfinancing.com/borrow/?utm_source=nova-credit&utm_medium=link&utm_campaign=nova-banner-ads&utm_content=07/16/20--borrow
https://www.novacredit.com/all-credit-products
https://www.theguarantors.com/theguarantors-nova-credit
https://www.boundless.com/
https://www.novacredit.com/resources/tipping-in-usa
https://www.novacredit.com/resources
https://www.novacredit.com/resources/what-are-the-most-popular-sports-in-the-united-states
https://www.novacredit.com/resources/work-hours-lunch-breaks-meetings-and-etiquette-a-brief-overview-of-work-culture-in-the-us
https://www.novacredit.com/

