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Key Themes in Social Policy 

Universal allocation (social provision): 

• Public goods (services to all)  

• “Demogrants” (payments to all) 

 

Defined benefit (income supports): 

• Social insurance (contributions during work life) 

• Means tested benefits (payments to poorest) 

 

Defined contribution (asset building): 

• Accumulation for retirement and/or other purposes 

(subsidized by direct or tax benefits) 



Policy Emergence:  

Asset Building Policies are Growing 

Globally, more social policy is being delivered via defined 

contribution (asset-building) policies. 

 

In US, major asset-based policies support home ownership 

and retirement savings. (Other are for college savings, 

health savings, and other areas—all in past few decades.) 

 

Social policy based on asset holding is emerging globally, 

but often it is not inclusive. 



Why Asset Building? 

Perhaps Adaption to a Changing Economy 

Most social policies over past century have been defined 

benefit (income support), designed for the industrial era. 

 

The assumption is that most households will be supported 

by wages from industrial labor markets, and DB policy will 

fill the gaps (for the old, the disabled, death of a wage 

earner, and so on).  

 

However, this may no longer be the case for millions of 

households in advanced economies.  



Why Asset Building?  

Key to Household Development  

 

For families to develop, it is necessary to accumulate 

resources for investments in education, skills, property, and 

enterprise. This is true for all families, rich and poor alike.  

 

Asset building creates material conditions, as well as outlooks 

and behaviors, that promote household stability and 

development. 

(Sherraden, 1991) 



Why Asset Building?  

Increasing Inequality in Income and Assets 

In the Information Age, globalized labor markets are more 
competitive and less secure, so labor income is less stable.  

 

Worldwide, declining proportion of income from labor, and 
growing portion from capital.  

 

As a result of these trends, rising inequality of both income 
and assets in most countries today. 

(Piketty, 2013) 

 

 

 

 



But Asset–Building Policy is Often Regressive 

In the US, over $500 billion is spent annually in tax 
expenditures for asset holding in homes, investments, 
retirement accounts. 

 

Over 90% of this goes to households with incomes in the 
top 50%, most to the top 10%.  

 

This is a major and regressive social policy, though little 
discussed. 

 

Similar policies now exist in many other countries . . . 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The Poor Do Not Have the Same Opportunities 

and Subsidies for Asset Accumulation 

People with low income are less likely to own homes, 

have investments, or have retirement accounts, where 

most asset-based tax benefits are targeted. 

 

Question for this body of work: Why not asset building 

for the whole population?   



Vision of Inclusive Asset-Based Policy 

Policy concept that is: 

• Universal (everyone in) 

• Progressive (greater subsidies for the poor) 

• Lifelong (beginning as early as birth) 

 

With key design features: 

• For social development (education, homes, 

enterprise, security) 

• Automatic and easily delivered (like water to homes, 

or self-driving cars) 

(Sherraden, 1991, 2014) 

 



Child Development Accounts as 

Beginning of a Fully Inclusive DC Policy 

In this context, CDAs can lay the groundwork for a 

universal, progressive, and lifelong DC policy. 

 

This has been the vision since writing Assets and the Poor 

(1991).  

 

The primary goal is not to improve the saving behavior of 

the poor, but to use DC policy to enable everyone to build 

assets. 

 



Inclusive Asset-Building Policy: 

Child Development Accounts (CDAs) 

Saving and asset building accounts, initiated by public policy 

Ideally, CDAs are: 

• Lifelong (begin at birth)  

• Universal (for all children) 

• Progressive (greater subsidies for poorest children)  

• Automatic (opened without prior permission) 

• Restricted (for education and child development) 
 

 (policy concept in Sherraden, 1991) 



Examples of Child Development Accounts: 

A Beginning for Lifelong Accounts 

•  Singapore’s Baby Bonus and CDAs 

 

•  United Kingdom’s Child Trust Fund, 2005-10 

 

•  Korea’s Child Development Accounts 

 

• CDAs in several US states and cities 

 

• CDAs to begin in Israel in 2017 



 

 

 

Research Design and Early Results 

  

SEED for Oklahoma Kids: 

Experimental Research in United States 



SEED OK is a large-scale 

policy test of automatic  

and progressive CDAs, the first 

universal CDA model  

in the United States. 

SEED for Oklahoma Kids Research 

Nam, Kim, Clancy, Zager, & Sherraden, 

Journal of Policy Analysis and Management, 2013 



SEED OK is a Test in a Full Population 

• SEED OK is a test in a full population, without selection—

uncommon in social research. 

 

• Not a test of individual behaviors. Much of saving and 

asset accumulation is structured, e.g., “automatic” 401(k) 

plans.  Why not inclusive structures for everyone? 

 

• Results can inform a lifelong asset building policy that 

includes the full population. 

                                                          

                                                      (Sherraden, 1991, 2014) 



• First universal model of CDAs in the United States 

• Integrated into an existing policy (sustainable structure) 

• Begun in 2007, with random sample of newborns 

• Oversamples of African Americans, Latinos, and 

American Indians  

• Random assignment to treatment group (n=1,358) and 

control group (n=1,346) 

• Rigorous study design to test causal impacts 

SEED OK Research Design 



Policy Platform: 

“Repurpose” College Saving (529) Plans 

• 529 Plans are currently serving mostly the wealthy, and 

benefits are highly regressive. 

 

• We are not endorsing this policy.  We are changing it. 

 

• The 529 policy structure lends itself to inclusion of the full 

population, with efficiency and sustainability. 

 

• The “policy test” in SEED OK is to test an inclusive and 

progressive CDA model using a 529 platform. 

 

                                                    (Sherraden & Clancy, 2005) 

 



SEED OK CDA and 529 Plans 

Building CDAs on a centralized 529 savings plan facilitates: 

• Automatic account opening 

• Subsidies and incentives 

• Efficiencies of scale, low costs 

• Inclusion of small- and large-balance accounts 

• Investment options and investment returns 

 

 

 

(Clancy, Orszag & Sherraden, 2004)  



CDA Account Holding and Total Assets in 

SEED OK (2015) 

  
Treatment 

n=1358 

Control 

n=1346 

Percentage with any OK 529 account** 99.9% 3.3% 

Average $ across all OK 529 accounts** $1,851 $323 

Earnings in 529 accounts** $569 $109 

** p<.01 



Saving Outcomes among Advantaged and 

Disadvantaged Children 

• The CDA—by design—virtually eliminates differences by 

socioeconomic status in ownership of 529 accounts and 

assets. 

 

• Automatic features of the CDA have greater positive 

effects among disadvantaged children.  
 

(Beverly et al., CYSR 2015; Nam et al., JPAM 2013; 

Wikoff et al., Social Science Research 2015)  



Lesson: Universal Participation 

Without universal participation 

(full inclusion), those left out  

will be disproportionately  

the most disadvantaged children. 

 

Universal participation requires a  

policy system to bring everyone in. 

 

(Beverly, Kim, Sherraden, Nam, & Clancy, 

Children and Youth Services Review, 2015) 



Lesson: Full Inclusion Requires 

Automatic Opening of Accounts 

Full and meaningful inclusion  

is not possible without  

automatic account opening  

and initial deposits. 
 

(Sherraden, et al., Journal of the Society 

for Social Work and Research, 2015) 



Lesson: Early Funding of CDAs  

 

If CDAs are funded early 

with a sizable deposit,  

children may accumulate  

meaningful levels of assets over time, 
even if families do not contribute 

(Clancy, Beverly, Huang, & Sherraden, 

Social Service Review, forthcoming) 



Lesson: Limited Potential of a Savings Match 

A savings match  

has only limited potential  

to incentivize saving  

among those who most  
need asset accumulation. 

(Clancy, Beverly, Huang, & Sherraden, 

Social Service Review, forthcoming) 



Lesson: Wealth Accumulation 

In SEED OK,  

1/3 of asset accumulation  

is due to investment growth. 

 

The $1,000 initial deposit  

increased by 50% in 9 years (despite the 

financial crisis of 2008-09).  

 

(Clancy, Beverly, Huang, & Sherraden, 

Social Service Review, forthcoming) 



Lesson: CDAs Not All About Saving Behavior 

Savings behavior matters, but asset 

building initiatives that rely on 

individual behavior will strongly favor 

advantaged children. 

(Beverly, Kim, Sherraden, Nam, & Clancy, 

Children and Youth Services Review, 2015) 



Beyond the Money: CDAs Also Lead to 

Positive Non-Financial Outcomes 

 

Theoretical underpinnings of asset-based policy 

include non-financial outcomes.  

 

For the SEED OK experiment, hypotheses include 

greater future orientation of parents (and later 

children), and improved child development.  

 

(Sherraden, 1991; Sherraden and Clancy, 2005)  



Impact of SEED OK CDA on  

Maternal Depressive Symptoms 

  
• The CDA reduces maternal depressive symptoms.  

• This pattern holds in multivariate analysis and for several 

disadvantaged subgroups 

• The effect size is similar to the effect of Early Head Start. 

(Huang, Sherraden & Purnell, 

Social Science & Medicine  2014) 



Impact of SEED OK CDA on 

Child Social-Emotional Development  
 

• Disadvantaged children have better social-emotional 

development. 

• The CDA improves disadvantaged early social-emotional 

development regardless of whether parents have saved. 

• The effect of the SEED OK CDA is similar in size (.20 to.25) 

to at least one estimate of the effect of the Head Start 

program on early social-emotional development. 

 (Huang, Sherraden, Kim & Clancy, 

JAMA Pediatrics, 2014) 



How Do CDAs Affect Children and Parents? 

What is the Role of Saving Behavior? 

SEED OK 

CDAs 

Saving 

Behaviors 

Expectation 

Parenting 

Mental 

Health 

Child 

Behavior 

? 
 

One hypothetical model 



Evidence: Positive Effects Are Not the  

Result of Saving Behavior  

SEED OK 

CDAs 

Saving 

Behaviors 

Expectation 

Parenting 

Mental 

Health 

Child 

Behavior 

Hypothetical model is not supported 



Evidence: CDA Intervention leads to both 

Saving and Non-Financial Outcomes 

 

SEED OK 

CDAs/Assets 

Saving Behavior/ 

Savings 

Non-financial 

Outcomes 

Supported model: 



Policy Implications of SEED OK Research 

Universal enrollment in CDAs 

 

Combined with asset effects 

 

Have the potential to reduce educational and 

economic inequality in early childhood 



Policy Impacts of SEED OK Research: 

Local, State and National Policy Influence 

 

PROMISE INDIANA   



CDAs at Birth: Harold Alfond College 

Challenge Opt-In Strategy 2008-2013 

• Every Maine resident child was eligible to receive a $500 

grant in a Next Gen 529 if parents opened an account in the 

child’s first year. 

• Begun statewide in 2009, the program enrollment rate for 

2008-2013 was approximately 40%. 

• Families who enrolled infants were more financially better 

off than those who did not enroll. 

(Huang, Beverly, Clancy, Lassar & Sherraden, 2011) 



Maine Opt-Out Strategy in 2014 

• $500 grant automatically deposited into omnibus 529 

account for 100% of resident newborns. 

• Quarterly summaries, including 529 balances and age-

appropriate tips and activities, sent to all parents. 

• Information about opening and saving in NextGen 529 

account sent to all parents when child is about one. 

• Parents view college savings balances—family 

contributions and College Challenge grant—on one 

quarterly NextGen 529 statement. 

(Clancy & Sherraden 2014) 



Clancy & Sherraden 2014 

Universal and Automatic Deposits at Birth: 

College Challenge Opt-Out Strategy 2014 

 



New CDA Policies in the States 

• All children born to Connecticut families are eligible for a 

$100 deposit into the state 529 plan. 

 

• Parents may enroll children in Rhode Island’s 

CollegeBoundBaby program by checking a box on the 

Office of Vital Records Birth Work Sheet. 

 

• Nevada automatically establishes a 529 college savings 

account with $50 for all public school kindergarten 

students. 

 

 

 

 



Testifying in Rhode Island for CDAs 



CDAs Adopted in St. Louis City and  

Proposed in Ferguson, MO 



CDA as Beginning of a Massive Social 

Innovation: Asset Building for All 

The CDA social innovation is underway: 

• Defined and demonstrated 

• Doable and effective 

• Efficient and sustainable 

• Positive changes among participants 

• Broad political support 

 

. . . Continue to scale up, aim for national CDA 

 



Conclusion: Full Inclusion in DC System 

Sets Stage for Equitable Use of Public Funds  

 

 Full inclusion paves the way for more 

equitable use of public funds  

(direct or tax expenditures). 
 

Ensuring that all children have savings 

is important because modest savings 

have financial and nonfinancial benefits 

for children and families. 

(Clancy, Beverly & Sherraden, 

CSD Fact Sheet, 2016) 



Other International Examples of CDA 

Policies in Progress 

 

• Universal CDAs enacted in Israel, to begin in 2017 

 

• Taiwan President Tsai proposed universal CDAs 

during 2016 campaign 

 

• Mainland Chinese government and UNICEF 

considering a CDA demonstration 



Asset-based Policy Meetings Inform 

International Learning and Partnerships 

 



YouthSave Project:  

Asset Building in Developing Countries 

• In Colombia, Ghana, Kenya, and Nepal 

 

• Testing savings accounts, asset building, and youth 

development for low-income youth 

 

• With Save the Children and other partners 

 

• Multi-method, long-term research, with in-country 

research partners 

 

 



Children in YouthSave in Ghana 



Vision: Asset Building for Every Child  

If evidence remains positive, the guiding vision is, 

some day, an account for every child on the 

planet. . . 

 

To set the stage for lifelong asset building and 

financial capability. 

 

During 21st century, social policies will become 

more global. . .CDAs could be among the first.  

 



Toward Lifelong Asset Building for All 

Native American participant in the American Dream 

Demonstration, with house purchased with her IDA funds. 



Key to Large-Scale Innovation in 

Asset Building Policy  

 

• See all defined contribution policies as a single 

policy system.  

 

• Note who is included and who is not.  Bring 

everyone in. 

 

• Use public resources to build assets for the whole 

population. 



http://csd.wustl.edu 

csd@wustl.edu 

sherrad@wustl.edu 

Contact Information 

http://csd.wustl.edu/


Appendix: SEED OK Acknowledgements 

• Policy Demonstration: Oklahoma Governor, Treasurer, 

and Department of Health; TIAA-CREF 

• Major Funder: Ford Foundation 

• Other Funders: Charles Stewart Mott Foundation and 

Lumina Foundation for Education 

• Survey Data Collection: RTI International 

• In-depth Interviews: University of Oklahoma-Tulsa 

• Publications: Center for Social Development SEED OK 

research team and partners 
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