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foreWord

America has a huge wealth gap separating the races.  The average net worth of African Americans is only one-seventh that of white 
Americans, while the average wealth for Hispanic Americans is one-fifth that of whites.  In the interest of strengthening our democratic 
society, expanding markets and creating more opportunity for future generations, we need to focus on narrowing this gap by increasing 
asset building in communities of color.  And we can begin by increasing knowledge and understanding of how to do this.

To this end, the Joint Center for Political and Economic Studies received generous support from the Ford Foundation to identify and 
analyze asset-building policies, practices and programs that have proven effective at fostering wealth accumulation among low-income 
residents in selected states.  This executive summary presents findings from the second phase of analysis, in which predisposing factors 
(such as state tax structure or political advocacy) and features of state programs that show promise in helping low-income people build 
assets are examined for a sample of states that are ranked as less effective at asset building for their low-income residents and that also 
are home to large numbers of people of color.  States analyzed in this second phase are: Alabama, Alaska, Arizona, Florida, Georgia, 
Mississippi, Nevada, New Mexico, South Dakota and Texas.  In addition, findings from this second phase of analysis are compared to 
those for states that are ranked as more effective at asset building for their low-income residents and that were analyzed during the first 
phase of analysis (Delaware, Hawai’i, Iowa, Maine, Michigan, Minnesota, New Hampshire, Vermont, Washington and Wisconsin).

I would like to extend special thanks to Dr. Wilhelmina A. Leigh of the Joint Center, as well as to her research assistant, Anna L. 
Wheatley.  Their work, along with that of other Joint Center staff members, has produced a document that  provides insight and 
guidance for advocates and policymakers who are striving to close the racial/ethnic wealth gap.

Ralph B. Everett 
President and CEO 

Joint Center for Political and Economic Studies
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The longstanding racial/ethnic wealth gap in this country 
is reflected in the nearly 7:1 ratio between the median net 
worth of white households and African American households 
and in the nearly 5:1 ratio between the median net worth of 
white households and Hispanic households.1   Identifying 
and expanding the knowledge about policies and programs 
that are effective at fostering asset building in communities of 
color could narrow or close this gap.  With support from the 
Ford Foundation, the Joint Center for Political and Economic 
Studies undertook a two-part project whose goal was to identify 
the practices, policies and programs most effective at enabling 
low-income communities of color to build wealth.  This 
executive summary presents the findings from the second part 
of this project.

Because communities of color are disproportionately low-
income, and policies, practices and programs that foster asset 
building are targeted by income rather than by race/ethnicity, 
our initial step was to identify policies, practices and programs 
most effective at enabling low-income persons—without 
regard to race or ethnicity—to build wealth.  Thus, the states 
studied during the first part of the project were highly ranked 
for asset-building outcomes among low-income residents in the 
2007-08 Assets and Opportunity Scorecard, produced by the 
Corporation for Enterprise Development (CFED).2  The states 
analyzed during the first part of the project were: Delaware, 
Hawai’i, Iowa, Maine, Michigan, Minnesota, New Hampshire, 
Vermont, Washington and Wisconsin.3 

During the second part of the project, 10 states with larger 
populations of color and that are ranked less highly on4—or 
deemed less effective at achieving5—various asset-building 
outcomes among their low-income residents were analyzed.  
Outcome rankings on the 2007-08 CFED scorecard also 
were used to identify the states examined in the second part 
of the project: Alabama, Alaska, Arizona, Florida, Georgia, 
Mississippi, Nevada, New Mexico, South Dakota and Texas. 
Asset-building policies, practices and programs that operate in 
these states were assessed. 

Three questions guided the analysis in the second part of the 
project:

•	 What	factors	generally	viewed	as	supportive	of	asset	
accumulation among low-income people are found in 

states that are not highly ranked on asset outcomes for 
this population? 

•	 Can	promising	practices,	policies	or	programs	be	
identified in states consistently ranked as less effective 
at building assets for low-income people?

•	 How	do	Year	One	states	(states	ranked	highly	for	asset	
building	among	low-income	people)	compare	to	Year	
Two states (states not ranked highly for asset building 
among low-income people) on factors and promising 
practices, policies and programs?

To explore the first question, a series of factors—socioeconomic, 
legislative/political, statewide advocacy for asset building 
and structure of the state tax system—are examined for the 
10	Year	Two	states.6	The	Year	One	and	Year	Two	states	also	
are compared on predisposing factors in the discussion in 
this document. The second question is explored using criteria 
identified to define promising practices, policies and programs 
in the following areas of asset building: Individual Development 
Account (IDA) programs, state earned income tax credit 
programs (EITCs), asset limits within public assistance 
programs, asset protections, asset facilitation, homeownership 
support, college savings plans and workforce development.  The 
third	question	is	examined	using	the	data	on	Table	1	(Year	Two	
states)	and	Table	2	(Year	One	states)	to	make	state-by-state	
comparisons of promising practices, policies and programs. 
Findings from the analysis are summarized below. 

underlying factors

•	 Median	household	income7 reflects the potential for 
individuals to save and build wealth.  Among the 10 
Year	Two	states,	only	in	two	(Alaska	and	Nevada)	
does the median household income exceed that of the 
United States.8 (Figure 1)  In addition, Mississippi—
one	of	the	Year	Two	states—has	the	lowest	median	
household income among the 50 states and the District 
of	Columbia.	Among	Year	One	states,	however,	six	
states have median household incomes that exceed 
the U.S. median household income.  Thus, median 
household income in the more highly ranked states is 
generally greater than in the less highly ranked states. 

•	 It	is	useful	also	to	assess	a	state’s	economic	performance	

executive summary
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as shared by each resident and as measured by state per 
capita gross domestic product (GDP). State per capita 
GDP is the value added in production by the labor and 
property located in a state divided by the number of 
state residents.9		The	Year	Two	States	with	the	highest	
per capita GDP and with per capita GDP higher than 
that of the U.S. in 2006 were Alaska and Nevada.10  
Among	Year	One	states,	per	capita	GDP	was	greater	
than the U.S. in Delaware, Hawai’i, Minnesota and 
Washington. (Per capita GDP in New Hampshire was 
just below that of the United States.)   Thus, a greater 
number	of	Year	One	states	than	of	Year	Two	states	have	
per capita GDP greater than the U.S. per capita GDP.

•	 The	average	annual	unemployment	rate11 in seven of 
the	10	Year	Two	states	was	equal	to	or	less	than	the	
U.S. average in 2006. (Figure 2)		Among	Year	One	
states, the unemployment rate in the same number of 
states (seven) was equal to or less than the U.S. average 
in	2006.	Of	the	Year	One	states,	only	Michigan,	
Washington and Wisconsin had rates higher than the 

U.S.	average	of	4.6	percent.	Of	the	Year	Two	states,	the	
same was true only in Alaska, Mississippi and Texas. 
The lowest average annual unemployment rates among 
Year	Two	states	were	found	in	Alabama,	Florida	and	
South Dakota.  The distribution of annual average 
unemployment rates is comparable in the highly 
ranked states and the less highly ranked states.  

•	 Educational	attainment12 often is measured by the 
completion of a bachelor’s degree among persons 25 
years of age and older. In 2006, the proportion with 
this level of educational attainment was below the U.S. 
average	(27	percent)	in	each	of	the	10	Year	Two	states.	
(Figure 3) Of these states, Alaska (26.9 percent) and 
Georgia (26.6 percent)—with rates just shy of the U.S. 
figure—reported the highest percentages of persons 
25 years of age and older with a Bachelor’s degree as 
their educational attainment.  Educational attainment 
is	notably	higher	for	Year	One	states,	with	Bachelor’s	
degree attainment exceeding that of the U.S. average in 
five of these states. 
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•	 When	legislative	structure	is	evaluated	by	the	size	
of a legislature (and therefore the putative greater 
likelihood of enacting particularized legislation such 
as that for asset building among low-income people13), 
three	Year	Two	states—Georgia,	Mississippi	and	
Texas—rank highly.14 (The Texas state legislature only 
meets once every other year, however, which may 
detract from the benefits of its size.15) These three 
states rank among the top 15 of all states in the United 
States	in	the	size	of	their	state	legislatures.	Four	Year	
One states—Maine, Minnesota, New Hampshire and 
Vermont—also rank among the top 15 of all states in 
the	size	of	their	legislature.	Thus,	Year	One	and	Year	
Two states are comparable on this indicator.

•	 When	the	state	political	structure	vis-à-vis	asset	
building is assessed by the existence of a currently 
active committee, commission or task force to reduce 
poverty,	among	Year	Two	states	Alabama	and	New	
Mexico are found to have been particularly active.16 
Task Forces in Alabama and New Mexico were 

established to provide recommendations on poverty 
reduction to their House of Representatives and their 
Governor, respectively. Both groups issued final reports 
in 2008.17 A third state—Mississippi—also has seen 
increased legislative/political attention to poverty, 
with a House of Representatives select Committee on 
Poverty formed in 2008.18	A	greater	number	of	Year	
One states have used formal state bodies to address 
poverty, however.  Delaware, Iowa, Maine, Minnesota, 
Vermont and Washington either have currently active 
commissions or commissions that recently completed 
their work advising Governors and state legislators on 
issues related to poverty in their states.19  In addition 
to having commissions, Delaware, Minnesota and 
Vermont also have established poverty reduction targets. 

•	 When	legislative	structure	and	political	structure	for	
asset building are considered jointly, Mississippi is the 
only	Year	Two	state	that	ranks	highly,	while	Maine,	
Minnesota	and	Vermont	are	the	Year	One	states	that	
rank highly. (See preceding two bullets.)
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•	 Statewide	advocacy	for	asset	building	for	low-income	
people	in	Year	Two	states—as	reflected	by	the	existence	
of coalitions20 for this purpose—is noteworthy in 
Alabama,21 Arizona,22 Florida,23 Mississippi,24 New 
Mexico,25 and Texas.26 In particular, in 2008 Texas 
became the first state with an independent 501(c)(3) 
state asset policy coalition.27 Statewide coalitions such 
as	these	are	somewhat	less	prominent	in	Year	One	
states, although they are particularly prominent in 
Hawai’i, Michigan and Washington.28

•	 The	structure	of	a	state’s	tax	system	is	suggestive	of	
the ability of state residents to save money out of 
disposable income and, thereby, build wealth. In states 
with less regressive tax systems, low-income residents 
are more likely to be able to accumulate assets than 
in states with more regressive systems. The two states 
considered among the least regressive in the nation 
are Delaware and Vermont,29	both	Year	One	states.		
Among	the	10	Year	Two	states	(i.e.,	states	deemed	
less effective at asset building for low-income people), 

five—Alabama, Florida, Nevada, South Dakota 
and Texas—are among the 10 states with the most 
regressive	tax	systems	in	the	nation.	Two	Year	One	
states—Michigan and Washington— also are among 
the most regressive state tax systems. Thus, overall the 
Year	Two	states	have	more	regressive	tax	systems	than	
the	Year	One	states.

•	 While	the	regressive	or	progressive	nature	of	a	state’s	
tax system indicates the ways in which taxes affect 
individuals at various income levels, the total tax 
burden on persons with the lowest incomes (defined 
here as persons in the lowest income quintile, or the 
fifth of the population with the lowest incomes) 
reflects the degree to which taxes have an impact on 
the ability of low-income individuals to save and build 
wealth.30 The total tax burdens on filers with the lowest 
incomes in Delaware and Alaska31 are the lowest of 
the	Year	One	and	Year	Two	states,	respectively.	Three	
Year	One	states	(Hawai’i,	Michigan	and	Washington)	
and	three	Year	Two	states	(Arizona,	Florida	and	New	
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Mexico), however, are among the 10 states in the 
nation that tax low-income families the most.32 For 
example, Arizona’s poorest taxpayers pay more taxes as 
a percentage of income (12.5 percent) than the poorest 
taxpayers in most other states in the nation.  This is 
especially true in comparison to Alaska, where the 
total tax burden of the bottom income quintile is 3.8 
percent. Thus, while Arizona’s tax system is not among 
the most regressive state systems, it is among the states 
in the United States with the greatest tax burden on 
the fifth of the population with the lowest incomes.

•	 Finally,	the	percentage	of	a	state’s	population	that	
members of racial/ethnic subpopulations constitute 
has been found to explain differences in state spending 
and policymaking.33 Particularly with respect to 
welfare reform and other state assistance policies 
and programs, higher racial/ethnic subpopulation 
composition is associated with lower levels of state 
spending on redistributive and social welfare programs 
and activities.34 People of color are overrepresented 
(relative	to	their	U.S.	population	share)	in	Year	Two	
states chosen for their low rankings on asset building, 
while	the	opposite	is	true	of	Year	One	states	chosen	for	
their high rankings on asset building.35 Thus, a state’s 
racial/ethnic composition may be associated with its 
asset-building outcomes. 

summary—underlying factors

When	compared	on	underlying	factors,	Year	One	states	(i.e.,	
states	ranked	highly	on	asset-building	outcomes)	and	Year	Two	
states (i.e., states ranked less highly on asset-building outcomes) 
differ in terms of income, educational attainment, initiatives to 
reduce poverty, asset- building coalitions and the regressivity of 
their	tax	systems.	Year	Two	states	generally	have	lower	median	
household incomes, lower levels of educational attainment, 
fewer state-led initiatives to address or reduce poverty, and are 
more likely to have regressive tax systems. On the other hand, 
statewide coalitions dedicated to asset building are more often 
found	in	Year	Two	states	than	in	Year	One	states.

On	other	factors,	Year	One	and	Year	Two	states	exhibit	
similarities that are perhaps surprising given the previously 
noted differences. For example, the two sets of states have a 
similar distribution of unemployment rates—with seven of the 
10 states in each of the two groups having unemployment rates 
equal to or below that of the United States overall. In addition, 

even	though	the	tax	systems	in	half	of	the	Year	Two	states	(five)	
are	considered	particularly	regressive	(versus	two	such	Year	
One	states),	the	tax	systems	in	an	equal	number	of	Year	One	
states	(three)	and	Year	Two	states	(three)	are	among	those	in	the	
nation in which low-income persons pay particularly high shares 
of income in taxes. 

When	individual	Year	Two	states	are	examined	on	these	factors,	
several	states	stand	out	from	other	Year	Two	states	based	on	
higher rankings on a number of factors. In particular, Alaska’s 
median household income and proportion of residents with 
Bachelor’s degrees are greater than these measures for the 
United States overall. In addition, taxpayers in the lowest 
income quintile in Alaska have the lowest total tax burden 
when compared to taxpayers in the lowest income quintile in 
the	remaining	Year	Two	states	and	in	all	the	Year	One	states.	
In other words, these data suggest that other things (such as, 
perhaps, payments from the Alaska Permanent Fund) may 
contribute to the ability of Alaska residents to build assets, 
relative to residents of other states.36 At the same time, other 
factors suggest challenges for low-income residents in the state.  
Alaska has a high unemployment rate—attributed to factors 
such as the pervasiveness of seasonal employment in the state, 
the disproportionately high unemployment rates among Native 
Alaskans, and to the large number of non-residents recruited 
to work in the state.37 In addition, statewide advocacy and 
legislative activity related to asset building are less prominent in 
Alaska	than	in	many	other	Year	Two	states.	

Nevada	also	stands	out	from	the	other	Year	Two	states—ranking	
just	behind	Alaska	and	ahead	of	the	other	Year	Two	states	on	
several of the underlying factors. Specifically, Nevada ranks 
second	best	of	all	Year	Two	states	(and	better	than	the	U.S.)	on	
median household income, total tax burden and state per capita 
GDP. In addition, the unemployment rate in Nevada is just 
below that of the United States. Nevada does not fare well on all 
of the underlying factors, however. Bachelor’s degree education 
attainment	in	Nevada	is	second	lowest	of	all	Year	Two	states—
with the percentage of Bachelor’s holders in the state higher 
only than the percentage in Mississippi. Another important 
shortfall is the lack of statewide organization related to asset 
building reflected by the state political structure and statewide 
political advocacy.   

Other	Year	Two	states	are	exemplary,	being	ranked	just	below	
the U.S. on several measures. For example, median household 
income and Bachelor’s degree educational attainment in 
Arizona and Georgia fall just below the U.S. level. Low-income 
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residents in these states face several factors, however, that may 
diminish their ability to build assets and accumulate wealth. 
Taxpayers in the lowest income quintile in Arizona face the 
highest	total	tax	burdens	among	the	Year	Two	states,	and	
Georgia’s low-income residents are burdened more than the 
average low-income resident of the United States. 

In sum, in an analysis of factors that are likely to foster asset 
building and wealth accumulation among low-income 
communities,	Year	One	states	generally	fare	more	favorably.	
Among	Year	Two	states,	Alaska	often	stands	out,	however,	for	its	
high	rankings	and	position	relative	to	the	remaining	Year	Two	
states and to the U.S. averages on selected measures. Nevada is 
exceptional on occasion as well. 

Promising Practices, Policies and Programs

Because a complex set of factors is associated with and 
contributes to the inability of low-income individuals and 
families to build assets, there is no single way to alter this reality. 
Rather, a network of mechanisms is most commonly used. 
Building upon the consensus in the field of asset building, 
promising practices, programs and policies are identified in a 
number of broad areas. Using criteria established to define these 
practices,	policies	and	programs,	the	10	Year	Two	states	(i.e.,	
states less effective at asset building for low-income people) are 
compared to one another (Table 1, pg. 14). Similar data for the 
10	Year	One	states	(i.e.,	states	ranked	highly	on	asset-building	
outcomes) are provided in Table 2 (pg. 18) for comparison. 
Thus, Table 1 and Table 2 enable a comparison at a glance of 
the promising practices, programs and policies implemented in 
these states.  

•	 Individual	Development	Account	(IDA)	
Programs.38  State financial support for IDA programs 
is	considered	a	promising	practice.	Among	the	Year	
Two states, however, only New Mexico operates 
state-supported IDA programs.39  In 2006, New 
Mexico’s Family Opportunity Accounts Program 
was established, and $1.5 million in state funding 
was allocated for its support.40 Through a request for 
proposals process, nonprofit organizations or tribes 
administer the IDA programs and are able to use state 
funds toward the IDA match amount. In 2008, the 
state established a stable funding source for IDAs, 
with the program to receive a minimum of $500,000 
annually going forward. State funding for IDAs for 
FY	2009	is	set	at	$1.2	million.41  Arizona, Florida and 

Texas each has passed IDA legislation in the past; 
however, none of these states currently operates a state-
supported IDA program.42 In the nine states without 
state support for IDA programs, these programs 
operate solely under the auspices of community-based 
organizations and other nonprofits.  

•	 Earned	Income	Tax	Credit	(EITC)	Programs.43 
New	Mexico	is	the	only	Year	Two	state	that	offers	
a state EITC.44  New Mexico’s refundable Working 
Families Tax Credit was enacted in 2007 and increased 
in 2008 to 10 percent of the federal credit. 

•	 Asset	Limits	Within	Public	Assistance	Programs. 
Eligibility determination for public assistance 
programs centers around both income and assets, 
with eligible households required to have low levels of 
each. Differing eligibility criteria for public assistance 
programs45 (such as Medicaid, State Children’s Health 
Insurance Program or SCHIP, Temporary Assistance 
for Needy Families or TANF and Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance Program or SNAP), however, 
make it difficult to identify the states that do the best 
job of reducing the barrier to wealth accumulation 
that asset limits represent.  For example, the TANF 
programs	in	six	Year	Two	states	(Arizona,	Florida,	
Mississippi, Nevada, New Mexico and South Dakota) 
have asset limits of $2,000, the level set by most of 
the 50 states and Washington, DC.46 Another two 
states—Alabama and Alaska—set the limit at $2,000 
but allow families with an elderly or disabled member 
to have assets up to $3,000. Georgia and Texas allow a 
family receiving public assistance to have only $1,000 
in	assets—the	lowest	among	the	Year	Two	states	and	
among the lowest of all states and Washington, DC. 

•	 Asset	Limits	Within	Public	Assistance	Programs	
(Categorical	Eligibility):	Of	the	10		Year	Two	
states, Arizona and Georgia are among the 12 states 
nationwide that have streamlined their eligibility 
assessment processes for the SNAP by considering 
certain households to be “categorically eligible,”47 
regardless of the assets they own. In these two states, 
households in which all members receive any of several 
forms of assistance (Supplemental Security Income 
(SSI), general assistance or TANF) are categorically 
eligible for the SNAP. The use of this form of 
categorical eligibility within the SNAP places these 
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states	administratively	ahead	of	the	other	Year	Two	
states that do not confer categorical eligibility and 
in which residents must satisfy an asset limit—set at 
least at the federal minimum asset limit of $2,000—to 
qualify for the SNAP. 

•	 Asset	Limits	Within	Public	Assistance	Programs:	
Texas. Texas differs in its approach to reducing asset 
limits as a barrier to wealth accumulation among 
low-income individuals who are eligible for federal 
assistance programs. Rather than eliminating the asset 
limit for households in which all members receive any 
of several forms of assistance (SSI, general assistance, 
or TANF), the state of Texas has established an asset 
limit of $5,000. Families whose assets do not exceed 
this limit are categorically eligible for SNAP and are 
authorized to receive TANF non-cash services (such 
as family planning, adult education, prevention 
and treatment of substance abuse, and employment 
services). The $5,000 limit contrasts with the TANF 
cash assistance limit of $1,000 in Texas.48 

•	 Asset	Protection:	Unemployment	Insurance	
(UI)	Allowances.49 The criterion most often used 
to determine UI eligibility and benefits is the wages 
earned and/or hours or weeks worked during the 
first four of the last five recently completed calendar 
quarters (known as the base period). Two of the 
Year	Two	states—Georgia	and	New	Mexico—use	
alternative base periods50 to determine eligibility and 
benefits for unemployment insurance (UI), a practice 
considered promising because it expands coverage 
of these benefits.  In addition, Florida, New Mexico, 
South Dakota and Texas grant eligibility for UI to 
workers who are seeking only part-time work. In New 
Mexico and South Dakota, all part-time workers are 
eligible. In Florida and Texas, however, eligibility is 
limited to part-time workers with restrictive health 
conditions or a history of part-time work.

•	 Asset	Protection:	Unemployment	Insurance	
Enhancements.51	Among	the	10	Year	Two	states,	New	
Mexico’s UI enhancements are particularly noteworthy. 
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In addition to using an alternative base period for 
UI and granting UI to workers seeking part-time 
employment, the state provides a children’s allowance 
to increase the payments to beneficiaries with children.  
Benefit levels also are indexed to the growth of wages 
in the state to keep pace with inflation.  Periods of 
high unemployment automatically trigger extended 
unemployment benefits in New Mexico as well, and 
thus provide greater access to federal funds. Alaska 
also provides a children’s allowance and uses a trigger 
policy for benefits extension. A smaller number of UI 
enhancements	are	implemented	in	the	remaining	Year	
Two states.

•	 Asset	Facilitation:	Business	Development.	The 10 
Year	Two	states	differ	widely	in	their	initiatives	and	
programs to encourage business development. For 
example, Arizona allocated Community Development 
Block Grant (CDBG)52 funds for microenterprise 
in	program	year	(PY)	2006,	after	not	having	done	so	

in	PY	2005.	53  Both Nevada and New Mexico, on 
the other hand, did not allocate CDBG funds for 
microenterprise	in	PY	2006,	after	having	done	so	in	PY	
2005.  When the financing of small businesses by Small 
Business Investment Companies is considered, none of 
the	Year	Two	states	ranks	in	the	top	10	for	the	nation.54 
Three states—Alaska, Alabama, Mississippi—rank in 
the bottom ten, however.  

•	 Unemployment	Insurance	and	Business	
Development. Several of the UI programs in the 
50 states allow individuals who are eligible for UI 
and who are seeking to start a business to collect a 
weekly self-employment allowance while getting their 
businesses off the ground. 55	None	of	the	Year	Two	
states offers a self-employment assistance feature under 
their UI programs, however.  

•	 Business	Development	Outcomes.56	The	Year	
Two states vary considerably in their rankings on 
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JOINT CENTER FOR POLITICAL AND ECONOMIC STUDIES 9

selected business development outcomes. Florida 
has been particularly successful on several business 
outcomes, ranking among the top 10 in the nation for 
microenterprise ownership, African American business 
ownership and Hispanic business ownership. South 
Dakota is ranked among the top 10 for small business 
ownership, and Alaska is ranked among the top 10 for 
microenterprise ownership. (Figure	4	and	Figure	5)

•	 Asset	Facilitation:	Financial	Literacy. Low-income 
individuals—who disproportionately lack both 
financial know-how and relationships with financial 
institutions—are especially vulnerable to the hazards 
of a sophisticated financial marketplace. Thus, 
financial education is encouraged for all individuals, 
and particularly for those with lower incomes.57 One 
policy generally recommended to foster this goal is to 
include financial and economic principles in public 
education	curricula.	Half	of	the	10	Year	Two	states—
Arizona, Georgia, Mississippi, South Dakota and 
Texas—have both economic education and personal 

finance education requirements (standards, guidelines 
or proficiencies) for their schools.58 

•	 Homeownership	Support:	Housing	Trust	Funds. Six 
of	the	10	Year	Two	states—Arizona,	Florida,	Georgia,	
Nevada, New Mexico and Texas—have housing trust 
funds59 with dedicated revenue streams, a highly rated 
vehicle to support homeownership. Alabama, Alaska, 
Mississippi and South Dakota do not currently have 
housing trust funds. Housing trust funds support 
homeownership and housing affordability through 
a variety of methods, including construction and 
rehabilitation of affordable housing, preservation of 
affordable rental housing, first-time homeownership 
assistance, emergency repair and foreclosure 
prevention.60

•	 Homeownership	Support:	Other	Initiatives. States 
also can support homeownership through programs 
targeting low-income and first-time homebuyers.61 
Of	the	housing	finance	agencies	in	the	10	Year	Two	
states, six—Alaska, Florida, Mississippi, Nevada, South 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100
U.S. (68.9)

Homeownership Rate

TexasSouth
Dakota

New
Mexico

NevadaMississippiGeorgiaFloridaArizonaAlaskaAlabama

76.6

66.0
71.1 72.4 67.9

78.8

63.4

71.4 68.4
65.9

figure 6 
Homeownership Rate, Selected States and United States, 2005 

(Percent)

Source: Corporation for Enterprise Development. 2007-2008 Assets & Opportunity Scorecard



10 ASSET BUILDINg IN LOw-INCOME COMMUNITIES OF COLOR--STATE COMPARISONS

Dakota and Texas—provide direct lending to first-time 
homebuyers. Each of the 10 states except Florida also 
provides homeownership counseling. Arizona, Nevada 
and Texas provide direct grants for down payments. In 
addition, seven of the 10 states—all except Mississippi, 
Nevada and Texas—provide construction assistance. 

•	 Homeownership	Outcomes. Some of the 10 states 
have been successful in supporting homeownership 
among	their	residents.	Half	of	the	10	Year	Two	states	
(Alabama, Arizona, Florida, Mississippi and New 
Mexico) have homeownership rates above the U.S. 
average62  (Figure 6). In addition, the homeownership 
rates of Alabama and Mississippi rank among the top 
10	in	the	nation.	Three	of	the	Year	Two	states—Alaska,	
Nevada and Texas—rank among the bottom 10 of all 
50 states, however. 

•	 Homeownership	Outcomes	by	Income.	Three of the 

Year	Two	states	(Florida,	Mississippi	and	New	Mexico)	
ranked among the top 10 states in the nation on the 
2007-08 CFED index of homeownership by income.63 
This index compares the homeownership rate among 
the population in the highest income quintile (or the 
fifth of the population with the highest incomes) to 
the homeownership rate among the population in the 
lowest income quintile (or the fifth of the population 
with the lowest incomes). Thus, the index tells us 
that in Florida, Mississippi and New Mexico, the 
homeownership rates of households in the highest and 
lowest quintiles of the income distribution are closer 
to one another than in the other seven study states 
(Figure 7).

•	 Homeownership	Outcomes	by	Race. Four states—
Arizona, Nevada, New Mexico and Texas—rank 
among the top 10 states in the nation on the 2007-08 
CFED index of homeownership by race.64 This index 
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JOINT CENTER FOR POLITICAL AND ECONOMIC STUDIES 11

is calculated by dividing the homeownership rate of 
white households by the homeownership rate of non-
white households. Thus, in Arizona, Nevada, New 
Mexico and Texas, the homeownership rates of non-
white households are closer to the homeownership 
rates of white households than in the other six states 
(Figure 8).

•	 College	Savings	Plans:	Features. Although each of 
the	10	Year	Two	states	has	a	529	college	savings	plan,	
it is difficult to compare and rank these plans on their 
attractiveness to low-income residents. The many 
differences in plan attributes—for example, whether 
advisor-sold or direct-sold, nature of fees, contribution 
minimums and maximums, and asset treatment—
limit our ability to make meaningful comparisons.65 
Generally, advisor-sold plans have higher contribution 
requirements and higher annual fees than direct-sold 
plans. Thus, it might be disadvantageous for low-income 

people to enroll in advisor-sold plans.  Advisor-sold 
plans	are	available	in	all	of	the	Year	Two	states	except	
Florida and Georgia.  Although direct-sold plans also 
are	offered	in	all	of	the	Year	Two	states,	in	the	eight	
states that offer both advisor-sold and direct-sold plans, 
state residents would need to know the difference 
between the two types of plans in order to enroll in the 
plan most compatible with their financial means and 
goals.  None of the states offers matching grants for their 
college savings plans, however, a feature that would be 
especially advantageous for people with lower incomes.66

•	 College	Savings	Plans:	Taxability.	Few states exclude 
the value of a college savings account from income 
when determining eligibility for financial aid to 
attend state schools.67 The account value of 529 plans 
in Arizona, Georgia, Mississippi and New Mexico, 
however, is excluded from income. Because these 
savings are considered assets of the account owner 
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(in most cases a parent) rather than of the 529 plan 
beneficiary, in the remaining six states, the savings 
accrued in 529 accounts can potentially decrease the 
amount of financial aid for which an applicant to 
schools in these states is eligible.

•	 Workforce	Development:	Training	and	Education. 
Among the key components of workforce development 
on an individual level are job training and education.68 
One indicator of the ability of a state to support 
job training and education for low-income people 
is the extent to which TANF funds are used to 
support workforce training. In 2005, the percentage 
of state TANF funds spent on workforce training 
and education ranged (among all 50 states) from 43 
percent to no funds at all in some states, including four 
Year	Two	states—Alaska,	Nevada,	New	Mexico	and	
South Dakota.69	Of	the	Year	Two	states,	only	Georgia	
ranked among the top 10 of all states on this measure.  

•	 Workforce	Development:	State	Strategies	and	
Initiatives.	While the complexity of workforce 
development systems across the states makes it 
difficult to assess promising workforce development 
practices, policies and programs,70	several	Year	Two	
states are among those noted for their progress in 
workforce development initiatives and strategies.  
In Florida,71 Georgia,72 New Mexico73 and Texas,74 
agency alignment and partnerships have been used to 
improve coordination among economic and workforce 
development agencies.75 In addition to organizational 
realignment, Georgia76 and New Mexico77 have 
focused on sector strategies to guide economic 
and workforce development. Florida is also highly 
regarded for its data system—the Florida Education 
and Training Placement Information Program 
(FETPIP)—which helps inform policymakers about 
the performance of education and workforce programs 
and how these investments contribute to Florida’s 
economic competitiveness.78 In Texas, local Economic 
Development Corporations (EDCs) are among the 
relatively few nationwide that have chosen to devote 
revenues toward funding workforce education or 
training.79 

summary of Promising Practices, Programs 
and Policies

Among	the	Year	Two	states,	there	is	a	great	deal	of	variation	in	
the degree to which practices, programs and policies supportive 
of asset building for low-income individuals and families are 
implemented. While this group of states was selected for their 
generally low rankings on asset building, by some measures 
the	Year	Two	states	fare	quite	well.	In	particular,	Year	Two	
States exhibit strong support for homeownership through the 
various programs and policies by which states were assessed. 
For	example,	state	housing	agencies	in	nine	of	the	10	Year	
Two states offer homeownership counseling, seven provide 
construction assistance and six operate state housing trust 
funds	with	dedicated	funding.	Overall,	Year	One	and	Year	Two	
states are comparable with respect to the selected measures of 
homeownership	support.	Year	Two	states	also	are	noteworthy	
(and	comparable	to	Year	One	states)	for	the	number	that	have	
economic	education	requirements	in	schools	(nine	Year	Two	
states	and	seven	Year	One	states)	and	that	have	used	TANF	
funds	for	workforce	development	(six	Year	Two	states	and	six	
Year	One	states).	

In	other	key	areas,	however,	Year	Two	states	fall	short.	In	
particular,	only	one	of	the	Year	Two	states	(New	Mexico)	has	
state-supported IDA programs and a state EITC program. 
Among	Year	One	states,	however,	more	than	half	operate	
state-supported IDA programs, and eight offer a state EITC. 
Year	Two	states	also	fall	short	when	compared	to	Year	One	
states in terms of TANF asset limits and unemployment 
insurance	policies.	While	six	Year	One	states	have	TANF	asset	
limits	greater	than	$2,000,	this	is	the	case	for	only	two	Year	
Two states. With respect to UI, promising policies are more 
prevalent	among	Year	One	states	than	among	Year	Two	states.	
For	example,	seven	Year	One	states	use	alternative	base	periods,	
while	only	two	Year	Two	states	do	so.	Again,	New	Mexico	stands	
out	from	other	Year	Two	states	in	this	respect.		New	Mexico	
employs five of the six promising policies on which states were 
compared for UI. (See Table 1 and its notes.)
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conclusion

Building	on	the	analysis	of	highly	ranked	states	(Year	One	
states) in Part 1 of this project, the current report provides an 
analysis	of	states	not	highly	ranked	(Year	Two	states),	and	also	
compares	the	two	sets	of	states.	Overall,	the	Year	Two	states	
fare	less	well	than	Year	One	states	on	underlying	factors,	while	
the relative standing of states on promising practices, programs 
and policies is less clear-cut. Despite considerable variation 
among	Year	One	and	Year	Two	states	in	the	implementation	
of asset-building policies, practices and programs, significant 
shortcomings	are	noted	for	Year	Two	states	on	asset-building	
outcomes. 

For	example,	New	Mexico	is	exemplary	among	the	Year	Two	
states due to its support for IDA programs and its state EITC 
program.  New Mexico, however, has relatively average (and 
below average) rankings on underlying factors and a low overall 
asset-building outcome grade (graded ‘D’ in the 2007-08 CFED 
Scorecard). Meanwhile, in Alaska and Nevada, high rankings 
on several underlying factors—median household income, 
state per capita GDP and a low total tax burden relative to 
other	Year	Two	states	(and	some	Year	One	states,	as	well)—do	
not translate into high outcome grades on the related asset-
building measures. Among these three states another important 
difference is worth mentioning. New Mexico is noted both for 
its	statewide	advocacy	and	for	its	state	political	structure	vis	à	
vis asset building; Alaska and Nevada are not. Though it is not 
possible to establish a direct association between these advocacy 
and political measures and asset-building outcomes among 
low-income residents of these states, asset-building coalitions, 
task forces, and collaboratives are generally viewed as successful 
adjuncts for developing, promoting, and implementing asset-
building policies and initiatives in states.80

Another interpretive challenge arises as the result of basing our 
analyses on the 2007-08 CFED Scorecard. The 2007-08 CFED 
Scorecard uses data from years prior to 2007 and 2008.  Thus, 
today state rankings and their meaning both may be radically 
different as a result of the recent national economic downturn.  
For example, states with housing trust funds supported by 
dedicated public revenue streams may have diverted those 
revenue streams away from housing and toward reducing 
their budget deficits.81  In this instance, the impact of having a 
housing trust fund supported by a dedicated revenue stream—a 
promising feature for supporting homeownership among low-
income residents—will be diluted, and the overall ranking of 
states on asset-building outcomes may change.  The genesis of 
the economic downturn within the housing sector, however, 
mandates a renewed focus on policies, practices and programs to 
enable low-income residents to acquire and preserve assets such 
as housing.  

In sum, using available data, we have highlighted important 
distinctions (and some similarities) between 10 states ranked 
highly and another 10 states not ranked highly on key 
measures of economic security and opportunity for residents. 
Our findings suggest a complicated relationship among the 
underlying factors, the programs, policies and practices, and the 
outcome rankings/grades of a state. While causal relationships 
and clear-cut conclusions are not possible, certain factors and 
programs, policies and practices are identified for the 20 states 
studied that promote an understanding of their asset-building 
environments for low-income residents.  In other words, this 
analysis helps states see what needs to be done to support asset 
building for low-income communities and suggests ways to do it.
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table 1. Promising Practices, Policies and Programs in year two states, as of april 29, 2009

This	table	provides	a	snapshot	of	practices,	policies	and	programs	implemented	in	the	10	Year	Two	states	that	are	viewed	as	
promising—i.e., supportive of asset building for low-income individuals and families. An ‘X’ indicates that a given practice, policy 
or program is implemented in the state. In the table notes additional characteristics, also identified in the literature as promising, 
are listed. Some of these may be present in the 10 selected states, but they are not included within this table because it is difficult to 
determine their existence. Other promising practices, policies and programs included in the table notes were not identified in the 10 
selected states and, therefore, are not included on the table.  

al aK aZ fl ga ms nv nm sd tx

ida Programs1

State-supported IDA program x

Savings match greater than 2:1 in state-supported 
IDA program

x

Statewide body dedicated to IDAs x x

eitc Programs2

State EITC offered x

Refundable state EITC x

State credit >15% of federal credit

Childless workers qualify

asset limits Within Public Benefit Programs3

TANF asset limits greater than $2,0004 x x

Categorical eligibility used for SNAP x x x

asset Protection: unemployment insurance5

Alternative Base Period used to determine 
eligibility

x x

Individuals seeking part-time work are eligible x x x x

Enhanced UI payments to workers with children x x

Benefit levels indexed to state wage growth x x x

Extended benefit trigger x x

asset facilitation: Business development6

CDBG funds allocated to microenterprise 
support	in	Program	Year	2005

x x
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al aK aZ fl ga ms nv nm sd tx

CDBG funds allocated to microenterprise 
support	in	Program	Year	2006

x

Self-employment UI allowance

asset facilitation: financial literacy7

Economic education requirements in schools x x x x x x x x x

Personal financial education requirements in 
schools

x x x x x

homeownership support8

Dedicated funding for Housing Trust Fund x x x x x x

Direct lending by state housing agency x x x x x x

Homeownership counseling provided by state 
housing agency

x x x x x x x x x

Direct grants for downpayments provided by state 
housing agency

x x x

Construction assistance provided by state housing 
agency

x x x x x x x

college savings Plans9

Direct-sold 529 college savings plan offered x x x x x x x x x x

Matching grants offered

529 account savings excluded from financial aid 
consideration

x x x x

Workforce development10

Use of TANF funds for workforce training and 
education in 2005 

x x x x x x

Sources:
Corporation for Enterprise Development. 2008. 2007-2008 Assets and Opportunity Scorecard, http://www.cfed.org/focus.m? 
parentid=31&siteid=2471&id=2471 (accessed April 29, 2009). 
Mazzeo, C., B. Roberts, C. Spence and J. Strawn. 2006. Working Together: Aligning State Systems and Policies for Individual and Regional 
Prosperity. Workforce Strategy Center, www.workforcestrategy.org/publications/WSC_workingtogether_12.1.06_3.pdf (accessed April 29, 
2009). 
Parrish, L., H. McCulloch, K. Edwards and G. Gunn. 2006. State Policy Options for Building Assets. The New America Foundation and the 
Center for Social Development, http://www.newamerica.net/files/Doc_File_3134_1.pdf (accessed April 29, 2009).  
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1 Other promising characteristics of and recommendations for 
IDAs include:
•	 Use	of	Community	Development	Block	Grant	(CDBG)	

and Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) 
funds to support IDA programs;

•	 Offering	a	tax	credit	for	individuals	and	businesses	that	
contribute money to an IDA program; 

•	 Use	of	state	general	revenue	funds	(including	money	
leveraged	from	state	IDA	tax	credits)	for	IDA	
administration, technical assistance and matching 
components as well as to leverage federal matching funds 
through the Assets for Independence Act;

•	 Allowing	funds	to	be	used	to	cover	program	
administration and operating costs, as well as technical 
assistance to providers.

•	 Designating	a	state	agency	as	program	steward.	
Specifically, to allow for a more broad-based asset-
building strategy, a state should designate a department 
with a broader focus—such as economic development or 
banking—as the IDA program administrator; 

•	 Providing	initial	deposits	to	program	participants	to	spur	
savings and interest in becoming financially educated; 
and 

•	 Allowing	savings	in	IDAs	to	be	used	for	debt	reduction.
2 Other promising characteristics of and recommendations for 

state EITCs include:
•	 Launching	or	expanding	an	EITC	awareness	campaign;
•	 Providing	a	bonus	for	EITC	funds	deposited	into	a	

savings or investment account; 
•	 Allowing	people	to	split	their	income	tax	refund	and	

deposit a portion directly into a savings account or 
other savings product, such as an Individual Retirement 
Account; and 

•	 Defining	earned	income	in	a	manner	broad	enough	to	
accommodate the income of Native Americans.

3 Other promising characteristics of and recommendations for 
asset limits in public benefit programs include:
•	 Eliminating	(or	increasing	substantially)	asset	limits	from	

eligibility considerations;
•	 Excluding	certain	asset	holdings—e.g.,	education,	health,	

and retirement savings, a vehicle, and EITC refunds—
from eligibility test; and

•	 Indexing	asset	limits	to	inflation	(if	state	has	not	
eliminated asset limits altogether).

4 In Alabama and Alaska the asset limit is $3,000 if the 
household includes a member over age 60. 

5 Another promising characteristic of and recommendation for 
Unemployment	Insurance:
•	 Modifying	eligibility	rules	to	require	a	minimum	number	

of hours worked rather than an earning threshold.
6 Other promising characteristics of and recommendations for 

business development include:
•	 Creating	a	state	microenterprise	loan	fund;	
•	 Supporting	state	microenterprise	intermediaries	that	

strengthen the capacities of local programs;
•	 Supporting	and	increasing	financing	provided	by	small	

business investment companies (SBICs), which target 
economically and socially disadvantaged entrepreneurs; 

•	 Funding	microenterprise	support	programs	through	
the appropriation of general funds, the allocation of 
discretionary funds at the state agency level, and the 
allocation of funds from federal programs such as 
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), and 
the Workforce Investment Act (WIA);

•	 Supporting	Community	Development	Financial	
Institutions (CDFIs), thereby helping to increase the 
capital available to low-wealth entrepreneurs;

•	 Supporting	revolving	loan	funds	to	spur	small	business	
growth; and 

•	 Supporting	below-market-rate	business	loans,	education	
and training, supportive procurement policies, 
small business centers and state funds earmarked for 
nontraditional entrepreneurs.

7 Other promising characteristics of and recommendations for 
financial literacy include:
•	 Creating	opportunities	for	teachers	to	receive	financial	

education training;
•	 Providing	incentives	for	and	facilitating	workplace	

financial education;
•	 Allowing	financial	education	to	fulfill	TANF	work	

requirements;	and
•	 Supporting	public	awareness	and	financial	education	

campaigns.

table 1 notes
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8 Other promising characteristics of and recommendations for 
homeownership support include:
•	 Supporting	and	expanding	lease	purchase	programs,	

affordable	housing	construction,	and	employer-assisted	
housing;

•	 Promoting	federal	programs	that	support	homeownership	
opportunities for low-income households;

•	 Enacting	a	state-level	Community	Reinvestment	Act	
(CRA)	to	expand	the	pool	of	mortgages	in	underserved	
communities;

•	 Enacting	inclusionary	zoning	policies	that	require	private	
developers	to	include	units	that	are	affordable	to	low-	
and moderate-income families;

•	 Supporting	alternative	affordable	homeownership	
strategies, such as community land trusts, housing 
cooperatives, self-help housing and manufactured 
housing;

•	 Allocating	tax	increment	revenues	to	support	affordable	
homeownership; and

•	 Eliminating	caps	on	the	housing	trust	fund.

9 Other promising characteristics of and recommendations for 
college savings incentives/support include:
•	 Automatic	enrollment	in	529	savings	plan	at	birth	for	all	

children born in the state;
•	 Minimizing	fees	and	service	charges	in	529	plans;	and
•	 Reaching	out	proactively	to	low-	and	moderate-income	

families.
10 Other promising characteristics of and recommendations for 

workforce development include:
•	 Designating	a	state	agency	with	workforce	development	

as its primary purpose and mission, and aligning all 
state development strategies through state agency 
coordination; 

•	 Increasing	the	percent	of	Workforce	Investment	Act	
(WIA) beneficiaries who are receiving training;

•	 Marketing	postsecondary	workforce	education	and	
financial aid to adults as a tool for getting a better job;

•	 Making	postsecondary	workforce	education	more	
affordable	by	keeping	tuition	low	and	by	having	adult-
friendly financial aid policies;

•	 Aligning	related	policies	to	help	lower-skilled	adults	
access education and training;

•	 Incorporating	employer	demand	and	state	economic	
priorities in workforce educational planning; and

•	 Building	workforce	education	into	state	economic	
development policy and regional economic priorities.
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table 2. Promising Practices, Policies and Programs in year one states, as of december 1, 2008

This	table	(taken	from	the	Part	1	report)	provides	a	snapshot	of	practices,	policies	and	programs	implemented	in	the	10	Year	One	states	
that are viewed as promising—i.e., supportive of asset building for low-income individuals and families. An ‘X’ indicates that a given 
practice, policy or program is implemented in the state. In the table notes additional characteristics, also identified in the literature as 
promising, are listed. Some of these may be present in the 10 selected states, but they are not included within this table because it is 
difficult to determine their existence. Other promising practices, policies and programs included in the table notes were not identified 
in the 10 selected states and, therefore, are not included on the table.  

de hi ia me mi mn nh vt Wa Wi

ida Programs1

State-supported IDA program x x x x x x

Savings match greater than 2:1 in  
state-supported IDA program

x x x

Statewide body dedicated to IDAs x x

eitc Programs2

State EITC offered x x x x x x x x

Refundable state EITC x x x x x x

State credit >15% of federal credit x x x

Childless workers qualify x x x x x x x

asset limits Within Public Benefit Programs3

TANF asset limit greater than $2,0004 x x x x x x

Categorical eligibility used for SNAP5 x x x x x x

asset Protection: unemployment insurance6

Alternative Base Period used to determine 
eligibility

x x x x x x x

Individuals seeking part-time work are eligible x x x x x x x x

Enhanced UI payments to workers with children x x x

Benefit levels indexed to state wage growth x x x x x x

Extended benefit trigger x x x

asset facilitation: Business development7

CDBG funds allocated to microenterprise 
support	in	Program	Year	2005

x x x

CDBG funds allocated to microenterprise 
support	in	Program	Year	2006

x x x x x

Self-employment UI allowance x x x
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de hi ia me mi mn nh vt Wa Wi

asset facilitation: financial literacy8

Economic education requirements in schools x x x x x x x

Personal financial education requirements in 
schools

x x x x x

homeownership support9

Dedicated funding for Housing Trust Fund x x x x x x x x x

Direct lending by state housing agency x x x

Homeownership counseling provided by state 
housing agency

x x x x x x x x

Direct grants for downpayments provided by state 
housing agency

x x x

Construction assistance provided by state housing 
agency

x x x x x

college savings Plans10

Direct-sold 529 college savings plan offered11 x x x x x x x x x

Matching grants offered x x x

529 account savings excluded from financial aid 
consideration

x x

Workforce development12

Use of TANF funds for workforce training and 
education in 2005

x x x x x x

Sources:
Corporation for Enterprise Development. 2008. 2007-2008 Assets and Opportunity Scorecard, http://www.cfed.org/focus.m?parentid 
=31&siteid=2471&id=2471 (accessed December 1, 2008). 
Mazzeo, C., B. Roberts, C. Spence and J. Strawn. 2006. Working Together: Aligning State Systems and Policies for Individual and Regional 
Prosperity. Workforce Strategy Center, www.workforcestrategy.org/publications/WSC_workingtogether_12.1.06_3.pdf (accessed December 1, 
2008).  
Parrish, L., H. McCulloch, K. Edwards and G. Gunn. 2006. State Policy Options for Building Assets. The New America Foundation and the 
Center for Social Development, http://www.newamerica.net/files/Doc_File_3134_1.pdf (accessed December 1, 2008).  
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1 Other promising characteristics of and recommendations for 
IDAs include:
•	 Use	of	Community	Development	Block	Grant	(CDBG)	

and Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) 
funds to support IDA programs;

•	 Offering	a	tax	credit	for	individuals	and	businesses	that	
contribute money to an IDA program; 

•	 Use	of	state	general	revenue	funds	(including	money	
leveraged from state IDA tax credits) for IDA 
administration, technical assistance and matching 
components as well as to leverage federal matching funds 
through the Assets for Independence Act;

•	 Allowing	funds	to	be	used	to	cover	program	administration	
and operating costs, as well as technical assistance to 
providers.

•	 Designating	a	state	agency	as	program	steward.	Specifically,	
to allow for a more broad-based asset-building strategy, a 
state should designate a department with a broader focus—
such as economic development or banking—as the IDA 
program administrator; 

•	 Providing	initial	deposits	to	program	participants	to	spur	
savings and interest in becoming financially educated; and 

•	 Allowing	savings	in	IDAs	to	be	used	for	debt	reduction.
2 Other promising characteristics of and recommendations for 

state EITCs include:
•	 Launching	or	expanding	an	EITC	awareness	campaign;
•	 Providing	a	bonus	for	EITC	funds	deposited	into	a	savings	

or investment account; 
•	 Allowing	people	to	split	their	income	tax	refund	and	

deposit a portion directly into a savings account or 
other savings product, such as an Individual Retirement 
Account; and 

•	 Defining	earned	income	in	a	manner	broad	enough	to	
accommodate the income of Native Americans.

3 Other promising characteristics of and recommendations for 
asset limits in public benefit programs include:
•	 Eliminating	(or	increasing	substantially)	asset	limits	from	

eligibility considerations;
•	 Excluding	certain	asset	holdings—e.g.,	education,	health,	

and retirement savings, a vehicle, and EITC refunds—from 
eligibility test; and

•	 Indexing	asset	limits	to	inflation	(if	state	has	not	
eliminated asset limits altogether).

4 In Iowa and Minnesota the asset limit is $5,000 for individuals/
households that already receive TANF benefits, whereas the 
asset limit is $2,000 for new applicants. In Washington, the 
asset limit is $4,000 for individuals/households that already 
receive TANF benefits, whereas the asset limit is $1,000 for new 
applicants.

5 In Maine, only households with children qualify for categorical 
eligibility.

6 Another promising characteristic of and recommendation for 
Unemployment Insurance:
•	 Modifying	eligibility	rules	to	require	a	minimum	number	

of hours worked rather than an earning threshold.
7 Other promising characteristics of and recommendations for 

business development include:
•	 Creating	a	state	microenterprise	loan	fund;	
•	 Supporting	state	microenterprise	intermediaries	that	

strengthen the capacities of local programs;
•	 Supporting	and	increasing	financing	provided	by	small	

business investment companies (SBICs), which target 
economically and socially disadvantaged entrepreneurs; 

•	 Funding	microenterprise	support	programs	through	
the appropriation of general funds, the allocation of 
discretionary funds at the state agency level, and the 
allocation of funds from federal programs such as 
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), and 
the Workforce Investment Act (WIA);

•	 Supporting	Community	Development	Financial	
Institutions (CDFIs), thereby helping to increase the 
capital available to low-wealth entrepreneurs;

•	 Supporting	revolving	loan	funds	to	spur	small	business	
growth; and 

•	 Supporting	below-market-rate	business	loans,	education	
and training, supportive procurement policies, 
small business centers and state funds earmarked for 
nontraditional entrepreneurs.

8 Other promising characteristics of and recommendations for 
financial literacy include:
•	 Creating	opportunities	for	teachers	to	receive	financial	

education training;
•	 Providing	incentives	for	and	facilitating	workplace	

financial education;
•	 Allowing	financial	education	to	fulfill	TANF	work	

requirements; and
•	 Supporting	public	awareness	and	financial	education	

campaigns.

table 2 notes
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9 Other promising characteristics of and recommendations for 
homeownership support include:
•	 Supporting	and	expanding	lease	purchase	programs,	

affordable housing construction, and employer-assisted 
housing;

•	 Promoting	federal	programs	that	support	homeownership	
opportunities for low-income households;

•	 Enacting	a	state-level	Community	Reinvestment	Act	
(CRA) to expand the pool of mortgages in underserved 
communities;

•	 Enacting	inclusionary	zoning	policies	that	require	private	
developers to include units that are affordable to low- and 
moderate-income families;

•	 Supporting	alternative	affordable	homeownership	
strategies, such as community land trusts, housing 
cooperatives, self-help housing and manufactured housing;

•	 Allocating	tax	increment	revenues	to	support	affordable	
homeownership; and

•	 Eliminating	caps	on	the	housing	trust	fund.
10 Other promising characteristics of and recommendations for 

college savings incentives/support include:
•	 Automatic	enrollment	in	529	savings	plan	at	birth	for	all	

children born in the state;
•	 Minimizing	fees	and	service	charges	in	529	plans;	and
•	 Reaching	out	proactively	to	low-	and	moderate-income	

families.

11 Washington does not offer any type of 529 savings plans. 
Instead, the state offers only a prepaid tuition program. The 
prepaid tuition plan allows savers to lock in future tuition rates 
at in-state public colleges at current prices that are guaranteed 
by the state.

12 Other promising characteristics of and recommendations for 
workforce development include:
•	 Designating	a	state	agency	with	workforce	development	

as its primary purpose and mission, and aligning all state 
development strategies through state agency coordination; 

•	 Increasing	the	percent	of	Workforce	Investment	Act	
(WIA) beneficiaries who are receiving training;

•	 Marketing	postsecondary	workforce	education	and	
financial aid to adults as a tool for getting a better job;

•	 Making	postsecondary	workforce	education	more	
affordable by keeping tuition low and by having adult-
friendly financial aid policies;

•	 Aligning	related	policies	to	help	lower-skilled	adults	access	
education and training;

•	 Incorporating	employer	demand	and	state	economic	
priorities in workforce educational planning; and

•	 Building	workforce	education	into	state	economic	
development policy and regional economic priorities.
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