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long run (3) broader health care system reform that will 
lower the trajectory of health care cost growth relative to 
wages, prices, and incomes. Association Health Plans are 
the most likely vehicles for fulfilling these needs. 

Under TANF requirements, states can allow recipients to 
participate in microenterprise development activities, but 
federal law does not encourage states to make this option 
available, or assist them in doing so. Changes and clarifi-
cations that could be made to federal law that may prove 
beneficial include: (1) clarifying that self-employment 
can count as a TANF work activity; (2) clarifying that 
self-employment preparation can count as a TANF work 
activity, within the limits that apply to vocational train-
ing; (3) clarifying that time spent in active exploration of 
self-employment potential can count toward TANF job 
search requirements; and (4) adding language to the TANF 
state plan requirements specifying that state plans must 
describe the state’s approach to encouraging and support-
ing self-employment. 

Help the Small Business Administration 
(SBA) Better Serve Very Small Businesses 
The mission of the Small Business Administration is to 
“maintain and strengthen the nation’s economy by aid-
ing, counseling, assisting, and protecting the interests 
of small businesses and by helping families and busi-

nesses recover from national disasters.” However, the 
SBA defines a small business as one that has 500 or 
fewer employees. As a result, microenterprises are all but 
overlooked. Although the SBA has two programs target-
ing microenterprises, these programs could be greatly 
improved in order to better serve very small businesses. 
For example, the microloan program, which is unique in 
that it combines training and technical assistance with 
loan capital, should be opened to a wider range of lend-
ers and incorporate better standards to help document 
performance. In addition, the SBA’s 7(a) loan program, 
which offers several types of small business loan prod-
ucts through banks, could benefit from creating a very 
small business loan initiative that would provide a 75 per-
cent guarantee for loans of $25,000 or less. 

Maintain Programs That Currently 
Assist Microentrepreneurs
Some currently valuable policies and programs that help 
create a more hospitable environment for low-income 
entrepreneurs have been threatened in recent years. In 
addition to generating new, creative ideas to maximize the 
potential of entrepreneurial energy among low-income 
groups, it is important to retain and improve existing 
programs. These include the Program for Investment 
in Microentrepreneurs (PRIME) and the Community 
Development Financial Institutions (CDFI) Fund. 
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Facilitate Financial Education 
and Planning
Today’s complex financial landscape makes it increasingly 
difficult to understand and navigate the array of products 
and services offered by financial service providers. While 
financial illiteracy is a problem for youth and adults across 
all socioeconomic lines, those with low incomes—who 
disproportionately lack both financial know-how and any 
relationship with financial institutions—are especially vul-
nerable to being shut out of an increasingly sophisticated 
financial marketplace. 

For middle- and lower-income individuals who have fewer 
financial resources, a solid grounding in personal finance 
and a clear understanding of the options and implications 
of one’s financial decisions are especially critical for creat-
ing, growing, and protecting assets. However, many house-
holds do not have the funds to pay for financial advice, and 
among certain communities and minority populations 
in particular, there is a strong distrust of the established, 
mainstream financial sector. 

This has resulted in disturbingly low levels of financial 
awareness, which can lead to high levels of debt, low sav-
ings, and increased financial distress. A 2005 survey by 
the National Council on Economic Education and Louis 
Harris & Associates, Inc. found that about half of adults 
did not know that cash hidden in a piggy bank or under 
the mattress would lose value due to inflation.75 The 2004 
Health and Retirement Survey measured the financial lit-
eracy of early baby boomers and found that among nearly 
2,000 respondents only 18 percent correctly answered a 
question about compound interest, an important principle 
underlying the value for saving.76 The evidence suggests 
that financial education and targeted information tools are 
required to help consumers assess their needs and options, 
and navigate the financial services world to make sound, 
forward-looking decisions.

Employer-sponsored financial literacy plans have been 
shown to have a positive effect on savings and wealth 
building, as do financial education curricula administered 
through schools. Students in mandated financial education 
programs post higher savings and net worth, compared to 
students who were not exposed to a financial education cur-
riculum in high school.77 But financial education alone is 
not the solution; experience suggests that an iterative rela-
tionship exists between financial education and account 

ownership. It is widely accepted that financial education 
coupled with account ownership leads to improved savings 
rates, asset accumulation, and positive behavior change.78 

It is widely accepted that financial education 

coupled with account ownership leads to 

improved savings rates, asset accumulation, 

and positive behavior change. 

Myriad individuals and programs provide financial coun-
seling to vulnerable, low-income or low-wealth Americans. 
However, they tend to focus on credit counseling and 
home purchase. Not only are more dedicated counselors 
needed, but others who regularly interact with low-income 
or low-wealth consumers need to be trained to provide 
more appropriate financial advice. In an increasingly com-
plex, and sometimes predatory, financial services sector, 
financial education should be seen as a compliment to, not 
a substitute for, other consumer protections.79 

If families are to be able to save and build up their asset 
base, they need access to financial education and a set of 
tools to help manage their finances and make sound finan-
cial decisions. 

Policy Options

Mandate the Completion of a Personal Finance 
Course for High School Graduation 
To ensure that all children become financially literate, 
states should require that the subject of personal finance 
be integrated into high school core courses and included 
as part of standardized testing. In addition, financial edu-
cation concepts should be integrated into existing material 
in grades K–8 and made part of the Standards of Learning 
tests mandated by the No Child Left Behind Act. States 
and local school districts should have the flexibility to draw 
from a variety of existing resources or craft their own cur-
ricula. These courses should then be evaluated to discern 
which curricula and delivery methods work best. Teachers 
at all grade levels should receive personal financial man-
agement training and should be taught how to integrate 
personal financial management concepts into the curricu-
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lum. KIDS Accounts, or other universal accounts for sav-
ings and investments tailored to children, could be offered 
as part of this strategy to ensure that the financial educa-
tion is relevant and can be acted upon by every child. 

Create Opportunities for Adults to Receive 
“Just-in-Time” Financial Education 
Financial education should be provided when consum-
ers are making key financial decisions such as selecting 
a bank account, saving for retirement, or securing a mort-
gage. Whenever possible, government programs created to 
spur savings or help families acquire assets should include 
a financial education component. Many government-spon-
sored incentives to build assets through homeownership, 
matched savings accounts, or other means already include 
provisions mandating some sort of financial education or 
counseling. For example, a proposal for zero-down Federal 
Housing Administration (FHA) home loans requires that 
participants complete a homeownership counseling class. 
State housing finance authorities that offer below-market-
rate mortgage loans to first-time homebuyers often also 
have this requirement. These safeguards give participants 
the best chance of success, while assuring the government 
offering the program or subsidy a better chance of a return 
on its investment. 

Financial education should be provided when 

consumers are making key financial deci-

sions such as selecting a bank account, sav-

ing for retirement, or securing a mortgage.

Require States to Provide Financial 
Education to TANF Recipients 
Being able to effectively manage finances is an impor-
tant component of self-sufficiency. States should ensure 
that public assistance recipients receive appropriate lev-
els of financial education. The proposed TANF Financial 
Education Promotion Act (S 923) would mandate that states 
specify in their TANF plans how they will encourage finan-
cial literacy among TANF recipients. Additionally, atten-
dance at financial education seminars or classes should 
count as a qualified work activity for recipients. Some 
state and local governments have already begun to offer 
this kind of training on their own. For example, Illinois 

Human Services has partnered with Financial Links for 
Low-Income People (FLLIP) and the University of Illinois 
Cooperative Extension to provide a 12-hour financial edu-
cation program that counts as a work activity. 

Support Public Awareness Campaigns That 
Create Demand for Financial Education 
While many financial education materials exist, consumer 
demand for financial education is not high among the gen-
eral population. This may be because people “don’t know 
what they don’t know” and are unaware of how their lack 
of knowledge may be costing them money or opportuni-
ties. Public awareness campaigns similar to those regard-
ing smoking, seat belt use, and littering could be one solu-
tion to this problem. Such campaigns could teach parents 
how to talk to their kids about finances and how to model 
good spending behavior, just as ads now direct parents 
to resources on how to talk to their kids about drug use 
and other risky behaviors. Funding for these campaigns 
could be provided by private sector companies, many of 
which are now already trying to promote financial liter-
acy. Additional funding could also be generated through 
financial penalties imposed on financial services firms that 
engage in illegal predatory practices. One large-scale pub-
lic awareness program already under way is the National 
Endowment for Financial Education’s “Get Smart About 
Money” campaign, which includes educational ads and a 
Web site with resources for people who want to learn more 
about managing their personal finances. 

Create Incentives for Employers to Provide 
Financial Education in the Workplace 
Financial education offered in the workplace can help 
employees avoid personal financial problems that can 
lower their productivity as well as cause higher rates of 
absenteeism, turnover, and stress-related illness. Recently, 
the federal government began implementing a retirement 
financial literacy strategy to ensure that all federal work-
ers get the training and resources they need to set savings 
goals and take advantage of retirement savings benefits 
offered as part of their job. In the private sector, a growing 
number of businesses have developed financial education 
programs. However, additional incentives and information 
about best practices is needed to encourage more financial 
education in the workplace. To spur this effort, and espe-
cially to ensure that financial education that goes beyond 
how to save for retirement, tax credits could be offered to 
offset the costs to business associated with providing finan-
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cial education in the workplace. In addition, the federal 
government could offer tips on how best to run a financial 
education program based on the implementation experi-
ence with its own employees. 

Expand Evaluation of Financial Education Activities
Although there has been a good deal of money spent on 
various forms of financial education, much of it—especially 
general financial education not tied to either an event such 
as buying a home or a crisis such as imminent bankruptcy—
has not been evaluated for effectiveness in changing atti-
tudes and behavior. The result is that limited resources 
are not being efficiently spent. More evaluative research is 
needed; all funding for financial education should include 
an evaluative component, and there should be some coordi-
nation among researchers to leverage both data and evalu-
ation across programs. One strategy for financial education 
that needs more study is “coaching”—individualized atten-
tion much like financial planning. Such coaching carries a 
higher price tag but may provide good value for money if it 
proves substantially more effective than traditional group-
based financial education, and is targeted at those most 
likely to benefit from the more intense approach. The effec-
tiveness of point-of-sale education—which provides infor-
mation and education during a teachable moment when the 
individual is making a financial decision—is another strat-
egy that requires study and evaluation.

Although there has been a good deal of 

money spent on various forms of financial 

education, much of it—especially general 

financial education not tied to either an event 

such as buying a home or a crisis such as 

imminent bankruptcy—has not been evalu-

ated for effectiveness in changing attitudes 

and behavior.

Establish a Financial Services Corps to Ensure 
Access to Financial Planning Services
Today’s complex financial marketplace makes it increas-
ingly difficult for many to understand and navigate the 
array of products and services available from financial ser-
vice providers. For middle- and lower-income individuals 

who have fewer financial resources to begin with, a solid 
grounding in personal finance and a clear understanding 
of the options and implications of one’s financial deci-
sions are all the more critical. While there is a wide range 
of financial education curricula available, there is a dearth 
of financial advisors and educators to help middle- and 
lower-income families understand the complexities of the 
financial services sector, get assistance when facing finan-
cial difficulties, and plan for savings and investment goals. 
To connect low- and moderate-income families with the 
targeted financial advice they require, a Financial Services 
Corps should be established. The corps, which could be 
made up of financial experts, planners, and advisors, would 
deliver financial advice and resources to lower-income 
individuals and families. Corps members would work one-
on-one to help families create a plan to repair credit, pay 
off debt, and save for emergencies and longer-term goals 
such as homeownership, higher education, and retire-
ment. To help offset some of the costs of training person-
nel and advising individuals, a tax credit could be awarded 
to financial planning providers. A second option would 
be to issue vouchers directly to families who could seek 
out financial counsel. Finally, a grants program run by the 
Treasury Department could be developed for community-
based organizations to hire and train financial counselors 
to serve their clients. 

Create National Standards for Financial Education 
The increased demand for financial education has been 
met with tremendous growth in the number of individuals 
serving as “financial educators.” Unfortunately, both edu-
cators and financial education curricula vary significantly 
in quality and effectiveness. In order to ensure that individ-
uals are receiving appropriate, quality financial education, 
the government should create a basic certification program 
(or qualifying criteria) for financial literacy educators as 
well as a rubric for determining the quality and efficacy of 
specific financial education curricula. 
 



32	 new america foundation

Remove Barriers to Saving

Millions of low-income Americans are hearing two con-
flicting messages from their government: Save and Don’t 
Save. Over the last decade, a consensus has been emerging 
among researchers, policymakers, and practitioners as to 
the importance of enabling low-income individuals to save 
and build wealth, and state and federal programs have been 
created to help them do so. Yet, with limited exceptions, the 
asset limits built into our public assistance programs aimed 
at such individuals—Food Stamps, Medicaid, and TANF, 
for example—send the opposite message: Don’t Save.
 

Millions of low-income Americans are hear-

ing two conflicting messages from their gov-

ernment: Save and Don’t Save.

To receive various forms of public assistance, impov-
erished families must demonstrate that they are both 
income and asset poor. In some cases, program rules are 
set entirely by the federal government; in others, the fed-
eral government lays out broad guidelines and allows each 
state to devise its own plan and eligibility requirements. 
The purpose of these asset tests is to ensure that limited 
federal funds are allocated fairly to the people most in 
need. However, asset tests can also put low-income fami-
lies in a precarious position, causing families to deplete 
their assets to low levels before getting help. Others on 
their way off the assistance rolls may avoid saving and 
asset accumulation for fear that it will make them ineli-
gible for benefits if they face future hardship. 

A growing body of evidence indicates that 

asset limits actively discourage low-income 

families from saving, and it has been shown 

that low-income individuals avoid relation-

ships with formal banking institutions in 

part out of fear that owning a bank account 

would jeopardize their eligibility for public 

assistance. 

A growing body of evidence indicates that asset limits 
actively discourage low-income families from saving, and 
it has been shown that low-income individuals avoid rela-
tionships with formal banking institutions in part out of 
fear that owning a bank account would jeopardize their 
eligibility for public assistance.80 For reasons of equity, 
administrative ease, and helping the poor to achieve eco-
nomic security, these outdated asset limits should be 
revised or repealed, and an income test should be substi-
tuted to ensure that public assistance reaches only those 
who need it. 

If families are to be able to save and build up their asset 
base, federal policy must avoid creating rules that serve as 
barriers to savings.

Policy Options

Reform Asset Limits Under the Temporary 
Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) Program
Although states were given the prerogative to set eligibility 
guidelines under welfare reform, Congress has the ability 
to set the basic parameters that states must follow in the 
implementation of their TANF-funded cash assistance pro-
grams. The federal government should therefore consider 
the following options for reforming asset limits under the 
TANF program:

Eliminate asset limits. The structural components of the 
TANF program have proven to be immensely effective in 
preserving cash assistance for those in need. Federally 
mandated and state-enforced time limits and work 
requirements effectively deter anyone from applying for 
assistance without having exhausted all other resources. 
These structural realities, coupled with the social stigma 
associated with receiving public assistance, prevent any-
one with financial resources from considering public 
assistance. 

Since the welfare reform law of 1996, many states have 
chosen to liberalize asset limits under the TANF program. 
Two states, Ohio and Virginia, have completely eliminated 
assets in determining eligibility for TANF cash assistance. 
Not only have these states reported no increase in fraud 
or a significant jump in caseloads, Virginia claims to have 
netted more than $400,000 a year in administrative sav-
ings from streamlining the eligibility process.
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Raise the limit and index to inflation. Asset limits should 
be raised to more realistic levels in all public assistance 
programs, but especially in TANF, where many states 
employ an overly restrictive $1,000 resource limit. Unlike 
income limits, which are adjusted upward on a regular 
basis, asset limits in some programs have remained the 
same for several decades. This has not only made eli-
gibility for public assistance more restrictive over time, 
but it has also served as a major saving disincentive for 
the very families that could most benefit from having 
savings. Further, these limits should be indexed to infla-
tion in order to keep pace with rising costs. Indexing 
asset limits to inflation will work to ensure that the 
limits retain their original purchasing power and spare 
Congress and state legislatures from the need to con-
tinually legislate increases.

Exclude certain asset holdings altogether, such as savings 

for education and retirement, automobile ownership, EITC 

refunds, and U.S. Savings Bonds. Currently, employer-spon-
sored 401(k) plans as well as IRAs are sometimes counted 
toward asset limits in the TANF program. Families need-
ing to go on temporary public assistance therefore may 
have to spend down these retirement accounts even 
if they face a penalty for doing so. These families, who 
likely already lack sufficient retirement savings, will have 
even less when they reach retirement age—making it 
more likely that they will have to rely even more on public 
assistance once again when they are seniors. In line with 
excluding retirement accounts, contributions to 529 plans 
and other restricted education savings plans should be 
excluded from eligibility consideration. 

Automobiles are often overlooked as “assets” because they 
quickly depreciate in value. However, the value of a car 
should not be measured only by its resale value, but by the 
utility it provides in giving families access to job opportuni-
ties across their region. This is particularly important for 
families in areas lacking a convenient public transporta-
tion system. 

Low-income workers who receive an EITC refund should 
be allowed to save their refund for up to a year after receipt 
to pay for unexpected expenses, debts, and other purposes. 
This would help families pay for both expected and unex-
pected expenses throughout the year and offer greater 
protection from financial emergencies that could cause 
them to return to public assistance. This one-year grace 

period already applies to the Food Stamp Program, and 
the Supplemental Security Income (SSI) program allows 
the EITC to be disregarded for nine months. In order for 
families to be able to save their refund without jeopardiz-
ing their eligibility for public assistance, The EITC refund 
amount should be excluded from all public assistance eli-
gibility considerations.

Reform Asset Limits Under the Food Stamp/
Supplemental Nutritional Assistance Program
As part of the Food, Conservation and Energy Act of 2008, 
in May 2008 Congress reformed asset limits under the 
Food Stamp Program by excluding from consideration sav-
ings held in IRAs and higher education savings accounts 
(529 plans, Coverdell Education Accounts) and indexing 
the current limit to inflation. 

Raise the limit. The asset limit in the Food Stamp Program 
is currently set at $2,000 for most families; this number 
has only been increased by $250 in 30 years. Congress 
should raise this limit significantly to enable the low-
income working Americans who rely on Food Stamp assis-
tance to save and build wealth. Had the limit set in 1977 
been indexed for inflation, the current asset limit in the 
food stamp program would be nearly $6,000. 

Encourage the adoption of categorical eligibility. Under 
the 2002 Farm Bill, and reauthorized in 2008, states can 
streamline the eligibility process for families receiving 
multiple forms of public assistance by making individu-
als who receive a TANF-funded benefit “categorically eli-
gible” for Food Stamp assistance. This means that indi-
viduals who receive any public benefit funded with TANF 
dollars—not limited to traditional cash assistance or wel-
fare—do not have to undergo a separate eligibility screen-
ing to qualify for Food Stamp benefits. This rule change 
not only allows social service agencies to streamline the 
eligibility process but also gives states the ability to circum-
vent the federally prescribed $2,000 asset limit in the Food 
Stamp Program.

Reform Asset Limits Under the Supplemental 
Security Income (SSI) and Medicare Programs
Asset limits under the Supplemental Security Income and 
Medicare programs currently impose an implicit tax of 
100 percent on all retirement savings. This means that for 
every dollar withdrawn for use in retirement, an individ-
ual’s benefit is reduced by a dollar. Under these program 
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rules, individuals who saved for retirement during their 
working years are no better off than if they had not saved 
at all. SSI and Medicare asset limits must be reformed 
to restore the incentive for low-income workers to save 
for retirement by removing, or reducing, the penalty for 
withdrawals from retirement accounts. Additionally, asset 
limits in SSI and Medicare are a disincentive to save for 
pre-retirement uses, such as skills training, homeowner-
ship, or home improvement. SSI recipients, who may be 
capable of working for short periods, are prohibited from 
saving more than $2,000; when their disability results in 
an inability to work, such individuals must spend down 
their savings in order to re-qualify for SSI assistance. 
Raising and indexing these asset limits, in addition to 
excluding all restricted savings vehicles such as IRAs and 
529s, could have a tremendous impact on the financial 
security of this population. 

Raising and indexing these asset limits, in 

addition to excluding all restricted savings 

vehicles such as IRAs and 529s, could have a 

tremendous impact on the financial security 

of this population.

Improve Asset Accumulation 
Opportunities for TANF Recipients
Many states have incorporated Individual Development 
Accounts (IDAs) in their TANF programs to help fami-
lies save and participate in financial education. Presently, 
TANF rules allow federal funds to be used for IDAs, but 
specify that savings must come from earned income. These 
rules should be amended to give states the flexibility to 
determine the purposes for which IDAs can be used. The 
requirement that savings come from earned income could 
be amended to accommodate the needs of recipients who 
may rely on unearned sources of income, such as Native 
Americans and people with disabilities. 

Congress could also establish a Savings and Ownership 
Fund to encourage states to incorporate asset-building strat-
egies in TANF state plans. Currently, performance bonuses 
are awarded to states that lead the way in terms of caseload 
reduction, job placement, and other measures. Performance 
bonuses should also be awarded to states that identify inno-
vative ways to achieve asset-building objectives. States could 
explore options for offering recipients access to children’s 
savings accounts, U.S. Savings Bonds (for themselves and/or 
for their children), 529 plans, electronic benefit transfer to a 
bank account, linking EITC refunds to savings opportunities, 
and other initiatives. The federal government could award 
grants from the fund on a competitive basis to help with the 
implementation of these and other innovative efforts. 
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Advance Asset Building Worldwide
In developing countries, just as in the United States, access 
to effective, formal financial services and asset-building 
opportunities is essential for spurring wealth accumula-
tion. Hundreds of millions of poor individuals around 
the world lack the means to provide themselves or their 
families with sufficient food, shelter, and medical care. It 
is nearly impossible for the children in impoverished fami-
lies to thrive in school and move on to jobs that will allow 
them to accumulate enough financial assets to move out 
of poverty and sustainably into the middle class. Indeed, 
the perpetuation of poverty from one generation to the 
next is one of the most serious and pervasive problems 
our global society faces. U.S. policymakers should begin 
to think more creatively about how to link poor and mod-
erate-income households in developing countries to asset-
building opportunities and financial services. 

Access to effective, formal financial services 

and asset-building opportunities is essential 

for spurring wealth accumulation.

For example, Child Development Accounts (akin to 
Children’s Savings or KIDS Accounts in the United States) 
could help address poverty, lack of education, and vulner-
ability to HIV/AIDS in communities affected by the dis-
ease. Their availability would encourage communities to 
be more forward-thinking when it comes to caring for their 
children, and they might enable children themselves to 
adopt a more optimistic future orientation and self-protec-
tive practices to thwart the spread of HIV/AIDS. In parts 
of the developing world, CDAs could be used to encour-
age youth to save while providing them with the resources 
needed to pay for the costs of education and health care, 
or to begin a business. Coupled with financial-education 
training and life skills, CDAs have the potential to revo-
lutionize the way communities are able to care for their 
children in a sustainable manner. 

At the same time, remittances, the funds migrant workers 
send home to their native countries, are an increasingly 
important tool for reducing global poverty. In 2006, remit-
tances sent to Latin America and the Caribbean totaled 
$62.3 billion. This was more than the combined flows of 

net foreign direct investment and official development 
assistance to these regions.81 About 75 percent of remit-
tances to this area come from the United States.82 

There are many reasons for U.S. policymakers to support 
asset-building strategies and policies in developing coun-
tries, including demonstrating America’s commitment to 
global poverty reduction and the Millennium Development 
Goals; satisfying constituents who have emigrated from 
such countries; promoting stability in countries and 
regions important to national security; serving humanitar-
ian goals; and nurturing new markets for American goods 
and services. 

If families are to be able to save and build up their asset 
base, policymakers should explore a range of options to 
promote a global asset-building agenda.

Policy Options

Support Child Development Accounts to 
Promote Economic and Health Improvements
Owning financial assets not only reduces the problems 
associated with income volatility but also promotes longer-
term planning that may mitigate the risk of future poverty. 
A promising means of facilitating asset ownership abroad 
is the establishment of Child Development Accounts, 
which have the potential to be effective in reducing pov-
erty, increasing access to financial services, and improving 
some health outcomes. Such accounts offer a potentially 
powerful tool for meeting strategic development goals that 
focus on enhancing human capacity, education, health, 
and social services. The U.S. government should support 
research and initiatives regarding CDAs as part of its global 
foreign assistance strategy. 

Child Development Accounts offer a poten-

tially powerful tool for meeting strategic devel-

opment goals that focus on enhancing human 

capacity, education, health, and social services.

The Office of the U.S. Global AIDS Coordinator should 
allocate some Global HIV/AIDS Initiative (GHAI) funds 
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(particularly those already earmarked for economic devel-
opment) to seed and support Child Development Accounts 
policies and initiatives in developing and transitional 
countries. This would contribute to the expansion of CDA 
programs throughout the developing world and permit 
the exploration of their usefulness in coupling economic 
empowerment and health care interventions. One-half of 
one percent of FY2008 (estimated) GHAI funds would add 
up to $21 million for seeding or supporting CDA efforts 
across the globe.

Encourage More Effective Use of Remittances
Federal policymakers should support strategies that lead 
to more effective uses of remittance transfers at home and 
abroad. Because of the lack of access to effective bank-
ing services, the vast majority of remittances are trans-
acted through expensive wire transfer services, such as 
Western Union, or even more informal, unsecure meth-
ods. Thus, an opportunity to link senders and recipients 
to the formal financial system is being missed and poten-
tially large sums of scarce resources wasted. U.S. poli-
cies should be aimed at promoting low-cost ways to remit 
money to our neighbors in the Western Hemisphere. 
For example, remitting funds by mobile phone has the 
potential to obviate the need for brick-and-mortar banks. 
The United States should also work with governments 
of recipient countries and the private sector (including 
banks and mobile phone operators) at home and abroad 
to introduce a regulatory framework to facilitate the safe 

remittance of funds by mobile phones. On the receiving 
end, the United States could engage in capacity building 
or public-private partnerships to encourage an environ-
ment in recipient countries in which remitted funds are 
used for asset-building purposes, such as savings, mort-
gage payments, or other investments. 

Federal policymakers should support strate-

gies that lead to more effective uses of remit-

tance transfers at home and abroad.

Provide Capacity-Building Technical Assistance 
to Improve Financial Inclusion Abroad
More broadly, federal policymakers should find ways to 
leverage the strength of America’s financial services sec-
tor, specifically in finance and asset management, to con-
nect poor people around the world with the global finan-
cial system. American banks and mutual fund companies 
can do this by providing local institutions, such as banks, 
retailers, or mobile phone operators, with technical advice. 
Also, American financial institutions can partner with 
institutions in developing countries to create products that 
let people save and invest their money in either a basket 
of currencies or an index fund, which would help protect 
account holders against currency shocks. 
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About the Asset Building Program
The purpose of the New America Foundation’s Asset 
Building Program is to significantly broaden savings 
and assets ownership in America, thereby providing all 
Americans both with the means to get ahead and with a 
direct stake in the overall success of our economy. This 
major new direction in public policy promises to be as 
successful in the 21st century as the Homestead Act and 
GI Bill were in previous centuries. The Program has also 
established a Global Assets Project to promote asset-build-
ing policies worldwide. 

More information about the program and the asset-build-
ing field may be found at the following Web sites:

Newamerica.net
AssetBuilding.org
Globalassetsproject.org
Newamerica.net/blog/ladder

For further information, contact:

Reid Cramer
Research Director, Asset Building Program
cramer@newamerica.net

Rourke O’Brien
Policy Analyst, Asset Building Program
obrien@newamerica.net

Alejandra Lopez-Fernandini
Policy Analyst, Asset Building Program
lopez@newamerica.net

New America Foundation
1630 Connecticut Avenue, NW
7th Floor
Washington, DC 20009
Phone 202-986-2700
Fax 202-986-3696
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