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A B S T R AC T Objective: Existing research on savings and liquid-asset accumulation
is largely quantitative and focuses on descriptions of how income inequality leads
to the ability or inability to save. What has been left out of this body of research is

an in-depth exploration of the role family composition may play in the way that
households accumulate liquid assets. The purpose of this research is to understand
how lower and higher income single- and two-parent families characterize reasons
for saving, obstacles to saving, and strategies to save. Method: A diverse sample of
42 parents of kindergarteners were asked questions about household saving at
2 time points. Results: Compared to other family types, lower income single moth-
ers report little savings and aspirations toward very short-term savings horizons
as a result of persistent income shortfalls. Unlike two-parent households, lower-
income single mothers discussed their reasons for avoiding mainstream financial
institutions and opting to use cash instead. Conclusions: To alleviate economic in-
equality and improve households’ ability to withstand financial volatility, social
work practice and policy should consider implementing interventions that are re-
sponsive to the unique experiences of poverty by family composition.
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of poverty, single mothers

doi: 10.1086/693047
W
ith persistent wage stagnation among middle- and working-class fam-

ilies, many Americans struggle to make ends meet (Mishel, Gould, &

Biven, 2015). The unforgiving economic environment has introduced ad-

ditional obstacles to household saving, and many families find it nearly impossible

to set aside savings that could cover an unforeseen financial change or help build

future wealth (FINRA Investor Education Foundation [FINRA], 2016). For example,

47% of American households indicated they would face some difficulty covering a

$400 emergency expense—a staggering figure considering that income and expen-
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diture volatility is commonplace (Larrimore, Arthur-Bentil, Dodini, & Thomas,

2015; Collins, 2015; Hannagan & Morduch, 2015). When households do have

emergency savings, they tend to report less material hardship after an unexpected

financial change (Gjertson, 2016; Mills & Amick, 2010). Without liquid assets to

cushion this volatility, some households may turn to high risk forms of consumer

borrowing, which may threaten future financial security (Chase, Gjertson, & Col-

lins, 2011; Levy & Bianchi, 2013).

A growing body of research in the social sciences has shed light on how income

inequality and different individual and community characteristics impact the abil-

ity to accumulate liquid assets (Corporation for Enterprise Development [CFED],

2016; Lusardi, Schneider, & Tufano, 2011; West & Friedline, 2016). From this, we

understand that the problem of inadequate savings is most pronounced among

those earning the lowest wages and those who contend with racism and sexism

in the market economy (Larrimore et al., 2015; CFED, 2016). Yet, we know little

about how these families cope. Relative to the quantitative research, little qualitative

work has explored how intersections of identity impact households’ reasons, barri-

ers, and strategies to save (Halpern-Meekin, Edin, Tach, & Sykes, 2015; Sherraden,

McBride, & Beverly, 2010).

This paper explores how 42 households of different income levels and family

compositions in a Midwestern American city frame reasons for saving, negotiate

complex barriers to saving, and employ strategies to overcome those barriers. Such

research is valuable, as it provides contemporary, detailed narratives of savings be-

havior that not only to lends insight into how some vulnerable populations expe-

rience the struggle for economic security, but also may inform existing and future

antipoverty policy.
Literature Review

Reasons for Saving
Setting aside a portion of income as savings is typically motivated by the desire to

weather unforeseen changes in expenditures, in anticipation of income fluctua-

tions, or to realize future financial security through asset accumulation (Collins,

2015; Sherraden, 1991). In lower income households, the hierarchy of savings the-

ory and quantitative research suggests that savings can be motivated by the need to

meet immediate and basic needs in an environment where income is unstable and

the ability to draw on existing assets is limited (Acs, Loprest, & Nichols, 2009; Mills &

Amick, 2010; Pew Charitable Trusts, 2015; Xiao & Noring, 1994). Compared toWhite

and two-parent families, this income volatility is most pronounced within Black

families and those headed by a single mother (Hardy & Ziliak, 2014). Yet, it is not

clear from the existing research on lower income families’ savings behaviors if the
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disproportionate experience of income volatility by racial or ethnic identity and

family composition relates to different savings motives.

These motives for saving are important because they illustrate the different op-

portunities and potential futures available to families. Perhaps due to having higher

and more consistent incomes, as well as benefitting from intergenerational wealth

transfers, White families with higher education and income identify their reasons

for saving as children’s college funds, homeownership, or retirement (Devaney,

Anong, & Whirl, 2007; Xiao & Noring, 1994; Larrimore et al., 2015; Shapiro, 2004).

This research suggests that class and race privilege may influence different families’

savings goals. Some research has suggested that single-person households, lower

income households, and households headed by a woman or person of color iden-

tified savings goals as those to meet basic daily expenses (Xiao & Noring, 1994).

However, other research has suggested that female heads of households were more

likely than male heads of households to move toward longer term savings goals

like retirement (Devaney et al., 2007). Qualitative research suggests that both

single-parent and two-parent families across the low- to moderate-income spectrum

save for unexpected emergencies and moderate-term events such as family va-

cations or weddings. These households at the lower end of the income spectrum

discuss longer term savings horizons—such as saving for retirement, home-

ownership, or a child’s education—but are all too often unable to attain them due

to income shortfalls (Halpern-Meekin et al., 2015; Sherraden et al., 2010). Overall,

the existing research examining households’ motivations to save for the future in-

dicates that income may be related to shorter and longer term goals; however, the

empirical evidence regarding how household composition may impact reasons for

household saving is both nascent and contradictory.

Impediments to Saving
Income insufficiency and family composition. Higher income is consistently related

to increased ability to set aside income for savings (FINRA, 2016; CFED, 2016;

Larrimore et al., 2015; Morduch & Schneider, 2015). A nontrivial portion of the

U.S. population, nearly 15%, was living below the federal poverty level in 2014

(DeNavas-Walt & Proctor, 2015). For Black and Latino/a households and households

headed by a single parent, the disproportionate experience of poverty leaves them

unable tomake endsmeet,much less set aside savings. (Child Trends, 2014; DeNavas-

Walt & Proctor, 2015; Gjertson, 2016; Halpern-Meekin et al., 2015; Sherraden et al.,

2010). Although income has been directly related to the ability or inability to save,

little empirical research has been conducted to examine how the financial stress

and insecurity related to parenthood directly relates to household saving. Consider-

ing this gap in the literature, theoretical evidence may lend some insight.

Lower income households function in a persistent state of financial insecurity

in which complex financial decisions are made in an environment of stress and un-
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certainty (Edin & Shaefer, 2015; Halpern-Meekin et al., 2015). Putting away savings

is difficult mental work, especially in the context of poverty, which demands con-

tinuous attention to rapidly changing resources (Mullainathan & Thaler, 2000).

One wrong financial decision made by a lower income household in this highly

stressful environment can lead to dire financial consequences. On the other hand,

adequately resourced households have fewer financial stressors in their everyday

lives and also tend to have more financial and social resources at hand to smooth

the impact of financial volatility (Bertrand, Mullainathan, & Shafir, 2004). When it

comes to surviving income insufficiency and volatility and saving for the future,

single-parent households are at a substantial material disadvantage. These house-

holds’ access to financial resources and products may also be related to the ability

to build savings.

Financial inclusion. Moderate- and upper-income households use financial insti-

tutions to manage and accumulate wealth (Beverly & Sherraden, 1999). Some fam-

ilies, particularly lower income and Black and Latino/a households, may not use

mainstream financial institutions for reasons that include being prohibited from

opening account due to credit history, fees associated with account ownership, lan-

guage and cultural barriers, or minimum-balance requirements that are not real-

istic for households experiencing precarious financial circumstances (Federal De-

posit Insurance Corporation [FDIC], 2014; Sherraden, 2013). Although just under

8% of the total U.S. population did not have a bank account in 2014, 18% of single

mothers, 20% of Black respondents, and 18% of Latino/a respondents were un-

banked (FDIC, 2014). Racial and ethnic minorities and single mothers also repre-

sented the largest proportion of the population using alternative financial services

in lieu of services provided by a formal financial institution (FDIC, 2014). Thus,

there is descriptive and theoretical evidence of how financial inclusion may relate

to saving; however, there is little evidence to indicate if and how family composi-

tion plays a role in the use of mainstream financial institutions.
Strategies for Saving and Extending Resources
Institutional mechanisms. A growing body of theory and research has suggested

that households are able to save when provided with institutionalized mechanisms

to do so. Individuals are motivated to save when institutionalized mechanisms, fi-

nancial education, attractive rates of return, savings-related subsidies, and facilita-

tion were provided (Beverly & Sherraden, 1999). For example, in higher income

families, asset accumulation may occur through employer-matched automated re-

tirement contributions. These opportunities to capitalize on and build assets are

built into white-collar professional jobs. In lower paying jobs, where an employer

many not offer paycheck direct deposit, there are fewer institutionalized opportu-

nities for engagement with a financial product that may help automate saving.
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When provided the opportunity to save through automation, lower income house-

holds exhibit greater saving frequency and savings amounts when compared with

institutional factors rather than individual characteristics and behaviors, or social

position (Grinstein-Weiss, Wagner, & Ssewamala, 2006; Han, Grinstein-Weiss, &

Sherraden, 2009). These institutionalized norms guiding access to mechanisms

to build assets within the current economic context have produced andmaintained

economic inequality.

Familial and social networks. Considering the financial instability faced by house-

holds of all classes—working class, households of color, and single mothers—some

may engage in strategies to extend income and build savings more so than others.

In times of financial instability, reliance on family and friends to help cover ex-

penses or extend limited financial resources is commonplace. Stack (1974) first doc-

umented the ways in which lower income individuals, particularly single women,

exchange material goods and barter to weather financial challenges. These familial

and kinship networks are pivotal, as theymaymean the difference between having

transportation to work or the ability to put food on the table (Rank, 1994). Relation-

ships used to extend resources are often reciprocal, reflecting not only the familial

and social context of financial volatility, but also the fluid nature of extreme pov-

erty (Edin & Shaefer, 2015; Shinn, Knickman, & Weitzman, 1991).

Taken together, the current research reveals a partial picture of how families are

trying to make ends meet and save for the future. In terms of motivations to save,

the literature suggests that lower income households and those headed by a single

mother or parents of color tend to save up small amounts and spend that savings

over a shorter time period. It is also clear that these families face greater likeli-

hood of experiencing income volatility, but there is limited evidence to deter-

mine whether this is a savings motive and if or how it relates to family composi-

tion and income level. Counter to both theoretical and empirical evidence, one

study suggested that female heads of household are more likely to realize longer

term savings goals than male heads of household (Devaney et al., 2007).

Quantitative and qualitative evidence suggests that higher income, two-parent

households save greater amounts than lower income, single-parent households.

Yet, there is little qualitative research that moves beyond how single mothers make

ends meet to reveal how they situate their experience as single parents in relation

to their ability to save or get ahead financially. Further, both quantitative and the-

oretical evidence suggests that lower income households and those headed by a

single mother are more likely than other households to be disengaged from main-

stream financial institutions. Little is known about how lower income families or

those headed by a single parent characterize their experience with banks or relate

that experience to their ability or inability to set aside savings.

To gain insight into these current gaps in the knowledge base, this study is

framed by the following research question: How do income level and family com-
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position relate to households’ identified reasons for saving, barriers to saving, and

strategies to save?
Method
The qualitative research reported in this article is part of a larger mixed-methods

study designed to test the effects of receiving financial education and/or a savings

account on children’s financial and educational outcomes. The parents did not re-

ceive any intervention, except that the parents knew if their child had a savings ac-

count and/or were receiving financial education.
Study Context
In August and September 2014 in a medium-sized Midwestern city, researchers pi-

loted the feasibility of a randomized experiment in kindergarten classrooms that

was designed to test the effects of an intervention—receiving financial education

and/or a savings account—on children’s financial and educational outcomes. Al-

though parents were not expected to deposit any money into their child’s account,

at the end of fall 2014 we found that there was very little family-sponsored activity

in the children’s savings accounts. Consequently, in April and May 2015 we de-

cided to explore parents’ financial capability based on the assumption that less fi-

nancially capable parents might find it harder to teach their children to save and

spend money wisely.
Sample Selection
Prior to recruitment and implementation, this pilot experiment received approval

from university and school district institutional review boards. Using classroom

rosters and school-district contact information, parents were contacted by phone

and/or e-mail to gain their verbal consent for their child’s participation in the pilot

experiment. In total, signed consent was received for 80 kindergarten children out

of the potential 179 across all nine classrooms in three elementary schools. After

their initial recruitment, the parents of kindergarten children were invited to par-

ticipate in an online survey and in-depth qualitative interviews. Parents were in-

formed that they would be compensated for their time and travel for both waves

of data collection. Out of 80 kindergarten children, 40 parents (half of the sample)

agreed to participate, and 36 face-to-face interviews were completed in the fall of

2014. Follow-up interviews with 32 participants, which contained additional ques-

tions related to financial capability of the participants, were conducted in the

spring of 2015 (see Appendix). Eleven participants who completed fall 2014 inter-

views declined to participate in the spring 2015 follow-up interviews. Three addi-

tional participants who did not complete fall 2014 interviews participated in the

spring 2015 interviews.
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Interview Protocol, Topics, and Format
Prior to conducting the in-depth interviews, parents’ verbal consent was requested

to reaffirm their consent to participate. Parents were informed of question topics

and that they could choose not to answer a question or to discontinue the record-

ing or the interview at any time. Interviews were audio recorded and transcribed.

Parents’ and children’s names were changed to protect their identities and ensure

confidentiality. In-depth interviews lasted for approximately 45 minutes and were

usually conducted with one parent, often the mother. The interview guide for the

in-depth interview consisted of two broad questions with probes to explore topics

related to parents’ financial attitudes, behaviors, and experiences.

Author Reflexivity
Four researchers with higher education conducted the interviews. All of themwere

female, three were married, and one was a single parent. Two had social work

backgrounds, and two had backgrounds in early childhood education. The re-

searchers were ethnically diverse, with two being White Americans, one of whom

was an experienced educator. The other two researchers were immigrants, one a

woman of color. All researchers were interested in family financial well-being, al-

though they focused on different aspects of financial well-being. The single-parent

researcher was particularly interested in feminization of poverty, but the other

three researchers were more concerned with children’s financial well-being. These

differences and intersectionalities played a role in interpreting the findings, partic-

ularly with the emphasis leaning toward employing the theoretical lens of the fem-

inization of poverty. Interviewing several participants twice allowed the research-

ers to build rapport with the families, and such prolonged engagement enhanced

the confirmability and credibility of the findings.

Analysis
The interviews were transcribed by an external transcription service and loaded

into ATLAS.ti and NVivo qualitative software packages for analyses. Content anal-

ysis of data pertaining to the two main questions was conducted by four research-

ers, two of whom conducted the interviews with parents. Using deductive and in-

ductive reasoning based on responses to the research questions, the first and fourth

authors assigned codes (categories and subcategories) to the ways that parents de-

scribed their reasons for saving (Question 1), and their impediments to saving and

strategies for saving (Question 2). The second author repeated this process indepen-

dently. As coding differences occurred among authors during the early stages of

open coding, the first and second authors used an iterative process to determine

how best to categorize specific quotes into codes based on frequency of mention,

overall tone and content of the interview, and how the specific statement related

to other coded statements. To further establish confirmability, all authors then en-
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gaged in an iterative process of collapsing the original codes into broader themes to

guide the organization and presentation of findings. The process ended when all

four researchers reached a consensus with the overall analysis plan (Padgett, 2017).

Sample Characteristics
There were 42 parent participants; among those, 18 (43%) were single mothers, and

24 (57%) were from two-parent families. Among the single mothers, 13 were lower

income (annual income below $35,000), and the remaining 5 were higher income

(annual income above $35,001). With regard to saving, 10 of the single mothers re-

ported being able to save money, and 8 could not save. Among the 24 married par-

ents, 19 were higher income; 15 of those could save money, and 4 parents could

not save. Of the married parents, 5 were lower income parents; 4 could save,

and one could not save money. It is worth noting that all 5 higher income single

mothers reported being able to save. Fifteen (36%) of the 42 participating parents

were of racial/ethnic minority status. Among them, 6 were Black (3 single parents

and 3 from two-parent households), 3 were Asian (all from two-parent households),

2 were Arab (one single parent and one from a two-parent household), 2 were Amer-

ican Indian (one single parent and one from a two-parent household), and 2 were

Latina (one single parent and one from a two-parent household). Table 1 shows par-

ents’ pseudonyms classified by income, marital status, race/ethnicity, and ability

to save (drawn from quantitative survey).

Findings

Reasons for Saving
Based on qualitative interviews, we learned that both single-parent and two-parent

families saved or tried to save for various reasons. Examining their reasons for sav-

ing, we grouped them into three categories: short-term, intermediate, and long-

term.

Short-term saving goals. There were two primary short-term reasons for saving: to

meet emergency needs, and to spend on special events or experiences.

Saving for everyday emergencies. Both types of families saved for emergencies, but

only lower income parents, mostly single mothers (n 5 5), reported saving for ev-

eryday emergencies. Grace, a lower income White mother of four young children,

with some college education, stated that it is important to save for emergencies.

She shared that she had inherited some money when her father died, but she “had

to get into that to be a mother and live.” Grace, who is in her mid-20s, continued that

as she is getting older she is learning to appreciate the value of money and saving:

“I’ve learned [to] plan for emergencies and things that you don’t see coming because it
happens all the time, and I actually had to go through it to realize. Still, to this day, I
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don’t really have a savings, but we’re working on it. You just have to have money first
before that [savings] can happen.”

Because Grace now has a part-time job and needs her car to get to work, she must

avoid emergency car breakdowns. Similarly, Isabella, a White mother of four chil-
Table 1
Income, Marital Status, Race/Ethnicity, and Ability to Save (N 5 42)

Lower Income ≤ $35,000
(n 5 18, 43%)

Higher Income ≥ $35,001
(n 5 24, 57%)

Marital Status Marital Status

Save
One Parent Two Parent One Parent Two Parent

n 5 13 (31%) n 5 5 (12%) n 5 5 (12%) n 5 19 (45%)

Yes Carly Brenda Becky Alyssa
n 5 29 Denise Charlotte Davina Benita
(69%) Gwen Larisa Ella Benjamin

Isabella Nancy Fiona Chuck & Harmony
Mikaela Freda David

n 5 4 (80%) Jamal
n 5 5 (38%) n 5 5 (100%) Reshma

Elliott & Emma
Elizabeth
Francesca
Hallie
Hillary
Katie
Leah
Ron & Angel
n 5 15 (79%)

No Anna Havanah Eliza
n 5 13 Darcy Luke
(31%) Georgia n 5 1 (20%) Lydia

Grace Renita
Hannah
Juliana n 5 4 (21%)
Kacey
Karen
n 5 8 (62%)
T
All use subject t
his content downloaded from 129.237.045
o University of Chicago Press Terms and 
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dren, reported keeping a “20-dollar bill in my purse at all times. It is not to be spent on

anything. That’s emergency gas money.”Mikaela, who had adopted her two grandsons,

said, “We just get what we need. Save something if we still got some. Save just to save in case

we need it.”

On the other hand, higher income two-parent families referred to such savings

in various ways, such as a “rainy day fund,” “cushion fund,” “safety net,” or “emer-

gency fund.” However, amounts, methods, and what they are to be used for were

quite different. Two-parent families generally reported saving larger sums to meet

emergency needs, such as a washer or a refrigerator breaking down, home repairs,

or a sick pet. In contrast, single mothers worried about car tires blowing out, car

repairs, not being able to get to work, and being able to put food on the table.

For example, Benita, whowas not working at the time andwas classified as a higher

incomemother due to her spousal income, said, “We try to keep both checking and sav-

ing account deposits high so if there is any emergency we would be able to cover it.”

Saving for special events. Twelve families (29%) mentioned saving for special occa-

sions such as children’s birthdays, Christmas presents, or special events such as

Disney on Ice or a ballet performance. Another 4 families talked about saving for

their recent weddings. Because 15 two-parent families were also higher income,

they appeared more confident and casual than single mothers in discussing saving

for special events. Nonetheless, Davina said she “starts saving for Christmas right after

Christmas, and contribute towards it every month.” On the other hand, Havanah, from a

lower income two-parent household, reported that they saved to get married. “Our

folks chipped in . . . We’ve been married for 7 years but have not had a honeymoon. We’re

saving for a year, but the water heater broke. Now our goal is to have a honeymoon by our

10th anniversary.”

Intermediate saving goals. We classified intermediate goals as reasons for saving

for expenses within 1 to 3 years, and there were two main such goals: planning a

vacation, and buying big-ticket items for living.

Planning a vacation. About two thirds (n5 25, 60%) of the families were saving for

a vacation. However, two-parent higher income families’ stories about vacation

were different from lower income one- or two-parent families. Higher income

two-parent families talked about going to Hawaii or Disneyland, while lower in-

come parents could not afford such vacations. Larisa, a two-parent, lower income

Latina mother stated that they were planning for a vacation “for the two of us instead

of the whole family.” She thought the entire family of three could go on a vacation in

2020. Similarly, Isabella, a single mother of four, said her children have told her

stories of how their peers have traveled on airplanes, but she has never been able

to take them anywhere.

Buying big-ticket items for living. About one third of both types of families (n 5 14,

33%) talked about saving for big-ticket items, such as buying a new or bigger car,

replacing an old refrigerator with a new one, buying new furniture, or upgrading
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or repairing their homes. For example, higher income, two-parent Francesca said,

“We’ve saved, and we are getting a new fridge today. Next it will be the stove. Both’re in their

last legs.” She was also saving for new furniture, but it seemed like “it’s taking forever.

We need a new living room set.” In contrast, higher income single-mom Davina said

she really wanted to buy a couch and found one, but she did not buy it. She pre-

ferred to save for an emergency, saying, “I have that cushion versus having a couch.”

Long-term saving goals. When families were saving for something that they

would spend on after 3 years or more, we categorized them as long-term saving

goals. Such goals were related to home ownership in some form, such as buying

a home (or a bigger or newer home), home repairs, or home remodeling. Two other

such long-term goals were saving for children’s education, and saving for retire-

ment.

Home ownership. Almost half (n 5 19, 45%) of the families identified home own-

ership or something related to their home as the reason for saving. Unsurprisingly,

15 two-parent families and only 4 one-parent families mentioned home ownership

as a goal. Two-parent, American Indian, lower income Brenda said she wanted to

get a “bigger house and a better, nicer place that we all could fit in. But we can’t do it right

now . . . It’ll be a long, long time for sure.” Lower income single-mom Carly didn’t

“ever” see herself buying a house.

Children’s education. About one-half (n 5 22, 52%) of the families were saving for

or hoped to save for their children’s college education. Although two-parent fam-

ilies in the higher income group were already saving a little for their children’s ed-

ucation, one-parent lower income families only hoped to save for their children’s

education. However, two-parent families reported they could not pay for the entire

education but wanted to give their children “as much of a chance as we can”“so they

could leave college with as little debt or none if possible.”

Retirement. About one-quarter (n5 10, 24%) of the families mentioned saving for

or hoping to save for their retirement. All were higher income two-parent families,

except one mother from a two-parent lower income family.
Impediments to Saving
Most families identified barriers to saving. Eight lower income single mothers and

one two-parent lower income mother—of those, 5 were women of color—could

not save for the future. For example, Havanah, a two-parent lower income mother

of a kindergarten child, struggled to savemoney due to the unstable low-wage, full-

time jobs both parents worked. Havanah tried “to save from both pockets, but the jar

gets broken many times because things come up.” She reported facing an emergency

when her husband was in an accident and medical bills were an obstacle to paying

rent; she successfully used crowdfunding to raise money to save the family from

eviction. Although other families did not report facing such an imminent exigency,
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they identified several barriers to their saving, which were broadly grouped into

four categories: insufficient income, unexpected expenses, lack of budgeting or

over-spending, and parenting.

Insufficient income. Twenty-two (52%) families identified insufficient income as a

reason for inability to save. This was true for both types of families and in both in-

come groups, but it was more pronounced among single-parent, lower income

families of color. Among 3 higher income two-parent families, insufficient income

was a barrier to their ability to meet wants, such as buying a special type of guitar.

However, it was also true that 4 higher income married couples found it hard to

save due to a combination of factors, including unstable income and larger family

size, which appeared to be themost important factors. Three other two-parent fam-

ilies noted that moving from two incomes to one income had caused income inad-

equacy. Under such circumstances, not only were they unable to save, but they also

at times had to borrow tomeet unexpected expenses such as car repair “or something

outside of basic food and living.” However, one-parent families from both income

groups expressed other reasons. Grace’s remark is typical of such families: “I am

not able to save now . . . I always have to take care of the most important things first. When

that’s done, there’s really not much there.”

Unexpected expenses. Nine (21%) families mentioned that unexpected expenses

interceded their attempts at saving, and only 2 of these were one-parent families.

Examples of unexpected expenses include house foundation repair (twice), a home

not selling fast enough after a move, car breakdowns, unexpected pregnancies, and

health issues. Renita, an Asian nonworking parent of one child, reported two

health emergencies in the family that disrupted their savings: “His dad had a stroke,

and we had to travel back and forth quite a bit to see him. That’s gas money and food money.”

Also, such travel did not permit her husband to work full time or earn overtime

pay, which “put us in a budget.” And later, their child had surgery, but they were un-

aware that they would have to make a $500 copayment prior to the surgery.

Lack of budgeting, overspending. A little more than one third (n5 15, 36%) of par-

ents—12 two-parent families and 3 single-parent families—cited lack of budgeting

and overspending as a reason for inability to save. The two-parent families’ stories

suggested tension between spouses regarding spending or saving/budgeting habits.

Often, there was self-blame or other-blame, and sometimes there was conflict re-

lated to money matters. For example, Harmony blamed herself for overspending

and lack of budgeting, saying “It was mostly tax return splurge” and “Mommy has a

job now” that led to overspending. She concluded, “We’re horrible about saving.”

Hallie blamed herself for her “horrible shopping addiction” and explained that her

husband likes to “watch five dollars growing . . . in a bank.” Similarly, Alyssa, a two-

parent Black mother, thought she was “not the best saver,” but she also did not “have

extravagant taste.” She blamed her husband for “squirreling away on stuff pretty easily.”
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Elizabeth shared that her husband was “into keeping up appearances,” and although

he was not a stable earner, he expected her to spend her money and she did so to

make him happy. Single-parent Gwen said she was not good at tracking expenses

and has been overspending, but she is more conscious about it now and is trying to

watch “where I am spending my money.”

Parenting. A little more than one third (n 5 15, 36%) of the parents stated that

raising children is expensive in various ways. In some cases, one parent chose to

stay at home to take care of the child—a double-edged sword because it is desirable

to take care of one’s own child, but it requires the family to have only one income.

Other parents identified that either they needed a bigger or better house or a car

since they had to raise children. Like other single mothers, Black single-parent

Kacey identified paying for shoes and clothes for growing children as an expense

that came in the way of saving. Five families (4 higher income, two-parent house-

holds) identified child care as expensive. Finally, 5 single-parent, divorced mothers

reported that the regularity or amount of child support payments was often inad-

equate. Becky said, “It is significantly harder to have a child than it is to be without a kid. It

has been a real eye-opening experience. Insurance, medical, you know, you’re like, ‘My god, it’s

so expensive. Everything is so expensive.’ ”

Strategies for Saving
These families discussed two different strategies for saving: thrift strategies to make

ends meet, and strategies to extend resources.

Thrift strategies. Sixteen (42%) families, primarily lower income single mothers

(n 5 10), identified ways to stretch income further. Thrift strategies used by these

parents include eating at home instead of eating out, using secondhand goods, bor-

rowing books and movies from the library instead of buying, and sharing housing

with others to cut living expenses. Carly said she was “really strict about money.” On

the other hand, higher income, two-parent families (n 5 10) mentioned compari-

son shopping, buying at sales, and postponing buying as their thrift strategies.

Hallie said, “I’m a bargain shopper, I get good deals.”

Income extension strategies. About a third (n 5 11, 26%) of both types of families

bartered goods and services with family, friends, and neighbors to extend their re-

sources. Examples of bartering include babysitting swaps, yard work, hair color,

and massages. Single-parent Juliana said, “I think bartering is a great system.” Also,

a few families (n5 5, 12%) thought if they could earnmore income ormanage their

available income better they might be able save more. Francesca gave the example

of saving money when there was income to offset the inevitable times when there

would be no income due to her husband’s nature of work. She said, “We’re very feast

or famine in our house.” Single-parent Freda generated additional income by cooking

and selling ethnic food to her readily available customers.
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Mechanisms for Saving
Many families identified various saving mechanisms they used alone or in combi-

nation. These include saving large or small amounts in banks, using bank direct

deposits, mental accounting, using cash only, and reducing debt by paying it off

or avoiding credit cards.

Saving larger or smaller amounts in banks. A little less than half (n5 19, 45%) of the

families mentioned that they save big or small amounts in banks. Seven two-parent

families reported that they save large amounts from tax refunds in bank accounts

for future use. Ella—a single-parent, higher income mother—said that because her

income was inconsistent, whenever she earned a large amount she put it into a

savings account to create reserve savings. Another 12 families (5 single-parent) re-

ported saving smaller amounts in bank accounts. Although two-parent, higher in-

come families mentioned saving anywhere from $400 per month to setting aside

an unspecified amount every two weeks, few lower income single parents stated

they could set aside small amounts in banks as “otherwise it’s free money,” meaning

it can be spent.

Using direct deposits in bank accounts. Seven families (17%, only one single-parent)

stated that they used direct deposit as a saving mechanism. Some mentioned hav-

ing their pay directly deposited into bank accounts, with a certain proportion being

diverted to a savings account, to children’s college savings fund, or to a Roth IRA

fund. Most of these parents appreciated the opportunity. As Alyssa, a married Black

mother, stated, “I’m not necessarily going to do it myself.”

Using cash only. On the other hand, lower income single parents (n 5 5, 12%)

tended to be unbanked and used cash only instead of a bank account. Denise, like

some others, preferred cash because “you know how much is coming in and how much is

going out.” Grace and Carly preferred cash because they did not have bank accounts.

Carly said, “It’s just easier to manage the money. I won’t get caught up in overdraft fees and

things like that. I’d rather have it where I can control it.”

Reducing debt. A little more than a third of the families (n5 15, 36%) stated that

reducing debt or avoiding credit cards (6 families, including 3 lower income single-

parents) were mechanisms they used to enhance their savings. Eight families (one

single-parent) aimed for paying off credit card debts by paying the full amount

monthly. Two families (one single-parent) tried to pay off their student loans to

eventually save, and 5 families (2 single-parent) reported paying off unspecified

debts so they could “get our money to grow.” Although paying off debt seemed more

reasonable for two-parent higher income families, it was more of an aspiration for

lower income single mothers. For example, Carly said, “I have a lot of debt. Most of it I

have been able to pay back. There is a lot of stuff that I just don’t pay anymore. I know that

there is a lot of things that I owe and don’t pay on.” Those who avoided credit cards said

things such as, “We have credit cards but we don’t use them,”“My husband said he would
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take my card and stop me from spending,” “I plan not to have any credit cards again,” or “I

don’t have a credit card.”

Discussion
The purpose of this research is to explore if and how family composition related to

the ways that families frame reasons for saving, negotiate complex barriers to sav-

ing, and employ strategies to overcome those barriers. In some ways the results are

consistent with the literature, suggesting that lower income households tend to

save for shorter term horizons than higher income households (Xiao & Noring,

1994), that insufficient income is a consistent barrier to saving in all lower income

households (FINRA, 2016; Pew Charitable Trusts, 2015), and that lower income

households tend to rely more on thrift and social networks thanmainstream finan-

cial products to extend income (Edin & Shaefer, 2015; FDIC, 2014). The findings,

however, extend beyond existing quantitative literature to reveal the nuanced

ways that family composition and income create differential savings motivations,

barriers, and strategies. Specifically, we find that lower income single mothers’mo-

tivations to save, barriers to saving, and mechanisms to save are different than

those of both higher and lower income two-parent families.

Lower income single mothers characterized short-term savings quite differently

than higher income and two-parent families. For lower income single-mother

households, short-term savings were intended to meet everyday household needs

instead of to prepare for an unexpected financial emergency. This finding was un-

anticipated, as lower income households, those headed by a racial or ethnic minor-

ity, and those headed by a single mother are more likely to experience financial

volatility (Hardy & Ziliak, 2014). Yet, no single mother discussed losing a job or hav-

ing a large unexpected medical bill as reasons to save, as did lower income two-

parent families. Instead, their concepts of short-term reasons for saving were di-

rectly connected to their ability to make it to work or put food on the table for their

children. Reasons for saving for single mothers included things like emergency

gas money or having enough set aside to buy school clothes in August. For two-

parent households, these short-term savings goals related to an unexpected ex-

pense like an appliance repair. This finding supports the hierarchy of savings the-

ory (Xiao & Noring, 1994) as well as evidence from qualitative work that suggests

lowest income households and single-parent households identify “daily expenses”

as motivations to save (Halpern-Meekin et al., 2015).

Attainment or aspiration to longer term savings goals was discussed by many

types of households. Two-parent higher income households discussed longer term

saving goals such as retirement or homeownership as probable or as a goal they

were already working toward. The starkest difference in considering longer term

savings goals was observed between lower income two-parent and single-parent
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families. Lower income two-parent families talked about buying a home as an as-

piration for the future. Lower income single mothers either did not mention

homeownership at all or indicated that they would never be in a financial position

to buy a home. This finding was different from some qualitative work suggesting

that both lower income single mothers and two-parent families identify home-

ownership as a savings goal (Halpern-Meekin et al., 2015). However, the study by

Halpern-Meekin and colleagues (2015), which included lower income single moth-

ers’ discussions of homeownership, included women who were participating in

homebuyer savings programs. Thus, it may be the case that women who partici-

pate in these programs are motivated to save for homeownership, whereas those

who have not participated in such directed savings programs have not imagined

homeownership as a realistic part of their future.

Second, although all families identified income as a barrier to saving, single

mothers (more often than two-parent households) stressed that they simply did

not have enough money to save because of the high costs of raising their children

and the lack of child support. This is consistent with an abundance of literature

documenting the feminization of poverty, whereby single mothers are at a persis-

tent disadvantage in the market economy due to the competing demands of the

workforce and the family. Without two wage-earning adults, these households

are more likely to be in poverty and to struggle to set aside savings for the future

(McLanahan & Kelly, 2006).

Additionally, it was expected that lower income households, particularly those

headed by a single parent, would report unexpected financial emergencies as im-

pediments to their saving (Bertrand et al., 2004; Hardy & Ziliak, 2014). These issues

were commonly reported by two-parent and higher income families but not by

lower income single mothers. This may have been because single mothers reported

not being able to save at all; thus, an unexpected financial emergency would not

have impacted savings behavior. Facing financial volatility without any savings

as a cushion, these mothers may instead be turning to friends, family, or other fi-

nancial products to make ends meet.

Finally, although all households discussed thrift and income-extension strate-

gies to save, lower income single mothers comprised the majority of the sample

that used cash for day-to-day financial transactions and did not mention direct de-

posit as a savings mechanism. This is consistent with the existing quantitative and

theoretical literature regarding financial inclusion, where lower income families,

single mothers, and racial and ethnic minority households tend to be unbanked or

underbanked (Sherraden, 2013; FDIC, 2014). The ways in which institutionalized

mechanisms for saving can create opportunities to accumulate assets were illus-

trated by the higher income and two-parent families. These households suggest

that they would not be saving money toward their retirement or children’s college

accounts but for the automation of their accounts (Beverly & Sherraden, 1999).
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These different experiences of using financial products by family composition may

partially be due to access provided to financial products through work, as lower

income single mothers are likely employed in service-sector occupations that are

less likely to even offer direct deposit (Mullainathan & Shafir, 2010; Povich, Rob-

erts, & Mather, 2014)

Strengths and Limitations
This research should be considered in light of several strengths and limitations. A

strength, this paper allowed for exploration of how the findings relate to different

household composition and income groups. Additionally, the study included inter-

views with a sizeable sample of parents that represent different races, ethnicities,

and nationalities. Although this is a strength, the numbers within these groups

were not large enough to make meaningful comparisons. Moreover, this research

is limited by the interview protocol. As part of a larger study, only a small portion

of the interview guide asked direct questions about savings behavior.

This research may inspire future studies that provide more in-depth analyses of

these research questions with a similarly diverse sample. For example, how do

identified savings goals translate to savings behaviors in the context of financial

volatility? How are barriers to attaining savings goals similar and different based

on family composition and racial or ethnic identity? And, which current practice

or policy approach most effectively assists lower income families with building

meaningful savings for the future?

Implications
Practice implications. The findings lead to several implications for social work

practice and policy. First, lower income households should not be considered a

monolithic client group, especially as it relates to mitigating financial volatility.

Lower income single mothers differ from lower income two-parent households

in terms of their savings goals, ability to save for the future, and use of financial

products to realize their financial goals. Current matched savings programs that

focus on moderate to longer term savings goals like homeownership, small busi-

ness capitalization, and education may not resonate with lower income single

mothers, as they lack sufficient income to make ends meet. More appropriate pro-

grams may include those that promote very short-term savings goals. These may

include tax-time savings and prize-linked savings, as well as those programs that

provide equitable access to banking and financial products (Cole, Iverson, & Tufano,

2014; Grinstein-Weiss, Russell, Gale, Key, & Ariely, 2016; Sherraden, 2013).

Building savings intended to cushion short-term financial changes may help

households practice savings behaviors and engage with financial products that

can be leveraged to actualize longer term savings goals. As the single mothers in

this study discussed, using direct deposit as a savings mechanism was rare, and sav-
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ing small amounts in a bank account meant that the intended savings would be

spent before having a chance to accumulate. However, nearly everyone expressed

a sincere desire to set aside savings. In direct social work practice, introducing

moderate-income and lower income clients to opportunities to improve financial

capability—including incentivized and automated savings, debt reduction strate-

gies, credit repair approaches, and others—might help them actualize financial

goals. For some households, this may extend to increased use of financial products

that can help build longer term assets. For others, income will continue to fall

short of what is necessary to support a family and weather the occasional finan-

cial emergency. This suggests that policy approaches to improve financial stabil-

ity must also address income insufficiency.

Policy implications. Asset-building approaches to poverty alleviation must re-

spond to the systemic economic oppression experienced by women and racial

and ethnic minorities that precludes these households from full and equitable par-

ticipation in the market economy. For many working mothers, the possibility of

earning an adequate wage to cover her family’s basic expenses is out of reach.

Thus, to approach social welfare policy with attention to the feminization of pov-

erty necessitates substantial changes to the federal minimum wage and child-care

subsidies. This may include introducing and advocating for living-wage policy,

which would provide a decent wage for minimum-wage workers (Edin & Shaefer,

2015; National Employment Law Project, 2016). Increased appropriations to the

federal Child Care and Development Block Grant, which provides child-care subsi-

dies for lower income households, may also help working single mothers maintain

full-time, stable employment (Mills, Compton, & Golden, 2011). These two policy

changes could help increase income for moderate-income and lower income work-

ing families, in turn impacting their ability to cover necessary expenses and then

set aside some savings.

As some of the respondents mentioned, they are able to save portions of their

tax refund, likely due to the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC). Their savings serves

as a cushion in case of a financial emergency, or as a nest egg to jumpstart additional

savings. To extend one of the most effective antipoverty policies in the U.S. (Marr,

Huang, Sherman, & DeBot, 2015), policy advocates and researchers recently intro-

duced the federal Rainy Day EITC, which would provide households the opportu-

nity to set aside a portion of their tax refund to be used later in the year. This deferred

amount would be matched 2:1 (Edin, Greene, Halpern-Meekin, & Levin, 2015). This

policy approach reflects the realities of the lower income households in the study

who identified shorter term savings goals as their priority.

Conclusion
Many households, especially those headed by single mothers, struggle to make

ends meet and save for the future. The implications of not having savings to cover
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unexpected financial events or invest in the future are considerable. Some house-

holds risk their family’s overall stability by failing to pay bills on time or going into

debt. In recent years, a number of social work researchers have sought to uncover

ways to help lower income families build financial assets and attain a more secure

financial future. However, little research has explored how the composition of a

familymay impact reasons, obstacles, and strategies for saving, or what the implica-

tions of these similarities and differencesmay be for social work policy and practice.

This research suggests that lower income households headed by a single mother

identify everyday expenses as savings goals, whereas two-parent families identify

short-term emergencies as savings goals. Barriers to saving for lower income two-

parent households include both income insufficiency and unexpected expenses,

but lower income single mothers stress only insufficient income complicated by ex-

penses of child care and lack of support from their children’s fathers as barriers to

saving. Few lower income single mothers in this study identified institutional mech-

anisms to save, such as direct deposit; instead, many relied on cash.

These different experiences have implications for social work policy and practice.

For example, lower income single mothers may have better outcomes in a tax-time

savings program that allows them to capitalize on a savings opportunity but does

not penalize them for early withdrawal. Moderate-income two-parent families may

find success saving for a down-payment on their first home through an individual

development account. As social workers develop and implement programs to im-

prove the financial stability of families, they should do so with a grounded under-

standing of the volatile and tense financial lives of many of their clients.
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Appendix
Quantitative Online Survey (used in fall 2014 and spring 2015)

1. What is your household’s approximate annual income, including wages, tips,

investment income, public assistance, income from retirement plans, etc.?

Ranges from Less than $5,000 to More than $75,000, and a category I don’t know
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All
2. Do you (or your spouse/partner) have any money saved? Think about money

in accounts, investments, money at home, and money other people are hold-

ing for you. Answer choices: Yes, No, I don’t know, Prefer not to say

3. About howmuch money do you (including your spouse/partner) have saved?

Answer choices range from Between $1 and $99 to Over $2,000

4. Where do you (or your spouse/partner) have savings? Please select all that

apply

a. In a bank or credit union

b. With an investment company

c. In a pension plan

d. At home

e. Somewhere else, please specify
 use
Qualitative Interview Guide (Question 1 in fall 2014; questions 1 and 2 in
spring 2015)

1. Tell me about a recent time when you tried to set aside somemoney to save—

for anything, it doesn’t matter if it was a big or small amount. [If interviewee

can recount a time],
a. What have you needed to give up in the immediate present to save for

the future?

b. Can you tell me about a time you needed to postpone buying some-

thing so that you could save?

c. Typically, what are the reasons/goals for your saving?

d. Why are these goals important to you?
2. What do you consider to be barriers to your financial capability? By financial

capability, we mean having adequate opportunity and ability to earn, save,

borrow, invest, and protect your money.

a. What might enhance your financial capability?
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