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 Create an overarching message framework, with 
specific messages that can be adapted 

 

 Purpose of the messages: 
 Build public and political support 
 Identify active constituencies for advocacy 
 Improve the climate to expand asset building 

policies 

Project Goal 



Strategic Research Approach 

Interviews with 
Key Grantees,  

Advocates, 
Influencers & 
Policymakers 

 
March 2011 

 

Focus Groups  
in Denver, 

Albuquerque 
and Atlanta  

 
May 2011 

 

2nd Round of 
Focus Groups in 
Charlotte and 

Kansas City 
 

August 2011 

National Survey  
including African 

Americans, 
Latinos and 

Opinion Formers 
 

Nov.-Dec. 2011 
 



Stakeholders & 
Policymakers 



Grantee/Advocates & Policymakers Begin in 
Very Different Places 

Economic disparity a priority  

Grantees & Advocates Policymakers 

Economic growth a priority 

Racial wealth gap a priority 

Asset Building needed to address poverty 

Asset Building is costly and not as 
important as job creation 

Social Security is important for low-
wage workers, but is in crisis 



But Show Some Important Alignment 

Benefits: Tangible & personal 

Grantees & Advocates Policymakers 

Aspirations: Self-sufficiency & 
financial independence 

Goal: Protect Social Security 



American Public 



Level of Support for 
Government Asset 
Building Programs 

Research Yielded Key Insights on Drivers 

Deep financial  
insecurity 
 
Confusion about  
assets, savings 
 
Retirement is key 

Negative views of  
poor people 
 
Believe if people work  
hard, they can get  
ahead 

Skepticism, distrust 
 
Many think government 
should help, but not be 
intrusive or inefficient 

 Financial 
Security 

Root Causes 
of Poverty 

Role of 
Government 

+ + = 



  Total White 
African 

American 
Latino 

Reduce wages/hours 45 42 47 55 

Lost job 33 28 41 44 

Behind on mortgage 17 14 24 22 

Home foreclosure 8 6 14 12 

Percent Experienced the Following Event: 

Americans Are Sharing the Pain 



Retirement and Tangible Benefits are Key 

Enough savings for retirement 

A good job 

Money to send kids to college 

Owning a house 

Enough income to afford a few luxuries 

Getting a college degree 

Owning your own business 

48% 

30% 

25% 

25% 

22% 

17% 

7% 

% Top Two Things Most Important for Achieving Financial Security 



The Individual Is Seen as Responsible 

Hard 
work 

Ambition A good 
education 

Ability to 
save, 

invest & 
manage 
finances 

32% 

27% 26% 
24% 

An easy or 
automatic 

way to 
save, like a 

401k 

Incentives 
to save & 

invest, like 
mortgage 

deductions 

Access to 
loans 

Luck Coming 
from a 

wealthy 
family 

A person’s 
race or 
ethnic 

background 

12% 

8% 8% 

4% 4% 
2% 



In your opinion, 
which is generally 
more responsible  
if a person is  
poor: Lack of effort 
on his or  
her own part,  
or lack of access  
to opportunity? 

Americans Are Divided on Root 
Causes of Poverty 

42% 

39% 

16% 

3% 

| Lack of opportunity 

| Lack of effort 

| Both 

| Don’t know 



52% total 

38%  
strongly 

favor 

33%  
strongly 
oppose 

43% total 

10% 
somewhat 

oppose 

Government 
should have a 
role in helping 

people to  
become 

financially 
secure.  

Government 
should not have 
a role in helping 

people to 
become 

financially 
secure.  

14% somewhat 
favor 

Initial Support Is Relatively High 

10% somewhat 
oppose 



52% total 

38%  
strongly 

favor 

33%  
strongly 
oppose 

43% total 

10% 
somewhat 

oppose 

Government 
should have a 
role in helping 

people to  
become 

financially 
secure.  

Government 
should not have 
a role in helping 

people to 
become 

financially 
secure.  

Would you favor or oppose government 
implementing policies that help American 
families build savings and other financial 

resources in order to achieve financial security? 

64% total 

33% total 

30% 

34%  

20%  

13% 

14% somewhat 
favor 

Specificity Increases Support 

10% somewhat 
oppose 



Provide matching 
funds to prepare for 
unexpected events 

and needs 

Provide tax deductions 
on mortgages 

Increase Social 
Security 

Provide matching 
funds to families to 

send their kids to 
college 

Provide matching 
funds to contribute 

to retirement 
accounts 

Greatest Support for Mortgages, Social Security 

84%  
total 

15%  
total 

70%  
total 

27%  
total 

67%  
total 

31%  
total 

61%  
total 

37%  
total 

53%  
total 

45%  
total 



Building Support 



Audiences Align on Key Themes 

Tangible & personal benefits 

Grantees 
 & Advocates 

Policymakers 

Self-sufficiency & financial independence 

Opportunity 

Protecting Social Security 

American 
Adults 

Economic Growth 



Winning Words 

Words Why they work 

Striving, actively trying Suggests active attempt to improve their lives. Creates 
respect and empathy. 

Financial independence Independence is aspirational and universal. 

Security Security suggests peace of mind – freedom from worry. 

Education, home, 
retirement 

Tangible examples of assets help people relate. 

Dignity Evokes pride and accomplishment 

Proven tools Tools empower people; proven = tested, effective 

Opportunity Resonates with almost everyone – expanding possibilities 



“Tools” suggests options vs. 
mandates. 
 
Specific examples of "assets"  
make the topic more real. 
 
Most people don't support 
government "giving" benefits to 
"people who don't need them."  
 
 

Sensible Priority Message 
Instead of giving tax breaks to millionaires, 
the government can offer families tools to 
help them save and become financially 
secure. It makes better sense to help the 
average family buy a home, send their kids 
to college, and save for a secure 
retirement, than to give expensive tax 
breaks to people who don’t need them.  

Sensible Priority 

50% very convincing 

24% somewhat 
convincing 



People want inclusive language. 
 
Equal opportunity is a core 
American value. 
 
Retirement and education are 
especially important. 
 
Many can relate to working harder 
to make ends meet. 
 
 
 

Equal Opportunity Message 
Every American deserves an equal opportunity 
to create a decent life for themselves and their 
children. People are working harder than ever 
to make ends meet, send their children to 
college or save for retirement. Government 
should offer proven tools to help people to 
save for these things, so everyone has an 
equal opportunity for a decent life. 

Equal Opportunity 

44% very 
convincing 26% somewhat 

convincing 



The vision of a stronger country 
is motivating in times of 
uncertainty. 
 
"Self-sufficiency" is an 
aspirational value held by a 
diverse cross-section of people. 
 
The specific benefits of asset 
building make the value of the 
programs more tangible. 
 

Self-Sufficiency Message 
Our country is stronger when everyone is 
self-sufficient and has the means to stand 
on their own two feet. It makes good sense 
for government to offer proven tools that 
help people become financially self-
sufficient like saving to buy a home, sending 
their kids to college, and saving for a secure 
retirement.  

Self-Sufficiency 

43% very 
convincing 

32% very 
convincing 



Economic Growth Message 
Middle-class Americans are the engine of our 
economy. To get the economy moving 
again, it makes sense for government to 
offer proven tools that help people save to 
buy a home, and start a business, so that 
more people can enter the middle class and 
achieve financial security.  

Economic Growth 

39% very 
convincing 

The idea that people are the 
engine of the economy is 
empowering. 
 
The majority of Americans 
identify themselves as middle 
class, so most people will see 
themselves in this message. 
 
The economy is the #1 issue in 
the country today. 

35% somewhat 
convincing 



Many people think 
discrimination is a fact of the 
past—it's important to note that 
discrimination affects people 
today. 
 
“A fair chance” is a core 
American belief. 

Racial Wealth Gap Message 
For generations, racial discrimination in 
education, employment, housing and other areas 
were barriers to African-American and Hispanic 
families achieving financial security. The effects  
of this discrimination persist today, and many 
people of color don't have the resources to send 
their kids to college, buy a home, or save for 
retirement. Government should offer proven 
tools to help people who’ve been held back get a 
fair chance at a decent life.  

Racial Wealth 
Gap 

32% very 
convincing 

28% somewhat 
convincing 



Actively trying to stand 
on his own two feet 
 
Specific tools offered by 
government 
 
 
Tangible benefits 
 
 
 
Aspirational outcomes 
 

Empowering Stories Create Empathy 

With the responsibility of a family, David worked hard to 
become self-sufficient and save for his children’s future.  
He took classes in money management through a financial 
education program offered by the government, which 
taught him how to save and invest. He opened an account  
to put away some money, with support from a government 
program that matched his contributions. Eventually, he 
saved enough to put a down payment on a small house. 
Now he has his mind set on going back to college. David 
only needed a jumpstart, through a financial education 
program and a savings account provided by the 
government, to realize his own dreams of owning a  
home and creating a better life for his children.  



Building an 
Aspirational 

Narrative 



Program Narrative 

We work for people who are striving to make a better life for 
themselves and their families, but don’t have the opportunity 
to achieve financial independence and long-term security. 
 

Many Americans can’t save enough to get through 
emergencies, much less pay for education, buy a home or put 
money away for retirement. And government policies often 
benefit those who need help the least, while overlooking people 
who start out in life with less opportunity and face the highest 
obstacles to financial security. 



Program Narrative 
We champion proven tools that help everyone save and invest 
for the future: 
 

 Savings plans to help families finance their children’s education, 
buy their own home and put money aside for their retirement 

 Effective government programs and fair policies that invest in 
people and support financial independence, such as a strong Social 
Security system 

 

The visionaries we support create opportunities for all people to 
achieve their full potential in life and retire with dignity. 
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