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Mobile and online technologies can
help make college a possibility for
low-income and minority families.

Encouraging families to save for their children’s college education
is increasingly championed as a way to address the educational
attainment gap facing low-income and minority students. Research
shows that resource and asset differences are the primary causes
of the racial-ethnic attainment gap,' and that children with even
only small amounts of school savings are three times more likely to
enroll in college and four times more likely to graduate from col-
lege than those without savings.? Motivated by this potential for
change, many communities, cities, and even entire states are estab-
lishing children’s saving account (CSA) programs.® CSAs are like
traditional savings accounts, but they are typically established for
children as early as at birth to allow the savings to grow over their
lifetime. CSAs can also offer a variety of financial incentives: savings
can be tax-free (in the case of 529 accounts) and can be augmented
with matching deposits from the CSA program and its partners.

Seeking Scale

As CSA programs are maturing, practitioners are focusing on
increasing their scalability and sustainability without raising admin-
istrative burdens and cost. They are also looking for better ways to
reach those who would benefit from these programs the most: low-
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to moderate-income households. At a recent national conference

sponsored by the Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, practitioners
agreed that web-based and mobile-phone technologies offer prom-
ising means of addressing these challenges by enabling low-cost but
effective strategies to reach and serve the targeted population.

Using technology only became an option in recent years. In
2009, when Inversant, a community-based CSA program head-
quartered in Massachusetts, first began reaching out to low- and
middle-income families, cellular phones and Internet were not com-
monly used among that population. The program had to rely on
direct communication and outreach. This method was quite suc-
cessful in getting families to establish CSAs, but it was expensive
and time-consuming. Additionally, the scalability was weak: that is,
it couldn’ easily be expanded to serve larger populations.

National surveys show that now at
least three-quarters of low-income
Americans have access to Internet.

In recent years, however, Internet access and cell phone use has
penetrated all income brackets. National surveys show that now at
least three-quarters of low-income Americans have access to Inter-
net (up from only 34 percent in 2000).> Greater numbers of people
are also accessing the Internet through smartphones, especially low-
income individuals. Additionally, low-income families have been



forced to familiarize themselves with technology in order to access
and take advantage of various financial and educational services, as
more and more banking services, college application processes, and
financial aid processes are conducted online. These developments
mean that technology is now a more attractive solution for reaching
larger scale and reducing costs.

Inversant’s Innovations

Starting in 2012, Inversant gradually introduced and tested a series
of new tech features on its participants: text-message remind-
ers, email newsletters, and online sweepstakes. Inversants teams
use these technological communication and outreach methods to
achieve various goals. Text messages are geared to motivate families
to save regularly and to remind them of important college-related
deadlines. The email newsletters are providing families with a
college-focused financial education that complements the work-
shops” content. Sweepstakes were introduced to mimic the logic
behind increasingly popular and successful prize-linked sav-
ings accounts.® With the sweepstakes, participants are enticed by
the opportunity to win some additional money for their savings
accounts if they answer some questions. The results are very encour-
aging: what follows is what we've learned so far.

Text-Message Reminders

Knowing that text messaging is the most widely used basic feature
of a cell phone (research shows that 97 percent of smartphone own-
ers use text messaging),” Inversant uses messaging to send reminders
to save and to make reference to a monetary bonus participants
can earn by saving regularly. Because Inversant helps families not
only with financial preparation for college but with other aspects as
well, it also uses text-message reminders to help keep students on
track in their college application process. Leveraging insights from
behavioral economics, the content of the text messages is carefully
drafted to be simple, clear, positive, inclusive, and motivational. It
is noteworthy that after participants started receiving text-message
reminders, regular savers increased from 22.4 percent to 32.5 per-

cent (a 10 percent increase).
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Some of Inversant’s clients celebrate the money they have saved for college.
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Email Newsletters

Inversant introduced a series of monthly email newsletters designed
to help parents better engage in saving and planning for college.
These newsletters seck to break down the complex college prepara-
tion and application process to simple action steps. They provide
information, positive reinforcement, and achievable goals (for
instance, participants are reminded of the deadline to fill out taxes
and urged to put some of their returns aside for their child’s college

Text messages are geared to
motivate families to save regularly
and to remind them of important
college-related deadlines.

savings), all designed to strengthen the belief that saving today—
any saving—will help families ensure their children attain higher
education and greater financial stability.® Preliminary evaluation of
the effectiveness of these newsletters shows that they improve par-
ticipants’ motivation to save. Participants who received newsletters
and read them regularly saved on average $274 per year more than
those who did not access them.

Sweepstakes

Behavioral economists have shown that people are more attracted
by the possibility of winning a large prize—although the chance of
winning is quite low—than they are by the prospect of a sure reward
that’s much smaller in value. Thus lotteries are a more effective way
to attract attention and reward positive behavior than a prize equally
divided among all participants.” With this knowledge, Inversant is
experimenting with monthly sweepstakes to motivate ownership of
the savings accounts and to encourage more savings. In order to win
$100, families are asked to fill out an easy online survey consisting
of three to four questions. To make this exercise a win-win, Inver-
sant designs the questions so that it can gather useful information
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Families that receive text reminders save more for their children’s
college education.

about the families it serves, such as the financial services they use,
their knowledge level, and the struggles they face.

Inversant’s data shows that sweepstakes are successful at moti-
vating savings as well. While participants who do not have access
to or who choose not to participate in the sweepstakes saved about
$350 a year, regular sweepstakes participants saved as much as $670
per year. Among the 79 percent of families who provided us with
email addresses, we found that 81 percent of them participated in
our sweepstakes surveys and/or read our monthly newsletter. Achiev-
ing this level of online participation has encouraged us to offer more
online features: we have created a bilingual online portal where fam-
ilies can access their personalized savings, a video library showcasing
two-minute informational presentations on financial topics and the
college application process, and various other online resources.

Evaluating Tech-Enabled Outreach

Our preliminary evaluation indicates that online outreach meth-
ods are successfully increasing engagement and investment in saving
accounts. But it also shows that there might be some limitations
to tech-driven solutions: face-to-face enrollment and orientation
sessions may still be more effective at creating a trustful relation-
ship with parents and instilling a sense of the importance of savings.
More research is needed to determine how technology can best be
used to supplement, and if it can effectively replace, the one-on-one
exchange that is currently most effective for recruiting parents.
Inversant is not alone in experimenting with tech-driven solu-
tions to increase scalability and sustainability of programs. EARN,
a national nonprofit based in California and focused on family sav-
ings, and the City of Boston are also developing tech platforms able
to serve large populations. This is a critical time, when exchange of
knowledge and lessons learned can encourage healthy growth of the
field. Nationally, the Corporation for Enterprise Development has
been active in raising the profile of CSAs by hosting children’s sav-
ings policy conferences and by launching the Campaign for Every
Kid’s Future, with the goal of raising the visibility of CSAs and
ensuring that at least 1.4 million children have a savings account
in their name by 2020. Regionally, the New England Children’s
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Savings Account Consortium, supported by the Federal Reserve
Bank of Boston, sponsors quarterly meetings that bring together
CSA practitioners. We are fortunate to have this opportunity to
collaborate and learn from each other’s experience.

Bahar Akman Imboden is director of research and Yiming
Shuang is director of operations at Inversant. Contact them at
b.akman@inversant.org and y.shuang@inversant.org.
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