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Abstract

The Children’s Savings Accounts (CSAs) program, an asset-building intervention, has gained increasing attention for its
potential to elevate low-in families’ education expectations, college enrollment, and completion. Variations in program
enrollment policy can lead to different levels of program participation among vulnerable populations. This paper examines
the enrollment policy of one of the oldest CSA programs and explores program participation among a financially vulnerable
group—welfare users. While welfare users were 43% less likely to expect their children to attend college, those who enrolled
in the CSA program were about two times more likely to expect their children to go to college than welfare users who did not
participate in the program. Findings shed light on research and policies that facilitate asset-building efforts among vulnerable

populations and encourage visioning CSAs a potential drive for better financial inclusion.

Keywords Children’s savings account - Asset building - Enrollment policy - Vulnerable populations

Children’s Savings Accounts (CSAs) programs are a policy
intervention designed to facilitate saving towards post-
econdary education through providing a saving structure
(e.g., a savings account, incentives) with a population focus
on low-to-moderate income (LMI) families. Education
remains a robust pathway to achieve upward social and eco-
nomic mobility (National Center for Education Statistics,
2016), yet costs of college education continue to rise beyond
the affordability of low-income families. Past studies indi-
cated that parents of lower socioeconomic status perceived
college as a catalyst for social mobility but lacking resources
and support to fully finance their children’s post-secondary
education (Friedline et al., 2017). With tremendous con-
cerns over rising college tuition and student debt, CSAs have
gained popularity for their role in facilitating LMI families’
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saving efforts towards education and promoting college edu-
cation access. Indeed, CSAs have grown steadily over the
last decade. As of 2019, there are 82 CSA programs with
707,000 child participants across 36 states and DC jumping,
an increased rate of 55% (457,000) from 2018 (Prosperity
Now, 2020).

The role of CSAs in facilitating savings and helping fami-
lies cope with financial hardships was highlighted recently
during the pandemic. The COVID-19 pandemic has had an
unprecedented impact on families’ financial stability where
job loss and financial hardships have disproportionately hit
low-income families, as well as well people of color, youth,
and parents (Office of Human Services Policy, 2021). The
federal government enacted the Coronavirus Aid, Relief,
and Economic Security (CARES) Act to mitigate financial
disaster, yet many low-income families do not have a bank
account for easy transfer of CARES ACT relief checks and
therefore have had to wait for a long time to receive their
relief checks. The economic fallout of COVID-19 and the
government’s inadequate response together highlight the
critical role that savings and financial access can play in pro-
tecting financially vulnerable groups when income shocks
occur. While CSAs programs oftentimes stipulate savings
gained towards education expenses, some CSA programs
considered allowing emergency withdrawal in the early stage
of the Covid-19 pandemic to help participating families cope
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with financial hardship (Prosperity Now, 2020). This emer-
gency saving adjustment shows the potential role of CSA
in helping families cope with income shock. Further, CSAs
as a banking platform have the potential to meet banking
needs and create greater access to financial resources (Chen
& Elliott, 2020).

Despite CSAs’ demonstrated impact and potential for
supporting the disadvantaged families (Sherraden et al.,
2019), LMI family’s CSAs participation remains low.
This is particularly the case among CSAs programs with
application-based enrollment policy (also known as opt-
in), which requires eligible children and families to apply in
order to participate in the program. In fact, CSA programs
that adopt opt-in enrollment often have participants who are
disproportionately higher-income families, despite of vari-
ous outreach and recruitment efforts targeting low-income
families (Clancy & Sherraden, 2014; Loke et al., 2009). In
contrast, the automatic enrollment (also known as opt-out)
policy enrolls eligible participants and opens CSA accounts
for participants without any action required from them or
their parents or guardians. As of 2020, almost two-thirds
(64%) of current CSA programs adopted opt-in enrollment,
34% were opt-out and 3% used a combination of opt-in and
opt-out enrollment (Prosperity Now, 2020).

In this paper, we examine program participation among
welfare user in the My Alfond Grant program in the state of
Maine, one of a few state-wide CSA designed to address the
educational achievement gap and to level the field of sav-
ings. The My Alfond Grant (MAG) program, funded by the
Alfond Scholarship Foundation, started in 2008 and offered
eligible children in Maine $500 towards postsecondary edu-
cation. It also provided incentives (e.g., matching grants,
tax deductions, financial education) to participating fami-
lies for making contributions to saving accounts (Clancy &
Lassar, 2010). At the beginning of the program, interested
families need to meet requirements and apply to participate
in the MAG, which is what opt-in enrollment prescribes. In
2014, however, the MAG program shifted from opt-in to
opt-out enrollment granting all children born in Maine $500
at birth with no additional application required. This enroll-
ment policy change aims for better program inclusivity and
financial inclusion. As of January 2022, more than 130,000
Maine children now is participating in the MAG program
(The Alfond Grant, 2022). In this paper, we were interested
in understanding how this enrollment policy affected pro-
gram inclusivity, especially among children from welfare
user families.

Welfare users in this study refer to individuals who par-
ticipate in federally funded public assistance programs.
Research has well documented that while savings and
assets are instrumental to helping individuals cope with
financial hardships (McKernan et al., 2010), asset building
was discouraged for poor families participating in public
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assistance programs that are often mean-tested (McKernan
et al., 2012). In fact, welfare users are among those who
were least likely to participate in asset building programs
such as 529 plans and retirement plans. As one of the old-
est and most prominent college saving programs in the
country, the MAG offers a rare opportunity to understand
welfare users’ participation in an asset building program.
This study examines welfare users’ program participation
during the enrollment policy shift from opt-in to opt-out.
Additionally, along with other low-income individuals,
welfare users tend to have low educational expectations
(Kim et al., 2013). Evidence has shown that CSAs par-
ticipation was linked with higher educational expectation.
Given that educational expectation is an interim outcome
that is closely associated with college attendance and com-
pletion, we were interested in understanding the relation-
ship between welfare users’ CSA participation and edu-
cational expectation. The following section reviews CSA
literature and studies on the MAG program.

Literature Review
An Overview of Research on CSA Impact

As CSAs are becoming an increasingly prominent strat-
egy to improve access to higher education and long-term
financial security, research on CSA has grew exponentially
in recent years (Markoff et al., 2018). A recent overview
indicated that CSA effects were studied in four outcome
areas including health and well-being, economic mobil-
ity, equity, and education (Markoff et al., 2018). For health
and well-being, for instance, studies have linked CSAs
with mother’s increased psychological well-being, posi-
tive parenting practice, and increased psychological and
social-emotional well-being (Huang et al., 2014, Gray et al.,
2012, Nam et al., 2016, Scalon & Adams, 2008). In terms of
economic mobility, studies reported a positive association
between having a CSA and increased savings and connec-
tion to mainstream financial institutions (Elliott & Lewis,
2015; Huang et al., 2013; Sherraden et al., 2011). CSA also
seems to reduce disparities between the poor and nonpoor
families in account holding and savings (Beverly et al.,
2015; Buitrago & Mullany, 2017; Sullivan et al., 2016).
Lastly, evidence on CSA’s impact on education focuses on
savings for post-secondary education, educational expecta-
tions, academic achievement, and post-secondary enroll-
ment and completion (Beverly et al., 2016; Kim et al., 2015;
Long, 2016; Elloitt et al., 2011; Elliott et al., 2013, 2019).
Given educational expectation is the focus of this study, we
review this line of research in details below.
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Educational Expectation and Children’s Savings
Accounts

In and outside of the CSA field, the educational expecta-
tion has been linked to improved academic performance
(e.g., Carolan & Wasserman, 2015), and become a rou-
tinely examined interim outcome to assess CSA program
impact (Markoff et al., 2018). Findings from CSA stud-
ies indicated a positive association between educational
expectation and CSA account holding. The most rigorous
evidence comes from experimental studies on Saving for
Education, Entrepreneurship, and Downpayment (SEED
for Oklahoma Kids (SEED OK), a large CSA experiment
in the state of Oklahoma, studies have showed that the CSA
program had a positive impact on sustaining and increasing
mothers’ educational expectations over a time period of 4
years (e.g., Kim et al., 2015). Using the same data, several
other studies showed that educational expectations were
significantly higher in treatment group than those in the
control group, indicating CSA’s strong impact on educa-
tional expectation among average participants as well as
vulnerable groups (Huang et al., 2019; Kim et al., 2017).

In addition to experimental research, a group of studies
used secondary data to examine the relationship between
college savings accounts and educational expectation. For
example, Elliott (2009) used data from the Panel Study of
Income Dynamics and found that children with a Children’s
Development Account (CDA) were nearly twice as likely to
expect to attend college than children without a CDA. Shanks
and Destin (2009) reported similar findings with an Afri-
can American subsample. Fang et al. (2018) used data from
China Family Panel Studies and found that parental educa-
tional expectations are a partial mediator between family’s
savings and children’s educational achievement in China.

Educational expectation has also been studied qualita-
tively and with mixed methods. A few qualitative studies
indicated that participating children and youths in families
that regularly communicated about savings and education
had higher educational expectations (Blumenthal & Shanks,
2019; Chen & Elliott, 2020; Friedline et al., 2017). In a
mixed method study by Blumenthal and Shanks (2019), for
example, researchers investigated SEEK OK participants’
family communications about college, saving for college
and found that families that held an account and communi-
cated with children about accounts had higher educational
expectations than families that did not have an account or
communicate about the account.

CSA Enroliment Policy
The design and mechanism of CSAs are rooted in the insti-

tutional theory of saving, which describes that structural
arrangements play a critical role in shaping saving behaviors,

yet such arrangements are often absent in the financial lives of
low-income individuals and families (Beverly & Sherraden,
1999; Sherraden, 1991, 1999). According to the theory, auto-
matic enrollment is part of facilitation, expanding saving
opportunities to low-income families (Curley et al., 2009). In
the CSA field, enrollment policy varies to a great extent. To
meet local priorities and best use available resources, CSA
programs have used three different enrollment processes and
yielded varied participation outcomes, savings engagement,
and account accumulation (Markoff et al., 2018). Automatic
enrollment (opt-out policy) and application-based enrollment
(opt-in policy) are the two main enrollment policies in the
CSA field. As of 2020, there were 82 publicly or privately
run CSA programs in the USA, about 34% of existing pro-
grams had opt-out enrollment whereas 64% was opt-in (Pros-
perity Now, 2020). Compared to the opt-in policy, opt-out
enrollment allows for all eligible children to participate in
the program, therefore, ensure near-universal participa-
tion. A few CSAs used a combination of opt-in and opt-out
enrollments. To date, few studies have taken a close look at
CSA enrollment policy to understand the impact on program
participation and outcome. Beverly et al. (2015) examined
automatic enrollment of the SEED OK and found that the
opt-out design eliminated virtually all variation by income,
race, and other demographic characteristics in account hold-
ing. Using the same data source, Huang et al. (2019) further
examined the impacts of SEED OK on TANF and the Head
Start participants and indicated that universal access to CSA
yielded positive impacts on financial and social-emotional
development outcomes for TANF and Head Start mother and
child participants. Data from San Francisco’s Kindergarten-
to-College (K2C), a CSA for all kindergartens in the public
school system, Elliott et al. (2017) found that school-level
opt-out enrollment ensures better participation among low and
moderate-income families. Findings from these studies con-
verge to suggest that universal enrollment is better at facilitat-
ing vulnerable families” access to asset building opportunities
and improved outcomes on an array of social, emotional, and
educational factors.

Prior Studies on the MAG Program

Since the MAG started in 2008, a few studies investigated
program participation and outcome. There is no experimen-
tal data available; therefore, studies on the MAG program
reviewed used cross-sectional, one-shot survey data. Clancy
and Sherraden (2014) examined program participation and
found that participation rates increased from 40% during
the opt-in time period (2008-2013) to nearly 100% (opt-
out in 2014 and after). In addition to participation, other
studies have linked the MAG program to improved and per-
sistent educational expectations. For instance, Chen et al.
(2020) found that while there was no expectation difference
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between opt-in and opt-out parents, parents with a CSA
were 2.7 times more likely than those without a CSA to
expect their children to attend a 4-year college. Quali-
tatively, Elliott et al., (2018) as well as Chen and Elliott
(2020) investigated the impact of CSA on parental educa-
tional expectations and program participants’ experiences.
Elliott et al. (2018) found that most parents who had a CSA
described positive educational expectations and developed
a college-saver identity. Chen and Elliott (2020) suggested
that having a CSA helped elevating parents’ educational
expectations and increasing family financial socializations.
To summarize, studies on the MAG program showed a
promising link between having a CSA account and elevated
educational expectation.

The MAG’s enrollment policy change from opt-in to opt-
out is unique in the CSA field. With current participants
enrolled through either opt-in and opt-out, the MAG pro-
gram provides a rare opportunity to examine program par-
ticipation and outcome by enrollment. Building on previous
research, this study used data collected from Maine residents
to examine program participation among welfare users and
their educational expectation. We were interested in under-
standing how enrollment policy may affect low-income
families, especially welfare user’s program participation.
Along with other low-income individuals, welfare users tend
to have low educational expectations (Kim et al., 2013). We
were interested in exploring whether having a CSA affects
this group’s educational expectation, given that one of the
CSA aims was to provide access to educational attainment.
The following sections provide details regarding the study
design and findings.

Method
Data Collection

Data were collected using a random sampling method
through Pan Atlantic Research, a market research and con-
sulting firm in the state of Maine. The sampling pool was
identified by the purchase of approximately 8000 phone
records of parents with children born between 2008 and
2017. Participants were selected if (1) they were verified res-
idents of Maine, and (2) had at least one child born between
2008 and 2017. A 63-item survey instrument was devel-
oped by several researchers who have expertise in household
finance and asset building. The survey includes questions
regarding qualifying criteria, educational expectation, health
and education history of the child, household finances, col-
lege saving and child’s saving accounts, college cost, family
relationships, and socio-demographic information. The aver-
age time to complete the survey was 16 min. Data collection
began in September 2018 and ended in March 2019 and
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occurred in several stages. It started with 300 surveys col-
lected through phone interviews, then 170 surveys collected
through online survey, and another 300 surveys collected
through phone interviews.

Measures

Educational expectation was the dependent variable and
assessed by one question worded as “As things stand now,
how far in school do you think the child will actually get?”.
Respondents were asked to choose from nine optional
answers including some high school, complete a high school
diploma, GED or alternative high school credentials, com-
plete a certificate program or diploma from a school that
provides occupational training, some college, associate
degree, a bachelor’s degree, some graduate school, Master’s
Degree, and a Ph.D., MD, law school or other high-level
professional degree. Because this study focuses on college
education, the educational expectation variable was coded
dichotomously (1 =bachelor’s degree or higher, 0=1ess than
a bachelor’s degree).

The key independent variable was welfare use and
assessed with a question asking respondents if they par-
ticipated in any of seven public assistance programs (i.e.,
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families, state welfare pro-
gram, Special Supplement Nutrition Program for Women,
Infants, and Children, state Medicaid, Children’s Health
Insurance Program, Sect. 8) in the past 12 months. The
welfare use variable was coded dichotomously indicating
program participation in any of the seven public assistance
programs listed. The other key independent variable of inter-
est was CSA participation. This variable was dichotomously
coded indicating whether respondents had a CSA account
at the time of the survey (have a CSA account=1, do not
have CSA account=0). Based on this variable, we further
computed a variable that indicates enrollment policy: opz-
in CSA and opt-out CSA. The opt-in CSA group composes
of study participants who received the Alfond Grant during
the opt-in policy period (2008-2013), whereas the No CSA
group includes participants who did not apply for My Alfond
Grant during this time period. The opt-out group consists
of study participants who received the My Alfond Grant
during the opt-out policy period (2014-2017). The group
that without CSA (i.e., No CSA) was used as a comparison
group in the analysis.

Five control variables were included in the analysis
including the child’s age and gender, respondent’s marital
status, income, and their report of the child’s academic per-
formance. The selection of control variables was based on
the literature and availability of the data. All but one control
variables were dichotomized for analysis. The child’s gender
was coded 1 if male, O if female. Marital status was coded 1
if married, O otherwise. Household income was coded 1 if it
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was reported above $55,000, 0 if $55,000 or below. Parent-
rated academic performance was coded 1 if respondents
reported their child’s GPA or overall school performance
last year was above average or excellent, 0 if it was average,
below average, or very poor. Age was coded continuously.

Data Analysis

Descriptive and bivariate analyses were conducted to com-
pare sample characteristics of the full sample with that of
the welfare recipient subsample. Descriptive statistics were
computed to examine welfare user participation under the
opt-in and opt-out enrollment policy. Bivariate tests were
conducted to examine group difference between welfare
use and CSA groups. Then a logit regression model with a
listwise deletion method was conducted to assess the rela-
tionship between welfare use and educational expectation.

Finally, we examined the relationship between CSA par-
ticipation and educational expectation among welfare users,
with the same set of control variables included. Odd ratios
were computed for all variables included in the models.

Results

Table 1 shows sample characteristics of the full sample and
the subsample of welfare users. The full sample consisted
of 770 Maine residents, 47% (n = 370) were self-identified
welfare users. The sample consisted of mostly white (97%),
married adults (76%). Over a half of the sample was col-
lege educated (61%) with an annual household income of
above $55,000 (64%). About 58% of respondents had a
female child; 72% of the respondents reported their child
had above average GPA. The mean age of children reported

Table 1 Sample characteristics
(percentage)

Full sample (N="770) Welfare user

sub-sample
(n=370)
Parent characteristics
Race
White 747 (97.01%) 360 (97.30%)
Marital status
Married 591 (76.75%) 273 (73.78%)

Education level
Bachelor’s degree or higher
Below a bachelor’s degree
Household income
Up to $55,000
$55,000 and above
Child characteristics
Gender
Female
Parent-reported GPA
Above average
Average/worse
Mean (SD)
Age
Dependent variable
Educational expectation
A bachelor’s degree or above
Less than a bachelor’s degree
Independent variables
CSA enrollment
Opt-in CSA
Opt-out CSA
No CSA
CSA participation
Opt-in CSA and opt-out CSA
No CSA

430 (61.43%)
278 (38.57%)

193 (59.38%)
132 (40.62%)

271 (35.61%)
490 (64.39%)

166 (44.99%)
203 (55.01%)

452 (58.70%) 214 (57.84%)

505 (72.75%)
194 (27.75%)

241 (72.81%)
90 (27.19%)

7.26 (2.63) 7.16 2.73)

608 (78.96%)
162 (21.04%)

273 (73.78%)
97 (26.22%)

343 (46.10%)
198 (26.61%)

165 (46.09%)
105 (29.33%)

203 (27.28%) 88 (24.58%)
541 (72.72%) 270 (75.42%)
203 (27.28%) 88 (24.58%)
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Table 2 Distribution of welfare users in three policy groups

Welfare user Non-welfare users  Diff? p value
(n=348, (n=386, 51.88%)
48.12%)
No CSA* 88 (43.35%) 115 (56.65%) 0.11
Opt-in CSA® 165 (48.10%) 178 (51.90%)
0.10

Opt-out CSA® 105 (53.03%) 93 (46.97%)

“Reference group is opt-in CSA and opt-out CSA combined
PReference group is opt-out CSA group
“Reference group is opt-in CSA group

by respondents was 7 years old. Overall, the demographic
distribution of the welfare recipient subsample aligns with
the full sample except household income. The percentage
of respondents with an annual household income of up to
$55,000 in the welfare subsample was 9% higher than the
percentage in the full sample (44.99% versus 35.61%).
Most respondents reported that they expected their children
to go to college (78% of the full sample, 73% of the welfare
user subsample). Approximately, a quarter of the sample did
not have a CSA account (27% of the full sample, 24% of the
welfare user subsample). About the same percentage (46%)
of respondents in the full sample and in the welfare user sub-
sample received CSA account under the opt-in policy, while
the percentage of respondents in the welfare user subsample
received CSA through opt-out policy was higher than the
percentage of respondents in the full sample received CSA
through opt-in policy (29.33% versus 26.61%, respectively).
Table 2 shows the distribution of welfare users in
the three policy groups: No CSA group consisted of

participants did not apply for Alfond Grant during the
opt-in policy, Opt-in CSA group included participants
who applied and received a CSA during the opt-in pol-
icy, whereas Opt-out CSA group consisted of partici-
pants received a CSA during the opt-out policy through
automatic enrollment. As seen in Table 2, welfare users
accounted for about 48% of the full sample as well as
of the Opt-in CSA group. In the Opt-out CSA group, the
percentage of welfare users was 7% larger than the por-
tion of non-welfare users (53% and 46%, respectively).
When comparing the portion of welfare users with CSA by
enrollment policy, data showed that the Opt-out CSA group
has a larger percentage of welfare users than the Opt-in
CSA group (53% versus 48%). Results of chi-square tests
showed that there was no welfare use difference among the
three CSA groups. Table 3 shows sample characteristics
by CSA enrollment policy. As shown in this table, com-
pared to the opt-in CSA group, the opt-out CSA group had
significantly fewer married participants (72.22% versus
80.17%) and fewer participants with a household income
of $55,000 and above (55.90% versus 72.64%).

Findings from Logit Regression Analysis

Table 4 shows results from two multivariate regression mod-
els in which educational expectation was regressed on wel-
fare use and CSA participation, with six control variables.
Specifically, to examine the relationship between welfare use
and educational expectation, logit regression was used with
a listwise deletion method with a working sample size of
692. Results indicated a negative association between wel-
fare use and educational expectation (OR = 0.57, z = —2.77,

Table 3 Sample characteristics
by CSA enrollment policy

Opt-in CSA (n=343)  Opt-out CSA (n=198)  Diff? p value

(percentage) Parent characteristics

Race
White
Marital status
Married
Education level
Bachelor’s degree or higher
Household income
$55,000 and above
Child characteristics
Gender
Female
Parent-reported GPA
Above average

335 (97.67%) 191 (96.46%) 041
275 (80.17%) 143 (72.22%) 0.03*
209 (63.72%) 107 (64.85%) 0.80
247 (72.64%) 109 (55.90%) 0.00%
202 (58.89%) 126 (63.64%) 0.27
245 (73.57%) 108 (76.60%) 0.49

#p<.05; #¥p <.01; *+¥p <001
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Table 4 Results from logit
regressions predicting
educational expectation

Full sample (n=692)

Welfare user subsample
(n=319)

Odds ratio Z Odds ratio z

Welfare use 0.55%%* 2.92 — —

CSA participation® 0.70 -1.76 2.28%%* 0.70
Male 1.00 0.01 1.09 0.31
Age 0.97 —0.68 0.97 0.06
White 0.87 -0.22 0.63 0.71
Married 1.19 0.72 1.06 0.34
High-income 1.36 1.45 1.05 0.30
Academic performance 1.69%* 2.47 2.13% 0.63

Model significance

LR 22 (8)=21.56**

LR »* (8)=16.61*

*p <.05; ¥*p<.01

*Reference group is comparison group constituting of those did not have Alfond Grant at the time of sur-

veying

p < .01). In other words, respondents who participated in
public assistance program were less likely to expect their
children to go to college than those who did not receive
public assistance. CSA participation showed no significant
relationship with education expectation. Most control vari-
ables included were not significantly associated with edu-
cational expectation. Academic performance was the only
control variable that was found positively associated with
educational expectation (OR = 1.68, z =2.45, p < .05). This
suggests that those parents who had the higher self-reported
academic performance of their children were more likely to
expect their children to attend college.

With the same set of control variables, a logit regression
with the welfare user subsample was estimated to assess
the relationship between CSA participation and educational
expectation. Results revealed a positive association between
CSA participation and educational expectation (OR = 2.28,
7z =2.68, p < .01). This suggests that welfare users who
participated in CSA were 2.28 times more likely to expect
their children to attend college. Among all control variables
included in the model, academic performance was the only
variable which showed a significant relationship with the
dependent variable educational expectation. Specifically,
welfare recipients who reported their child had over-average
academic performance were 2 times more likely to expect
their child to go to college (OR = 2.13, z =2.58, p < .05).

Discussion and Implications

This study examines how enrollment policy affects partici-
pation among welfare users and investigates the relationship
between CSA participation and educational expectations.
Using data collected from 770 Maine residents, we compared
welfare users’ enrollment and educational expectation in
three groups: opt-in CSA, no CSA, and opt-out CSA group.

We found that under the opt-out policy, the portion of welfare
user participants was larger than the portion of non-welfare
users, although there was no statistical difference between
welfare use and the CSA group. However, when comparing
CSA opt-in and opt-out group, we found the opt-out group
had significantly more lower-income participants than the
opt-in group. This finding is not surprising given that the
opt-out enrollment policy was designed to have the maximum
inclusivity. Past studies have shown that the inclusiveness of
a CSA program depends on the types of enrollment policy.
With the My Alfond Grant (MAG) program, researchers
noted a low participation rate when it had opt-in enrollment:
Only 40% of eligible children participated in the MAG pro-
gram under the opt-in policy. Furthermore, the participa-
tion was disproportionately skewed towards children from
families with higher levels of education and financial asset
holding (Clancy & Sherraden, 2014; Huang et al., 2013).
Low program participation rates among low-income fami-
lies were also seen in other CSA programs. For example,
The Saving for Education, Entrepreneurship, and Downpay-
ment (SEED) program, a CSA program in the city of Detroit
with a target population of Head Start participants, witnessed
a 62% opt-in participation rate after putting in considera-
ble outreach efforts (Marks et al., 2009). Existing studies
on program participation suggested that opt-in enrollment
has inherent barriers that deter socially and economically
disadvantaged groups from participating in asset building
opportunities. For the MAG program, past studies showed
that paperwork requirements and enrollment timeline were
participation barriers (Chen & Elliott, 2020). Echoing other
CSA studies (Beverly et al., 2015; Chen & Elliott, 2020),
findings from this study suggest that automatic enrollment
likely removes participation barriers for lower-income fami-
lies and likely others who tend not to participate in asset
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building opportunities due to various program-specific bar-
riers (Chen & Elliott, 2020).

We also found a negative association between welfare
use and educational expectations, which is consistent with
previous studies indicating that compared to high-income
families, lower-income families had lower expectations for
their children’s educational future (McKernan et al., 2010;
O’Brien, 2008). However, among the welfare users, we
found that CSA participation had a strong, positive associa-
tion with educational expectation. This finding is consistent
with prior studies that examined this relationship among vul-
nerable households including low-income families, racial
minorities, and welfare users (Elliott, 2009; Rauscher et al.,
2017; Huang et al., 2019; Rauscher et al., 2017). The current
study contributes to the literature by focusing on a vulner-
able population and showing having a CSA could potentially
elevate welfare users’ educational expectations.

In addition, the study showed the potential progressive
impact of CSA on vulnerable populations. Findings showed
no significant relationship between CSA participation and
educational expectation with the full sample but identified
a strong association among the welfare user subsample.
Additionally, the association between CSA participation and
educational expectation was stronger among welfare users
than it was for the average MAG participant found by Chen
et al. (2020)’s study. This implies that CSA’s potential role
of leveling the field of savings by having a possibly larger
impact on welfare users in terms of improving educational
expectation. While experimental data are needed to pin
down the causal relationship, this study builds on previous
studies suggesting CSA’s larger-than-average impact among
welfare users. These findings, if confirmed by experimental
data, call for an automatic enrollment policy among CSA
programs and other asset building programs that aim to level
the saving field for financially vulnerable populations.

Implications

The economic crisis triggered by the COVID-19 pandemic
has exposed a financial vulnerability that many low-income
American families have lived in for years. While the Coro-
navirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act
has distributed money to millions of bank accounts, there
were still 14 million Americans whose stimulus checks
arrived slowly and with higher fees. Those unbanked
households were concentrated among lower-income, less-
educated, younger, Black and Hispanic households, the
groups that many CSA programs aim to reach (Chen &
Friedline, 2022). As CSA shows the impact on improving
educational outcomes (Huang et al., 2014), its potential
to bridge the banking gap remains veiled. Recent studies
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have suggested that integrating a CSA with social services
such as Head Start and TANF (Huang et al., 2019), this
study builds on this vision by showing a universal CSAs’
potential in granting welfare users access to asset build-
ing opportunities. Given that CSA programs often provide
bank accounts, these CSA accounts can serve as a bank-
ing platform that enables unbanked families to not only
save for college education but also access basic financial
services. At a time like the Covid pandemic crisis, CSA
could be a channel to deliver stimulus checks to people
who do not have access to traditional banking accounts. In
addition, savings in CSA accounts can serve as a financial
cushion to cope with economic crises, and this function
can be critical to the financial well-being of lower-income
individuals, the group that have been disproportionately
affected by the Covid-19 crisis (Prosperity Now, 2020). In
fact, some CSA programs considered allowing emergency
withdrawals during the pandemic, although account with-
drawal is still restricted by the majority of CSA programs
(Prosperity Now, 2020). It is beyond the scope of this study
to examine how CSAs are used during the pandemic cri-
sis; however, findings of this study carry relevance within
the context of the covid-induced economic downturn. The
study focus on welfare users and findings from this study,
along with the existing practice of using CSA as emergency
savings offer an opportunity to envision CSA as a platform
that beyond a savings account for educational advance-
ment but banking inclusion and financial security among
financially vulnerable populations (Sherraden et al., 2018).

Limitations

One limitation of this study lies in its use of cross-sectional
data, which does not allow for making robust observations
on the relationship between CSA participation and edu-
cational expectation. The research design determines the
found relationship between CSA participation and educa-
tional expectation is correlational. Another limitation of this
study is the racial makeup of the sample. The majority of the
sample is White. While the sample seems to reflect the racial
composition of the residents in the state of Maine (Census
Bureau, 2020), the association between CSA participation
and expectation may change when the study sample has a
more racially diverse composition. In addition, the educa-
tional attainment of the sample was slightly higher than the
average Maine residents (55.85% of the sample had a college
degree or higher while 32.5% of the Maine residents had a
college education or higher, Census Bureau, 2020). There-
fore, the study sample is not representative of the Maine
resident population; therefore, findings may not be general-
izable to all Maine residents. Finally, the data were collected
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through a mix of online surveys and phone interviews. It is
possible that data collected through online surveys could
be subjected to selection bias and social desirability bias
when it comes to reporting educational expectation. Parent
study participants who participated in the study may be more
likely to have a higher educational expectation, and partici-
pants may have felt it is desirable to report that they had a
high educational expectation of their children.

Conclusion

This paper examines welfare user participation in one of the
oldest, state-wide Children’s Savings Account program and
its implications participants’ educational expectation. Our
findings suggest that universal enrollment policy (i.e., opt-
out policy) can reach greater inclusivity, such inclusivity can
be significant and meaningful among vulnerable populations
such as welfare users. Additionally, our study implies that
CSA as a policy tool could potentially enhance educational
expectation among welfare users as well as other disadvan-
taged groups. Additional analysis should be considered to
assess CSA’s long-term impacts among other disadvantaged
groups with a more generalizable population. As CSAs con-
tinue to grow in numbers, findings from this study suggest
envisioning CSA not only for elevating educational expecta-
tion but also a channel for bridging the banking gap among
those who are outside the mainstream financial system. This
vision is particularly relevant during the COVID-19 pan-
demic when millions of Americans who didn’t have a bank
account had to wait a long time to receive pandemic stimulus
benefits. Our study calls for further exploration of the inclu-
siveness of CSAs and other asset building programs with
more representative samples and rigorous research designs
to draw causal conclusions.
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