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The Working Poor: From the Economic Marginsto Asset
Building*
M. Janice Hogan,** Catherine Solheim, Susan Wolfgram, Busisiwe Nkosi, and Nicola Rodrigues
Datafrom25 participantsin theFamilyAssetsfor Independence
in Minnesota(FAIM)projectwereusedto identifyfactorsthat
enabledtheselow-incomewage-earning
families to save moneyand buildassets.FAIM,part of the IndividualDevelopment
Accountmovement,
is a pilotprogramforfamilieswithincomes< 200%ofpovertyto buildassets.Ananalyticinductionmethod
was usedto identifyconstructs
from threewavesof interviewsconductedduring2001-2002. Ourfocus is onfour of the eight
majorconstructsthatemerged:financialvulnerability,
strategies.
personalattributes,socialsupport,andresourcemanagement
Ourfindingsprovideevidencethatlow-income
familiescansavemoneytowarda goal in theface of hardshipsandbecomeasset
builders.

ivingin povertyremainsa criticalproblemforfamiliesin

the 21st century (Seccombe, 2000). Setting the stage for
significantchange, Sherraden(1991), a leader and pioneer
in the movement for Individual Development Accounts (IDA),
proposed that a pathway out of poverty can come from a policy
on saving and asset accumulationfor low-income wage-earning
families. He and his colleagues wrote convincingly that these
families deserve the same opportunityto develop financialassets
as do middle- and upper-incomefamilies who have tax subsidies
such as 401(k) and SEP-IRA(Beverly & Sherraden,1999). They
proposed to extend the governmentbenefits for asset accumulation to low-income families through IDA accounts. Sherraden
(1991) believed that asset building would improve household
stability, increase personalefficacy, enhance the welfare of children, and offer hope and risk-takingby families. The Personal
Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of
1996 (the "welfare reform" law) authorized funds to set up
IDAs as leveraged savings accounts. Most of the resulting IDA
projects have focused on three assets: home ownership, pursuit
of higher education, and capitalizationof a small business.
Major barriersprevent low-income families from developassets (Sherraden,1991). Their low-wage jobs selfinancial
ing
dom have health insurance,retirementplans, and other benefits,
and often they do not have the education or training to qualify
for higher wage jobs. This is particularlychallenging in rural
areas where there are few jobs with sufficient wage levels to
supporta family (Katras,Dolan, Braun, & Seiling, 2002). The
end result is that family income often hovers at the poverty level
without options for upward mobility. Saving to build assets to
move the family up the economic ladderbecomes a near impossible task without an effective intervention.
Based on the IDA model, Family Assets for Independencein
Minnesota(FAIM) was establishedby the MinnesotaLegislature
as an asset-building program for low-income families. As a
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statewide pilot project for about 500 families, it was implemented in January2001 and ends in June 2004. FAIM provides3:1
matchingdollarsfor workingfamilieswho have an income< 200%
of povertyto reach three goals: (a) buy a home, (b) starta small
business,or (c) invest in highereducation.The success of FAIM
will be judged by how many families reach their goals. The
programrequires that families deposit up to $30 monthly in a
savings account at a participating local bank. It is matched
with $90 when they withdraw savings to invest in their chosen
goals. Half of the matchmoney comes from stateandfederalfunds
and half comes from foundations,the United Way, and other
private sources. Twenty-threecommunity action agencies, two
tribal councils, a credit union, and a nonprofitorganizationfor
women's new careersimplementthe FAIM program.
The purposeof the researchreportedhere was to understand
how low-income wage-earning families save money to reach
their goals through the FAIM program. Specifically, we examined the strategies, barriers,challenges, and support that influence goal attainment.Our objectives were two-fold: to identify
individual and family variables that supportsaving behavior and
to inform policy development as it relates to IDAs.
A quantitative evaluation study of participants' savings
deposits is being conducted to measure FAIM outcomes
(Grinstein-Weiss, Schreiner, Clancy, & Sherraden,2001). The
qualitative research reported here was planned to complement
the quantitative study and to better understand the savings
behavior of low-income working families. More importantly,
qualitative data can reveal ineffective programprocedures and
capture variable nuances. For example, income typically is
reported in quantitative terms as money earned and does not
include economic exchanges and transfers from family and
other informal networks.Findings from both the qualitativeand
quantitativestudies will be used by the legislature to evaluate
FAIM as a long-term economic developmentpolicy.

Review of Literature
A review of the research on asset-building programsindicated that IDAs provide a structurewithin which low-income
participantssave for a goal (McKenna,Owen, & Blansett, 2001;
Schreiner, Clancy, & Sherraden, 2002; Sherraden, 2001).
Moreover, where financial education was provided to participants, participantgoal achievement increased. Other literature
examined IDA policies and programs for low-income families
(e.g., Beverly & Sherraden, 1999; Boshara, Scanlon, & PageAdams, 1998). However, few researchershave investigated the
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saving performanceof low-income participantsin IDA programs
(a notable exception is Schreineret al., 2002).
Further,althoughthere is considerableliteratureon the savings behavior of EuropeanAmerican middle-class families, we
found only a few studies on such behaviors of low-income
families. Because of the limited scope of savings research on
low-income families, relevantkey variableswere identifiedfrom
the larger body of literature.

Financial Vulnerability
Census data on the workingpoor indicatedthat employment
itself does not necessarily lead to financial self-sufficiency.
Rupured, Koonce, and Bales (2002) reported that a family of
four with two parents earning the minimum wage is at about
120% of the federal poverty level. Factors noted as barriersto
financial security include lack of affordablehousing, inadequate
health insurance,balancingemploymentand parentingdemands,
lack of affordable quality child care, and inflexible jobs. A
review of the research(Lambert,1998) indicatedthat transportation is another major barrier.Lambertproposed that struggles
associated with an inadequate mass transit system or with an
unreliable vehicle provided a disincentive to work more hours
and made it challenging for the poor to work year roundand full
time.
Using data from the Survey of ConsumerFinance, a longitudinal study of 755 families with annual incomes < 200% of
poverty, Lewis (1996) found that increased savings were related
to higher levels of education,largerfamilies, and those expecting
financial support from their relatives. Over 40% of the
respondents had taken more money out of savings than put
money in savings over the 2 years studied (1983 and 1986).
Saving was perceived as feasible for short-term goals and
emergency expenses, in contrast to the long-term goal of
building assets.
Although 520 respondents in the MONEY 2000 study
(O'Neill, Xiao, Bristow, Brennan, & Kerbel, 2000) atypically
had high incomes and educationallevels, they reportedoutstanding debt, credit use, and spending habits to be the most widely
perceived barriersto financial goal attainment.Other obstacles
were reduced income, unexpected expenses, and emergenciesbarriersthat may be present across income levels. Longitudinal
research studies reportedby Cox and Alm (1999) revealed that
income fluctuatedacross all quintiles of households. Some in the
highest quintile (rich families) moved to a lower quintile, and the
lowest quintile (poor families) advanced to higher quintiles.
However, the question remains whether the barriers noted
among these higherincome families are similarfor lower income
families in saving for goal attainment.

Personal Attributes
Personalattributescan serve as either barriersor supportsto
savings and financialmanagement.Discipline and determination
were perceived to be the most importantpersonal qualities in
financial goal attainmentby the higher socioeconomic MONEY
2000 participants(O'Neill et al., 2000). In addition, results of a
qualitative study of 7 middle-class marriedcouples (Muske &
Winter, 1999) showed "positive comparison" as an important
personal perspective (i.e., respondentsneeded to feel that they
were doing as well as their peers and that they were creating
situations better than those they remembered as children). In
contrast, data from a purposive sample of 254 British subjects
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from diverse backgrounds revealed that the working class,
females, and older adults were more likely than the professional
class, males, and younger adults to believe that poverty was
unavoidableand that wealth was unattainable(Furnham,1986).
Measuring economic locus of control with cross-sectional data,
Furnham (1986) found that participantsexpressed feelings of
helplessness and lack of control over their futures. Further,
Furnham(1985) found that as income increased, beliefs about
the pointlessness of savings decreased. Such feelings and beliefs
may help to explain why poorer families remain in poverty. To
counteractthis, IDAs were proposed as a means to instill hope
and move poor families toward proactive asset building
(Sherradan,1991).

Social Support
Social supportsystems are recognizedas vital in determining
the level of social functioning of families, especially to single
parentsand parentswithout spousal support(Hepworth,Rooney,
& Larsen, 1997). However, few researchstudies have linked the
support of extended family and friends to saving behavior and
asset development.Lewis (1996) found that low-income families
who received financialhelp from friends or relatives in an emergency situation increased their savings, but asking for financial
help may differ across cultures. Schnittgrundand Baker (1983)
found that low-income Mexican Americansperceived asking for
help as an indicatorof theirinabilityto providefor theirfamilies,
underminingtheirsense of self-sufficiency.This was describedby
Falicov (1998) as a fear of public loss of face, a fear of being
misunderstoodculturally,or a fear of racialdiscriminationfor not
being able to provide for their family's sustenance. Therefore,
one's social supportsystem can have either positive or negative
influenceson asset development.

Resource ManagementStrategies
Proactively managing scarce resourcesis critical to achieving goals (Paolucci, Hall, & Axinn, 1977; Rettig, Rossmann, &
Hogan, 1993); however, the failure to do so may serve as a
barrierto asset building. Families manage throughthe processes
of goal setting, planning, record keeping, controlled spending,
and saving. Several studies supported the positive impact of
using such resource managementstrategies to achieve financial
goals.
In a random sample of 199 White, Black, and Mexican
American low-income families, respondents were more satisfied when they planned how to spend their expenditures
(Schnittgrund & Baker, 1983). In comparison to White and
Mexican American families, Black respondents perceived that
they had fewer financial problems and were more likely to write
down their expenditures. All groups expected to have higher
incomes in the future, with Whites being the most optimistic.
Overall, the respondents were satisfied with their material
goods and the extent to which they were achieving success
and getting ahead.
O'Neill et al. (2000) found that preparationof a comprehensive financial plan was perceived as important for those who
were successful in attainingtheir financial goals. Results from a
qualitative study (Muske & Winter, 1999) showed that couples
relied heavily on routine and mental processes ratherthan on a
written financial plan, and they reportedusing automatic direct
deposit for short-term savings. Davis and Weber (1990) also
found that few of their 672 nonmetropolitanhouseholds used
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written budgets. Irregularityof income and expenses was the
most reportedchallenge to their budgeting strategy.
A study of poor and low-income householdsusing Survey of
Consumer Finance Data (Hogarth & Anguelov, 2003) revealed
that one's "planninghorizon" had an impact on savings behavior. Those householdsthatplannedfor a year or less were half as
likely to save as those who took a long-term perspective. Such
short-termfocus can lead to credit problems and an inability to
achieve future goals (Hogarth & Anguelov). In a study of 203
single-parentfamilies (Buehler& Hogan, 1986), threedistinctive
patternsof planning emerged. One patternfocused on resource
scarcity; these families were frugal with their resources and
tightly controlled spending.A second patternwas goal centered;
families found creative ways to secure resources to meet their
goals. The third pattern was constrained planning, where
families focused on the present and reacted to inadequate
resources, primarilymoney.

Conceptual Framework
An ecosystem model of family resource management and
contextual family stress were the frameworks that guided this
research. These perspectives propose that families are influenced by both the macrosystem and microsystem. The family
is viewed as an integralpartof the ecosystem of family resource
management by both creating and using resources from the
environment (Paolucci, etal., 1977; Rettig, etal., 1993). The
constructs in a family resource management framework were
integrated into the FAIM program design. They included the
processes of goal setting, resource development and allocation,
decision making, and planning needed for goal attainment. In
FAIM, public and private money from the macroenvironment
was matched with participants'savings, enabling them to reach
their asset goals. FAIM also used a bank savings account,
financial management classes, and community agency support.
Concurrently,within the family microsystem, participantsallocated their money for savings and daily needs and developed a
plan to reach their FAIM goals.
Contextual family stress (Boss, 2002) was another useful
framework to further understand how financially vulnerable
families cope with hardship and adversity to build assets.
Families who live at the economic margins of poverty experience chronic stress. Family stress is defined as "pressure or
tension in the family system-a disturbancein the steady state
of the family" (Boss, 2002, p. 16). Some pressuresare external
and include elements over which the family has little or no
control. With low-income families, an external pressure frequently is unemployment,underemployment,or illness. Similar
to the family resourcemanagementperspective,the family stress
model proposes that families must determine which stressors
they can change and control.

Method
Sample
The 25 families who participatedin our study were selected
from a total of 513 working participantswith income < 200%
poverty in 8 geographic regions of Minnesota: 1 metro area, 6
rural,and 1 serving tribalreservations.Qualifiedparticipantshad
at least one child living at home and had made deposits in his or
her FAIM savings account. Every 10th name in each region was
2004, Vol. 53, No. 2

sent an introductoryexplanatoryletter from the statewide FAIM
coordinator.Because of the variationin numbersof participants
by region, 43 names were selected to receive the letter. A subsequent letter was sent from our research team inviting their
participation, followed by a phone call to answer questions,
determine eligibility, and schedule an interview. The goal was
to recruit 25 families. Seventy-four percent of those contacted
met the eligibility criteriaand agreedto participate;8 declined to
participatebecause of work and family commitments,3 declined
withoutgiving a reason, and 10 could not be reachedby phone or
letter.
Research participantsincluded female- and couple-headed
families with 1 to 6 children at home. At the beginning of the
study, 40% were married, 52% were single, never-married
women, and 8% were divorced. During the study, 2 of the
never-marriedrespondentsmarriedor cohabited, and 2 married
couples divorced. The sample represented diverse ethnic and
racial groups; about 40% self-identified as Hispanic, Native
American, Asian, or African American. All had completed
high school or received their GED, and 40% had a 2-year or
4-year college degree. Most of the participants (60%) were
employed full time, and all others worked part time. During
the study, employment status changed for about 25% of the
families; they experienced periods of unemployment, new
full-time employment, reduced hours of employment, and
overtime work.

Data Collection Procedures and Analysis
Three interviews were conducted at 6-month intervals. Two
membersof the researchteam conductedthe personalinterviews
in summer 2001 and 2002. During winter 2001, a follow-up
telephone interview occurred. Open-ended questions were
derived from the conceptual frameworks and were specific to
the evaluationof the FAIM program.Specifically, families were
asked about the strategies and challenges they faced in saving,
their goals and social support system, what they learned about
saving, how they involved their children in saving, and their
impressions of the FAIM program.These basic questions were
repeatedat each interview to capturetheirlived experience.New
open-ended questions were added in later interviews to further
explore the rich descriptionsthat the respondentshad provided
earlier. FAIM provided records of savings deposits by each
participant.
The interviews were audiotaped,transcribedverbatim, and
validatedby a second researcherafter each wave of data collection. An analytic induction method of analysis was used. The
primaryunit of analysis was the case; researchersfocused on the
complex social and personal factors that influenced savings
behavior. Inductive researcherstypically code, make comparisons of coded data between and within cases, and link previous
research and theory to emerging findings (Gilgun, 2001).
Five researchersindependentlyread the entire interview and
identified factors that affected savings. The factors were discussed and sortedinto common constructs.Next, the researchers
independentlycoded the constructsfor each transcript.Pairs of
researchers compared their coding, and discrepancies were
resolved throughdiscussion, sometimes with the whole research
team. Throughthis dialogue, researchersarrivedat an intersubjective agreementabout the constructsand an enrichmentof the
analysis (Kvale, 1996). To be included as a finding, a construct
must have appearedat least once in every case. The winMAX
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software (Kuckartz, 1998) was used to organize the data by
construct.
Brief case studies were written after the first interview to
capture each family's story. Names were replaced with pseudonyms, and other identifying informationwas omitted. Case studies were sent to each family for verification.During the second
interview (via telephone),each participantwas invited to critique
his or her case study. Families indicated that the case studies
were accurate,except for two respondentswho correctedminor
demographic information (e.g., academic degree). One family
from a small rural town dropped out of the research project
because of concern for privacy.

Findings
Over the three waves of data collection and coding, eight
constructswere identified:financial vulnerability,personal attributes, social support,resource managementstrategies, socialization, $30-savings strategies, Dollar Works financial literacy
program, and the quality of the overall program.In this study,
we focused on the first four constructs, using quotes from
the respondents to illustrate the multiple dimensions of each
construct. At the end of the pilot program in June 2004, the
remainingconstructswill be added to the analysis.
It was clear from listening to participants'stories that most
of the families were able to save money to build assets in spite of
barriers,hardships,and unexpected events. Of the 25 families,
19 were successful in saving towardtheir goals, and 6 exited the
program.We heard from all exiting families, either by letter or
telephone, and learned their reasons for exiting: unemployment
(two families), divorce, major debt problems, housing inflation
making home ownership impossible, and alternative financing
for higher education. Importantly,however, families who continued in the programalso experienced unemployment,divorce,
majordebt, and housing inflation.Except for the participantwho
exited because she found a better way to pay for her education,
differences between those families who continuedand those who
exited are unknown.

Financial Vulnerability
Financial vulnerabilitywas characterizedas a chronic susceptibility to uncontrollableforces. Most of our families were
living paycheck to paycheck. Unexpected family events were
identified as potential barriers to success by diverting their
planned $30 savings to meet basic needs. Such unexpected
events were: (a) loss of income due to job layoff, reduced
hours, and seasonal employment, (b) irregularor no child support received, (c) unreliable transportationand car repairs, and
(d) illness or injury with no health insurance and disability
benefits. Financial vulnerabilitycan be illustratedby the following selections from the family narratives.
A single Native American mother with a 2-year-old son
lived in a metropolitanarea. She cared for an elderly man who
lived downstairs,and her child supportwas unreliable. She was
employed part time and had recently started a pet-sitting business. Her income was negatively impactedby her clients' fear of
travel after the events of September 11:
The barriers to saving are really straightforward ... I'm a

single mother, and things come up all the time, unexpected
expenditures. The fact that I just don't make enough to
really save, I mean, I'm living hand to mouth, and if I get
232

a little bit extra, it's usually paying off something I haven't
been able to pay off. So it's literally just an income
issue...

how much I'm making and how much I can put out.

Anotherparticipantwas in a two-parentEuropeanAmerican
urban family with three small children ages 3, 5, and 7. The
parentsjuggled their jobs so one of them could be at home to
care for the children. She startedan alternativebirthingbusiness
through the FAIM program,and she shared how the economic
ripple effect impacted her business:
Coffee money went right down the drain when September
11th happened ... There's a store that sold birthing supplies ... I used to get probably half my business referrals
from them ... After September 11th, they closed. My busi-

ness is cut in half because her business closed.

A EuropeanAmerican divorced mother and her 6-year-old
daughter lived with her parents in a small town. She had not
received child supportand was seeking help from the county to
collect from the father, who lived in anothercountry. She was
employed by a health service organization.Her goal was to own
her own home. She was financiallyvulnerablebecause of costly
car repairs.
Since last December, I have over a $1,000 on car repairs.I
can't get a loan to get a new car because this one's financed,
and you have to pay it off before you can get a differentone.
It's trials like this that keep me from strictly saving every
month.
Last, a Native American family living on the reservation
included a motherof 5 daughtersand 1 son, rangingin age from
8 to 17 years, and her husband, who was not the father of the
children. Both parents were employed by the tribe and commuted long distances. They depended on child support from
her former spouses to meet their basic needs.
They finally got the dad to my two youngest ones to get
some support and the support went up to a nice amount
where he could still live, and we could pay our grocery
bill. He paid for a couple of months and then he quit his
job, then we couldn't afford car insurance... the child support is dependenton him getting anotherjob.
In spite of their financialvulnerability,all but the last family
continued to find ways to save for their goals. Their ongoing
saving behavior was largely due to their personal attributes,
supportsystems, and financialmanagementpractices.The family
who depended on child supportto meet basic needs exited the
programbecause of overwhelmingpast financialobligations and
debt. In an adjustmentto procedures, FAIM now screens the
debt-income ratio and the credit rating of applicants prior to
admitting them to the program to better assure success for
participants.

Personal Attributes
Personalattributeswere those individualqualities that led to
successful family resource management.The families possessed
attributesthat allowed them to recover from adversityratherthan
be immobilized from that experience, often with a "can do"
attitude. Most families did whatever it took to deposit the $30
per month or to catch up on missed deposits in orderto achieve
their FAIM goals. The personal attributesthat emerged from the
data were: (a) optimism, (b) persistence, (c) self-reliance,
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(d) long-term thinking, (e) inner belief and resourcefulness,and
(f) risk taking. The following families' stories illustrate this
construct.
A visually-impaired,African American single mother with
two young sons worked as a daycare providerin a metropolitan
area. She was enrolled in college to obtain an associate degree in
child development. She reframed adversity into a strength and
was teaching this personal attributeto her sons.
I mean, I got very high self-esteem about myself, just
because the childhood that I was raised in and my visual
problems ... kids talking about you ... it just made my self-

esteem higher. So, once your self-esteem is high, you tend to
do more. I'm a very persistentperson. I want it done and I
want it done now and that's how I'm teaching my sons.
A two-parentEuropeanAmericanfamily with daughtersages
12 and 6 lived in a mobile home parkin a suburb.They wantedto
own a home in the country.The fatherdrove a taxi full time, 7
days per week, and the mother,who received disabilitypayments
for an injury, was an at-home parent. While growing up, both
lived in apartmentsand now dreamof becoming homeowners.
I think just living here ... you know, they have all these
rules ... there's too many rules for me ... unless it's a

house, it's not really a home. It's something that I've
expected that I would have ... This is something we've

wantedfor a long time ... We're not going to give up on this.
A single EuropeanAmerican mother, her boyfriend, and a
blended household of four children, ages 17, 15, 5, and 3, lived
in a crowded apartmentin a small ruraltown. They wanted their
own home in the countrywith a fenced-in yard and lots of space.
She was hearing impairedand worked for a governmentorganization that employed disabled persons. Her assembly line work
was on the night shift, which she preferredso she could spend
quality time with her children.Her voice was one of persistence
and a "can do" attitude.
The kids are working, he's working, I'm working overtime ... In the winter, everything slows down and the bills

are high ... I work a lot... I work six days a week... Sunday
throughThursdayI work the night shift and SaturdayI work
the day shift ... I told them that they had to quitjumping me
from the night shift to the day shift... I told them, how
would you people like that if your kids came home from
school and you had to go to work ... you wouldn't like it any
more than me. That's the only reason I don't want to go to
the afternoonshift; I won't see my family until the weekend.
With the night shift, I come home, go to sleep until about
1:00p.m., thenI have all day with my kids untilthey go to bed;
thenI go to bed for a coupleof hoursbeforeI go to work... that
works good.
A family that emigrated from central Mexico 4 years ago
with their three children, ages 16, 13, and 7, also had a goal of
owning their own home. The fathercame 2 years earlierthan the
rest of his family and earned enough money to bring them here.
He worked full time and also had a part-timejob; his wife was
employed in domestic work. She formerlywas a bank accountant
in Mexico. He was both persistent and optimistic in the face of
an uncertainemployment future startingstating:
It's hard to find part-timejobs because of the layoffs ... I
can't work 16 hours every day ... 16 hours is too much.
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Right now I feel a little better... I come back to my apartment from my full-timejob and rest one hour ... I go back to
my job and come back at night to check out the kid's
homework... I take supperand leave again.
This optimistic "can do" attitude was repeated among the
families. Although this attitudewas probablypresentbefore they
entered the program, the findings indicated that this program
reinforced their persistence and optimism in building a better
life for themselves and their families. However, the family who
wanted to own a house in the country exited the programafter
saving for 2 years because they divorced and faced the cost of
financing two separate households with the same level of
income.

Social Support
Support from their social networks was critical to most
of the FAIM families. Social support referred to emotional,
economic, physical, and informationalassistance received from
others. Networks such as extended family, friends, neighbors,
and community resources helped families maintain stability
during times of economic uncertainty. Three dimensions
of social support emerged from the data: (a) participants
who have strong support from family and friends, (b) participants who effectively access community resources, and (c)
participantswho receive little support and who are primarily
self-reliant.
Supportfromfamily andfriends. A marriedAsian-American
motherof threechildren,ages 8, 7, and 3, was workingtowardthe
goal of owning a small business. Both parentswere immigrants
from Southeast Asia, and they lived with her parents until
recently. She talked about social support before and after
immigration:
My family was really poor when I was young ... we had just
enough for food, that's it. I don't think we had enough for
saving. My grandmotherhad a big farm and we lived there
like a joint family... My dad encourages me to get a business of my own, my sister too ... They say if I need any
help, they will supportme.
A Native American family lived off the reservation, but
their goal was to own a home on the reservation.The parents
had a 7-year-old son and threeolder marriedchildren.Within the
past year, the father was laid off from his job and has been
unable to find employment. The mother was employed on the
reservation and shared a close personal relationship with her
colleagues: "When you live on the reservation,we're tight-knit
communities... you prettywell are marriedinto a family and the
relatives are always there... we're all related in some way."
A young, single African American and her two children, an
8-year-old son and a 5-year-old daughter,live in her mother's
home in the metro area. Even with a college degree and a fulltime job with healthbenefits, this young woman could not afford
to rent an apartmentbecause of the costs of child care, vehicle
payments, and other debts, including studentloans. She receives
no child supportfrom the children's father:
My mother's always been supportive... it's somethingthat's
really importantand if you don't have it, you can kind of fall
off track.., there's certaintimes I don't know what I would
have done without that support,without having someone to
fall back on when I needed her.
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Support from community. A single European American
motherwith threedaughtersages 11, 6, and3 lived in a small rural
town.Herformerhusbandmadechild supportpaymentsbutwas not
actively involvedin parenting.She owned her own home througha
local Habitatfor Humanityprogram:"Habitatfor Humanityhas
been verysupportive... peoplein Habitatreallywalkthe walk.They
actually get in there and help, not just talk. They give me support ... they are my mentors and not judgmental."

A two-parent European American family with three children ages 8, 11, and 13 was evicted from an apartmentin the
metropolitanarea.They spent months in homeless shelters. Staff
at their children's school helped them find their new apartment
as part of an effort to keep the children in school. The family
paid 30% of their income to rent a government-subsidized
apartment.
Well, the landlord of our old place asked us to leave; we
were having problemswith the neighborsdownstairsand so
we left ... we had to leave. We had to temporarily go into

emergency shelters and we worked our way, eventually, to
(name of shelter)... it gave us time to sit and say, ok, let's
see what needs to be done ... the lady at the shelter says it's
a time to rest the soul and get your breathback.
Low social support. A single European American mother
with two childrenages 3 and 6 lived in an apartmentcomplex in
a suburb.She grew up in a single-parentfamily in an apartment
and did not want to repeatthat lifestyle for her children.Her goal
was to buy a home. Although her former husband paid child
support, he was not actively involved in parenting. She was
employed full time in a state civil service job and worked as
the apartmentcomplex manager to reduce the rent. She took
courses for a bachelor's degree in business. She was a selfmotivated woman with little social support.
I'm pretty much alone ... I spend a lot of time working and
being with my kids ... there is no one in the building for

supportbecause I used to work here, and I just didn't want
to mix work with my personal life. I got hit with a softball
and should have been in the emergency room, and no, I
didn't call anyone. I came home with my kids. To this day, I
have no interest in making a supportsystem.
Social supportvaried across families, but it was clear that
such support was a critical factor in most of our participants'
abilities to save and reach their goals. Many parentswere generous, inviting their adult childrenhome for rent-freehousing and
child care assistance.One brother-in-lawloaned a car for months
when transportationwas the crisis issue. A sister invited a sibling
to relocate so she could help with child care, and they could
explore new options for employment. Rent subsidies, tuition
waivers, health care, and other governmentprogramsalso provided critical support.Importantly,the FAIM programprovided
social support through the relationships that developed among
participants in Dollar Works classes and referrals made by
agency staff.
Resource Management Strategies
Findings showed that participantsused a variety of resource
management strategies to save money and meet their families'
needs. The strategies identified included prioritizing and reducing expenditures,setting goals, committing to saving, creating
and weighing alternatives, planning ahead, and organizing
234

resources to meet family needs. Especially valued by the participants was the requiredDollar Works curriculumdeveloped by
the University of Minnesota Extension Service (2000). Participants identified importantlessons learned in the classes: setting
and clarifying goals, learning how to review and repair their
credit reports, budgeting, organizing, and keeping records.
They indicated that they learned life-long financial skills that
gave them a new sense of hope and a perspective for involving
their children in finances. Participants shared that they were
validated by having their voices heard and by sharing ideas
with others in the group. They recognized this as a special
opportunityto achieve a major financial goal.
A single mother with a preschool-age son focused on
prioritizing and reducing expenditures, creating and weighing
alternativesas strategiesto save for her FAIM goal.
I cut the cable ... I had a water machine, which was my
greatesttreatbecause I don't drinkcoffee, just water, pretty
basic, right?I wasn't going to cut our water,but guess what?
In order to afford this house, I did ... I cut our water; I cut
our cable ... those were the two expenses I had. With my
son's circus classes, I thought, I can't cut everything from
him; he loves the circus classes. I have to figure out how to
make that work... I'm checking into a scholarshipfor him.
A marriedmotherwith four childrenfocused on goal setting
and saving commitmentas resource managementstrategies.
It's like doing our church thing ... our 10% goes to God
automatically... the same for FAIM ... $30 towards the
end of the month, out of his check, out of my check, it
goes to that account.A couple of times therehave been, how
are we going to be able to come up with the money ... It's
like in the old days, in the 1800s, back when they used to
ride on horsebackwhen they had to get across a streamthat
was totally crazy with the currents,they had to find a marker
on the other side and keep their eye on it ... that's basically
what we have to do.
A married father with two children treated savings as a
commitment, a nonnegotiable strategy. "Pay yourself first and
put the money away first... it's an untouchable account; we
don't even consider it for emergencies."
A single mother of two childrenidentifiedher strategiesfor
reallocating her time, energy, and money. She prioritized and
reducedexpenditures,organizedresources,and weighed alternatives.
I have stopped (apartmentbuilding) care taking due to the
level of stress-working full time, care taking full time
basically, and raising two kids. So that has changed for me
but making the deposits of $30 has not been a problem... I
have cut back to no air-conditioningin the summer... I just
do cutbacks.I had to give up my garage and that's hard... I
am now debating whethermy daughtershould attenddance
class ... she'll be in for her third year.
A single motherof a preschool-agedaughterdiscussed how
she planned ahead and organized her resources as strategies to
get out of debt, saying,
My goal for this year is that I'll have both my loans paid off
before I get my taxes next year. My car loan will be paid off
by the end of this year and then I will only have $2,000 left
on my other loan, so when I get my taxes back, I'll get that
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paid off and then I'll have enough to get a decent car and not
go into debt right away. Hopefully, either next fall or summer, as long as Mom and Dad will let us stay here, I'll get
everything taken care of.
Last, a married mother with three young children created
and weighed alternatives,prioritizedand reduced expenditures,
and organizedresources. She said:
I say that if you need to buy something, think twice before
you do ... ask yourself if you need to buy that. After we had
our baby, we really changed, not that we were frivolous
before or anything, but I used to buy a lot of magazines ... then I decided that I could use the library, check
things out instead of buying it, or borrow from a friend.
There are some friends where we exchange baby-sitting
back and forth, so we have gotten prettyresourceful.I instill
the same things in my son ... if there is a toy he wants, I say
that we could find something at a rummage sale and he is
happy with rummagesale toys.
Other participants talked about budgeting and recordkeeping systems they used as resource management strategies.
Families also expandedtheir financialresources to include multiple wage earners,multiplejobs, bartering,and scholarships.

Discussion
The results of this study provide insight into how lowincome families save money in spite of financial barriers to
reach asset-building goals in a structured,subsidized program.
Although only 25 families were selected to share their perceptions and experience, they provided importantinformation for
educators, policy makers, and community agency staff. These
longitudinaldata help us understandthe challenges, barriers,and
supportexperiencedby low-wage-earningfamilies as they strive
to build assets.
It is evident that families experienced continuous pressure
and tension in daily life that resultedin financialvulnerability,a
chronic susceptibility to uncontrollableforces. Their narratives
showed that the barriersto saving include job layoff or reduced
hours of employment, lack of child support,unreliablevehicles,
and illness or injury with no health insurance.Further,families
who exited the program did so because of unemployment,
divorce, high debt levels, and unaffordable home ownership,
perceiving that their goals were unattainable.The barriersidentified here as impacting low-income families have been reported
elsewhere (e.g., Lambert,1998; Rupuredet al., 2002; Seccombe,
2000). Finding ways to save for asset building in spite of these
financial barrierswas a key result here, and the majority of the
families did so.
Although Davis (1992) found that low-income families are
unlikely to save regularly, the savings deposit records of our
participants showed that they could and did save for a goal,
though not always a regular amount every month. Our finding
that low-income families saved was supportedby findingsfrom a
large study showing that 70% of low-income (between 100%and
150% of poverty) households saved (Hogarth & Anguelov,
2003). The median amount they had saved for emergencies
was $100, whereas most of our families (75%) saved $30 per
month over a period of several years to build assets.
Importantly,a positive "can do" attitude, often attributed
to upwardly mobile Americans and not to the working poor
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(e.g., O'Neill et al., 2000), was found as a dominant personal
attribute. Our participants were optimistic, persistent, selfreliant, and risk-takers.Thus, they did not reflect the common
assumptionthat low-income families are poor because they lack
the discipline, motivation, and foresight to save. There was no
evidence of learned helplessness (Furnham,1985).
Similar to earlier findings (Muske & Winter, 1999), parents
in our study were motivated by their expectations for their
children's futures. They wanted to move from an apartment
building or mobile park so their children could experience the
American dream of owning their own homes. In this way, the
FAIM programprovided hope for parents and their children to
move up the economic ladder.
Social supportwas a critical interpersonalresourcein saving
and pursuinga goal among our families, a finding supportedby
Lewis (1996). We found that networks of family, friends, and
community resources helped families maintain stability during
times of financialcrises. This includedparents,siblings, coworkers, and community agencies. Further,some families noted that
supportby FAIM outreach staff or supportthey received from
fellow Dollar Works class participantswere importantresources;
such supportmay be especially helpful to those who lack support
from family and friends.
Setting goals, planning ahead, creating and weighing alternatives, prioritizingand reducing expenditures,organizing, and
expanding resources were strategies that supported families'
efforts to save for their goals. Some creditedthe requiredDollar
Works classes with teaching them budgeting, record keeping,
and planned saving skills. A few families reported that they
tracked their spending, paid bills on time, and kept records
priorto the FAIM program,and Dollar Works classes reinforced
the importanceof these skills.
Related to the patterns of planning (Buehler & Hogan,
1986), some participantsfocused on resource scarcity, looked
at trade-offs to reduce their expenditures,and made intentional
sacrifices to cut expendituresin orderto save. Othersfocused on
goal attainmentand found creative ways to reach them, such as
increasingtheir financialresourcesthroughmultiplejobs, multiple family earners,and accessing communityresources.None of
our families who remainedin the programused the constrained
planning pattern. Data on those who exited the program were
inconclusive on their patternsof planning.

Implications
Our results highlight the feasibility of saving and asset
building among the working poor, with FAIM as an intervention
program.Policy makersmust know thatlow-income families can
be successful in building assets within structured programs.
Social policy already supports asset building for the nonpoor
throughtax-deferredretirementplans, tax-deductiblemortgages,
treatment of capital gains, and other programs that are not
accessible to most of the working poor (Sherraden, 1991).
Thus, extending asset-buildingpolicies to low-income families
throughIDAs should be high on the policy agenda.
This study represented a partnership between academic
researchers and program implementers. A common goal of
both was to understandhow working-poorfamilies could systematically save and accumulate financial assets. This involved
providing evaluative feedback on the unintended outcome of
procedures. Findings and recommendationswere shared with
FAIM programstaff after each wave of data was collected and
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analyzed. Recommendationsincluded: (a) the need for staff to
assist participantsin clarifying their FAIM goals, (b) the desirability of making monthly savings deposits more flexible to
accommodate unexpected expenses, and (c) the need for financial coaching over the length of the program.The FAIM director
met with the researchteam to discuss the recommendationsand
the implementationof changes in the program.Importantly,the
programwas revised based on our recommendations.
The results have implications for educators. Instead of
assuming that low-income families are unable to save, programs
should focus on strategies for attaining goals. Too often, financial vulnerabilityis interpretedas weakness, lack of knowledge,
or poor managementskills-all personalattributes.More likely,
unemploymentor underemployment,unreliablevehicles, health
problems, childcare costs, or lack of child support payments
create financial vulnerability. Such vulnerability can be offset
by positive personal characteristics,social supportfrom family,
friends, and the community,and use of family resourcemanagement practices.
Clearly, the limitations of the study prevent the findings
from being generalized.We had a small sample that represented
one state's pilot program.The families were not the poorest of
the poor; their incomes ranged from 100% to 200% of poverty
level. In addition,all participantshad a high school educationor
equivalent.
Despite these limitations,this study contributesto the literature on working-poorfamilies and informs antipovertypolicies
such as the IDA. The longitudinaldesign capturedthe dynamics
of families as they faced challenges in building assets. At the
conclusion of the pilot project, findings from this study will
complement the quantitativeevaluation of the program.Analyses of both qualitative and quantitativedata gathered over the
duration of the FAIM program will be used to evaluate the
programand contributeto the IDA policy debate at the federal
and state levels.
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