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Background

• Assets can help families:
– Weather emergencies—sudden job loss, health crisis
– Realize long-term goals, such as owning a home or 

financing retirement. 

• The federal government supports long-term asset 
development—over $400 billion per year.  

• Most of these subsidies go through the tax code (e.g., 
mortgage interest deduction, 401ks), so the subsidies 
primarily benefit high-income families who have higher 
income tax liabilities. 

• In 2009, over half of the subsidies went to the top 5 
percent of taxpayers, while low-income families received 
next to nothing (Woo, Rademacher, and Meier 2010). 
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Asset Holdings for 
Low-Income Families
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FIGURE 1. Asset Holdings for Low-Income Families, 2007
(median values)



Benefits and Costs of 
Car Ownership

• Benefits
• Easier access to potential employers (fill out more 

applications), consider employers not near public 
transportation, work late-night shifts.

• Improved employment and earnings
• Cope with emergencies

• Costs
• Cars depreciate and require maintenance
• On-going cost such as  insurance and gas

• Given the tough commutes carless families can face, the 
benefits of car ownership can far outweigh the costs.
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Ways the Federal Government 
Can Support Car Ownership

• Allow individual development accounts (IDAs) and other 
incentivized accounts to be used for car ownership 
• IDAs help the low-income build assets by matching 

savings for specific investments.
• The federal Assets for Independence (AFI) program is 

the largest source of funding for IDAs.
• Current allowable purchases: home, business, education

• National grants program to help with car purchase & repair
• Competitively awarded grants to support on-going 

programs or create new program.
• Program should have an evaluation component.
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Why is Evaluation Important?

• Provide policymakers the information needed to decide 
whether and how to support additional or expanded 
programs.

• The government spends a lot to promote asset building 
for high-income families; we should provide policymakers 
the ammunition to back programs for low-income 
families.

• Often times programs targeted at low-income families 
undergo more scrutiny, so a clear understanding of the 
program’s costs and benefits is particularly helpful.
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