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The Power of Demonstration: SEED

The goal of the Saving for Education, 
Entrepreneurship and Down payment (SEED) 
Initiative:
□ To develop, test, document and impel 

progressive matched savings accounts and 
financial education as a cost-effective, life-long 
wealth building tool, practice and policy system.
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The purpose of SEED was to test the idea of what the world would like if every child had a nest egg of their own, where they could use their funds to continue with their education, start a small business, or purchase a home in the future.  The SEED initiative tested, and documented matched savings accounts and financial education for children and youth starting from head start age to HS. 




Children’s Savings Accounts: The Vision 
of SEED
 Accounts opened at birth for every child, seeded with 

an initial deposit.
 Progressive savings matches (0-18 years).

 Accounts used for education/job training, 
entrepreneurship, homeownership, or retirement.

 Appropriate, cost-effective financial education.

 Universal system/institutionalized delivery.

 New opportunity, transformed aspirations, and 
reduced intergenerational poverty.
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The vision of SEED included helping policymakers, funders, researchers, child advocates and others to learn about the psychological, social, behavioral and economic effects of SEED accounts; the best way to engage working poor families; and the systems needed to deliver accounts effectively to millions of children. 
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SEED was designed as a multifaceted effort consisting of multiple components. 

Community practice, or demonstration component involved working with 12 community partners across the country that tested specific aspects of the program. Community partners provided practical knowledge about what worked best in the implementation of the program.  CFED was directly involved in this work. 

Research – Our funders wanted to be sure that SEED would be rigorously researched and evaluated to assess outcomes of the program. Research partners included Center for Social Development, The University of Kansas and RTI International. There were six separate research studies in SEED and the other 2 panelists will discuss some of these studies. 

Federal Policy was led by the New America Foundation to establish a system of accounts and to protect children and families from asset tests for SSI program. 

State policy included research and advocacy to resolve asset limits in selected states with our community partners, as well as selecting state policy partners who worked to design SEED policies at the state level. 

The purpose of the Market Development component was to study and design efficient and profitable CSAs.  In SEED, financial institutions collaborated with each of the community partners to deliver SEED accounts. The Aspen Institute Initiative on Financial Security was also involved in this work. 





SEED Community Practice
11 Community Partners
 Worked with one specific age cohort
 Opened about 75 accounts with local bank partner
 Provided up to $2,000/account in account incentives
 Delivered financial education; provided support and coaching
 Diverse program designs

SEED MI Experiment
 Head Start-based
 500 accounts each in “treatment” and “comparison” groups
 Rigorous impact evaluation
 Streamlined 529 account structure

SEED OK Experiment
 “Pure” experiment among 2700 randomly selected newborns
 Treatment group (approx. half) receive $1000 initial deposit in OK 529 college 

savings plan plus savings matches, depending on income
 Rigorous evaluation using three-wave survey design
 No community-based intermediation
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SEED Community Partners 
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Here is a map of our 12 community partners – three preschool sites (in blue); three elementary school sites (in red); two middle school sites (in pink) and 3 HS sites (in light blue). 



SEED Accountholders

 In general, participants were children/youth of color 
in working-poor families.  

 About 50% lived in families below the poverty line; 
virtually all families were below 200% of poverty line.

 Almost 28% were unbanked before SEED.

 Nearly 75% of participant caregivers did not have a 
college degree.
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Here is some demographic information about our participants:

Recite the bullets NOW



Lessons from SEED: Recruitment 

 Get the message right and repeat it multiple 
times
 Positive messages appealed to parents’ desires to 

create hopeful future for kids

 Address barriers to participation

 Reduce barriers to enrollment

 Quality, not longevity of relationship with 
partners is crucial
 Commitment of partners is fundamental to 

success than length of relationship
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Lessons from Recruitment:

It was extremely important for our community partners to use positive message while recruiting families to the program. Our partners learned that positive messages appealed to the parents’ desire to create hopeful futures for their kids than describing the mechanics of the account.  This is a distinction between adult and CSA programs. 

It was equally important for our partners to address barriers to participation.  Even with significant financial incentives, some families didn’t sign up for the program: parents believed they didn’t have resources to save, were distrustful of banks, and felt like the program was too good to be true.

3) The more hoops participants have to “jump through” such as going to the bank, completing classes before enrollment or filling out an application, the less likely they are to enroll.

4) Keep in mind that the quality, not longevity of the relationships with partners is crucial.  The quality of your partners will make it easier to engage hard to reach populations.  




Lessons: Financial Education 

 Financial Education
 There is no one-size fits all financial 

education curricula

 School-based delivery shows promise

 Effectiveness of on-line financial education 
with youth
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Re: Financial Education
We learned that there is no one size fits all approach to selecting financial education curricula.  We allowed our partners to select curricula based on the needs of their participants and families.  The learning needs of participants vary by age, language ability and ethnicity.  

Providing financial education at school solves the challenge of full participation.  Most of our partners providing financial ed either in an after school program or in the evenings.  Only two were able to provide F/E during the school day. 

On-line financial education can be an effective tool for older youth and parents, but may need to be augmented with face-to-face meetings.  





Lessons: Asset Limits and Account 
Incentives
 Asset Limits
 Little consistency in the treatment of Children’s 

Savings Accounts by Public Benefit Programs

 Asset Limits can create disincentive for children’s 
savings

 Account Incentives
 The amount and blend of various types of incentives 

can impact savings

 Incentives may be unworkable at scale
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Re: Asset Limits – There is little consistency in the treatment of CSAs by public benefit programs. Many public benefit programs limit their eligibility to those with few (less than $2,000) in assets.  In many cases, a participant may have reached $2,000 in their account within a short period of time.  During SEED, we worked hard to protect families against the loss of public benefits,  both during and after the program. Asset policies exist from state to state and it was difficult to secure waivers to exempt CSAs from asset tests.  Also, asset limits can create a disincentive for families to save if they fear a reduction or the elimination of benefits. 

Re: Account Incentives –From SEED, we learned that the amount and blend of incentives can impact savings and asset accumulation. We learned that an increase in the match cap is positively associated with savings (as families will stretch to meet the savings goal) but a higher match cap is not associated with total asset accumulation. The amount of the initial deposit and the maximum amount of “benchmarks” are positively associated with accumulation, but are not associated with savings. 

Our partners also provided benchmark incentives to reward participants and their families for participating in activities, such as financial education or for their birthdays. However, it was difficult to manage and track, and may be too costly to administer at scale. 



Lessons: Community-Based Organizations

 Building a sense of trust among low-income 
population was key strength

 Critical role in recruiting target population

 CBOs well suited to deliver financial education

 Account management was heavy lift

 Hand holding can create unintended 
consequences
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It was a pleasure to work with our community partners who were responsible for the day-to-day, on-site work of delivering the program to the participants and their families through the 4-year program, and we were able to learn lots of lessons from their work. 

Building trust – our community partners mentioned a sense of trust and connection to the community as a key asset to the program. CSA programs involved participants with their children and finances, and families had to trust the program and staff to reach their target population. 

Community partners were well-suited to deliver financial education: Due to their understanding of basic financial concepts and an understanding of their target population, they were able to modify the curriculum to meet the needs of their families.  Nice tie to saving in an account and financial education. 

By far, account management was the heaviest lift for our partners.  They were required to manage the accounts and financial incentives.  Most CBOs do not have the experience or financial systems to manage transactions, which should be the work of financial institutions.  




So, What’s Next?

 Number of city-wide CSA Innovations at Scale:
 Partnership for College Completion (PCC): KIPP 

Charter School Network, UNCF, CFED

 San Francisco Kindergarten to College Initiative
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What does the next generation of CSAs look like?

There are a number of city-wide innovations at scale such as:

Partnership for College Completion : Involves the KIPP Charter school network, UNCF and CFED – KIPP will open incentivized savings accounts and financial ed for 6th, 7th and 11th grade students in 4 pilot regions in late 2010. Goal is to expand to all of their 25,000 students.  Kids will be encouraged to deposit $100/year into their custodial savings account and receive match up to $250/year.  Accounts can only be used for education. 

SF Kindergarten to College Initiative: Scheduled to start this fall. Every child who starts Kindergarten at a public school will receive a savings account – initial deposit of $50, and children who qualify for free or reduced lunch will receive an additional $50. Teachers will deliver financial education to their kids in the classroom. 

I’m sure there are many other programs that were birthed from the SEED experiment.  



For more information

 Lessons from SEED: A National Demonstration of 
Children’s Development Accounts

 SEED “Book”

 http://cfed.org/programs/abc/seed/

Rochelle Howard

rhoward@cfed.org

202-207-0117
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