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ABSTRACT 

Objectives: To explore how and what programs or projects address asset security at the 

community level as a social determinant of health. 

Data Sources: To conduct a scoping review following Preferred Reporting Items for Systemic 

Reviews and Meta-analyses (PRISMA) guidelines, the databases searched included CINAHL, 

EconLit, Embase, Pubmed/Medline, and the Sociological Collection of EBSCOhost.  

Review Methods: Keywords used for article identification were (“asset” AND “community”) OR 

(“asset security” AND “community”). Studies were included if published between 1990 and 

2019, written in English, and published in a peer-review journal. Reference lists of selected 

articles were also reviewed for additional articles. Two authors reviewed titles and abstracts 

separately, then reviewed full-texts for sample selection. 

Results: After identifying 2,585 articles, researchers refined the final sample to 28 articles. 

Programs or projects within the sample focused on direct financial interventions or indirect 

interventions. Direct interventions included financial programs, such as Individual Development 

Accounts, or ownership opportunities, such as cooperatives or microenterprises. Indirect 

interventions included those focused on the built environment, such as asset mapping to identify 

a community’s resources, or focused on education, such as those for social workers. 

Conclusions: Financial programs, ownership opportunities, assessments of the built environment, 

and targeted education complement one another to influence a community’s assets from many 

angles. Income inequality has evolved from repeated institutionalized practices that inadvertently 

reinforce that inequality. Published literature emphasizes the local nature of needs and 
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challenges, culturally responsive efforts, and that observing an impact often requires longitudinal 

efforts. 

 

KEYWORDS: Community-based, Asset security, PRISMA, Social determinants, Scoping 

review 
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INTRODUCTION 

 Current public discourse, especially amid the COVID-19 pandemic, has emphasized that 

financial insecurity can ultimately impact one’s health and well-being. Living in poverty remains 

a critical problem for U.S. families in the 21st century. A family experiences poverty, according 

to the U.S. Census Bureau, when their income (pre-tax cash) is less than their cost of living 

(based on the Consumer Price Index).1 In 2018, the poverty threshold for a family of four was 

just below $28,000.2  However, even families above the poverty threshold still experience 

financial challenges due to lacking a living wage. Employed individuals who cannot make a 

living wage, also known as the minimum income point “between financial independence … and 

the need to seek out public assistance or suffer consistent and severe housing and food 

insecurity,”3(p2) experience substantial financial challenges. Since the 1980’s, income inequality 

has steadily been increasing.4  Regardless of the semantic demarcation of a family’s financial 

situation, whether it is “being in poverty,” “lacking a living wage,” or “experiencing low-

income,” meeting every day financial demands and protecting for future financial needs is a 

reality for a large proportion of U.S. families and children. Further, lack of financial security 

impacts individuals’ health status and has therefore been deemed one of several social 

determinants of health. 

Gaps between those with financial means and those with limited means, however, does 

not simply arise from savings behavior and financial literacy.  Lacking insurance coverage, 

limited transportation or childcare, fluctuating employment, or living in low-income 

geographical areas all impact how an individual becomes financially secure.5  Policy-makers, 

researchers, and non-profit program administrators have traditionally addressed these gaps 
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through individual-level interventions. Most prominently, interventions that aim to change 

individuals’ ‘saving behaviors’ have dominated the literature. Arguments focused on teaching or 

improving ‘savings behaviors’ follow economic perspectives that building assets increases 

consumption and market participation, thus financial incentives benefit the larger market.6 

However, recent work by the Ford Foundation identified that programmatic attempts to date have 

failed to consider the historical and systemic dynamics impacting how racial minorities build 

wealth.7 Therefore, it is vital to consider the community-level impacts of programs targeting 

financial security. 

Community-Level Implications 

 Research in the late 1980s recognized that factors beyond an individual’s background 

impact financial security and wealth accumulation.8  These challenges are not simply a matter of 

personal preference and cause more than financial barriers.9  That is, the aforementioned factors 

(e.g., lacking insurance coverage, limited transportation or childcare, fluctuating employment, or 

living in low-income geographical areas), are the product of larger, systemic hurdles present 

within communities such as credit card redlining10, use of credit checks by employers11, and 

differential treatment of racial/ethnic minorities when seeking vehicle loans.12 When 

interventions only focus on increasing assets via individual savings accounts, financial education 

and literacy, and asset accumulation incentives, these interventions lack addressing systemic 

barriers.13 The focus on “increasing individual savings rather than guaranteeing a family income, 

finding ways to reduce consumption needs, and changing discriminatory policies” operates under 

the assumptions that a “lack of savings was mostly because people don’t know how to or don’t 

want to save.”14(p105)  
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 Moving beyond the individual level means to ultimately improve equitable wealth 

accumulation and eliminate poverty.14  The federal government has attempted to improve asset 

accumulation through tax subsides, incentives for actively increasing the amount placed into 

savings accounts, or incentives to homeownership.15 After the recession and housing market 

collapse in the early 2000’s, researchers conjectured that asset accumulation would occur best 

through community development strategies.14 These approaches value democratic governance in 

a manner that empowers wealth creation with minimal risk and risk-sharing.16 However, little is 

known if these approaches address existing financial inequities.   

Rationale & Purpose 

 Disparities in financial security are rooted in embedded systemic and inequitable 

practices. With little guidance on how to address financial inequities beyond the individual-level, 

organizational leaders would benefit from additional knowledge on existing community-level 

efforts to address these inequities. The following scoping review explores the themes and trends 

surrounding how communities are moving beyond individual interventions to address asset-

based inequities. Specifically, the research team asked, “what types of programs or projects 

address asset security at the community level?” This paper details the search protocol, the 

synthesis of identified articles, and then reports the results. The discussion connects the 

identified literature to broader organizational efforts to improve social inequities.  

METHODS 

The research team conducted a scoping review with a study protocol determined a priori. 

As such a review did not involve human subjects, Institutional Review Board approval was not 

required by the authors’ institution. Although this study is not a formal systematic review, the 
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research team followed the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-analyses 

extension for Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-ScR; see Appendix 1). Databases searched included 

CINAHL, EconLit, Embase, Pubmed/Medline, and the Sociological Collection of EBSCOhost.  

Inclusion & Exclusion Criteria 

We included articles that were published between 1990 and 2019, in the U.S., in English, 

and published in a peer-reviewed journal. Keywords used for article identification were (“asset” 

AND “community”) OR (“asset security” AND “community”). These terms were selected to 

ensure the inclusion of manuscripts that discussed asset-building, community-based initiatives 

that extended beyond programs that concentrated solely on individual-level finances. The team’s 

selection of the above criteria arose from priorities established in consultation with gray 

literature and the funding organization. Table 2 enumerates the inclusion and exclusion criteria. 

Article Selection Process 

To systemically select articles, two authors screened titles, abstracts, and full texts 

independently within Microsoft Excel; after each round of screening, authors confirmed 

agreement in the sample refinement. After we identified a sample of articles from the database 

search, the reference lists of those articles were reviewed for additional articles. We examined 

articles based on the target population, intervention (program or project), comparison (study 

design), and reported outcome. Two authors then analyzed and noted the different populations 

and communities within the articles, as well as the interventions and programs identified.  

The research team selected studies that reported on a program, “a group of related 

projects managed in a coordinated way to obtain benefits and control not available from 

managing them individually” or project, “a temporary endeavor undertaken to create a unique 
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project service or results.”17 Assets are regarded as either tangible assets (those that have a 

material or physical form, such as cash, land, vehicles, factories, supplies, and equipment) or 

intangible assets (those that are without a physical form such as domain name, agreements, and 

copyrights).18  

Article Synthesis 

To identify the various programs and projects reported in the published literature, the 

research team identified themes and grouped articles based on the manner in which each program 

or project aimed to impact a community’s asset security. Since we aimed to gather a broad 

selection of programs and no set standard for inclusion or exclusion for article type exists19, both 

qualitative and case report articles were included. After theme identification and thorough review 

of research findings, the research team constructed Figure 2 to visually represent the relationship 

among concepts. 

RESULTS 

The initial database search identified 2,533 articles. The PRISMA flow diagram (Figure 

1) details the number of articles excluded at each round. Sixteen articles were identified from the 

database search and 12 from the reference lists of the 16. Of the final 28 articles (Table 1), one 

article was from the 1990s, 13 articles from the early 2000s, and 12 articles published in the 

2010s decade.  Twenty of the final articles utilized qualitative methodology, such as focus 

groups, interviews, or case studies, and four used quantitative methods. Three studies reported on 

mixed methods approaches and one used asset mapping. Within the 28 articles, 11 articles 

focused on specific populations, including three studies about children/youth, three on 

parents/families, two on specific adult populations (adults with low-income and psychiatric 
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disabilities), and three on social workers or social work educational curriculum. Of the remaining 

17 articles, five focused on communities within U.S. cities, and 12 reported on organizational 

specific activities.   

Thematically, it was observed that 1) sixteen articles offered financial and ownership 

programs aimed to directly impact a community’s assets, while 2) eight articles offered built 

environment projects and educational programs that indirectly improved a community’s assets. 

Another four articles discussed a combination of direct and indirect programs.  Most frequently, 

articles that combined indirect and direct efforts reported on financial literacy/education with 

financial incentive programs. Table 3 further describes the program types by article. 

Direct programs 

In the following sections, we discuss the articles categorized as discussing direct 

programs: financial programs and ownership opportunities. Two of these articles reported 

combined financial efforts and ownership efforts20,21 and were focused on urban areas and 

families with children. 

Financial programs. Within the identified studies, 18 of the 28 articles reported on 

financial programs. Most common (N=12) were those reporting on programs involving 

Individual Development Accounts (IDAs) 20–26 or Saving for Education, Entrepreneurship and 

Down-payment (SEED) accounts.22,23,27–30 Three other articles discussed generic matched 

savings account programs22,31,32 and three others discussed community banking efforts.33–35 

Among the financial articles, two studies focused on adults (low income or with psychiatric 

disabilities),24,32 one on African-American communities,33 two on Asian-American 
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communities,21,35 seven on children/youth and parents,8,23,26–30 one on women,31 one on urban 

communities,20 and one on a rural area.34  

Programs that offered specialized savings accounts for specific populations, such as one 

specifically for women31, focused on short-term goals and increasing monetary assets. SEED and 

IDA programs, which arose from national efforts, aimed to improve assets over longer periods of 

time. Researchers suggested that mainstream financial industries report successful SEED or IDA 

programs when they provide culturally aware services.20,21,26 Studies identified that participants 

benefitted from feeling a strong connection to the community and overall improved community 

held assets. In addition, unexpected financial challenges, such as unforeseen illness, and the 

physical distance between residence and offered programs created barriers for 

participants25,26,30,31 while limited staff challenged the organizations.21,29 Locally well-integrated 

programs were better equipped to provide resources or connections. These studies also identified 

the importance of community organizations’ ability to shift their current programmatic services 

to more specifically meet the needs of their local area.  

Two articles reported on how community credit unions, as financial institutions, impact 

local assets.33,34 Community development credit unions (CDCUs) primarily operate as banking 

organizations and thus directly impact assets within a community through financial practices, 

such as the rates offered for loans. Additionally, these organizations indirectly impact a 

community’s assets through the provision of educational services and employee community 

involvement. Studies identified the importance of how CDCUs offer the same services as 

banking institutions, but are community owned and focus on serving communities with low-

income.33.34  CDCUs prioritize high levels of community involvement, employees volunteering at 
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community events, or making donations to community activities.34,33 For example, credit unions 

may utilize local businesses to buy supplies and sponsor local sports teams or school programs 

which keeps financial assets circulating within the community. CDCUs also offer educational 

programs for local families. 

Ownership Opportunities. Six studies reported on ownership opportunities through 

cooperative models, microenterprises, or homeownership efforts. One study reported on both the 

cooperative and home ownership20; two studies reported on homeownership for Asian American 

communities21,36; and two studies focused on cooperatives.37,38 Only one study focused on 

microenterprises.39 Ownership programs did not broadly target a single population; these efforts 

focused on African-American communities, rural and urban areas, and Asian-American 

communities.  

Cooperatives appear to improve community capital, but the operationalization and 

management of such initiatives may have different effects on community capitals.20,37,38  For 

instance, one study reported how two variations of community cooperatives improve built, 

human, social, and financial capital (community capitals).38 Gordon Nembhard (2004b) 

highlighted a number of cooperative examples with African-American ownership. Much of the 

research about cooperatives was qualitative in nature and suggested that these programs 

increased economic opportunities in areas with limited resources, as well as motivated 

communities’ business ventures.37,38 The types of cooperatives represented by the selected 

articles consisted of  agricultural efforts38, housing initiatives20, an employment agency37, and 

grocery stores31, among others.  
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One study also suggested microenterprises, another type of a small local business, 

motivate business ownership and strengthen social networks.39 Even further, another study noted 

that when minority-owned banks operate in minority communities, specifically Chinese-

American ownership, financial service utilization may increase and cultural awareness is 

stronger.35  Programs that targeted homeownership, as examined through a case study from New 

York, identified the importance of working with immigrant communities and pairing efforts with 

culturally aware education.36 A few case studies attempted to bridge several of these efforts, such 

as the Dudley Street Neighborhood Initiative which combined a housing cooperative, 

homeownership programs, and Earned Income Tax Credit efforts.20  Thus, ownership 

opportunities appear to blend direct with indirect programs to increase assets. 

Indirect programs 

In the following sections, we discuss the 11 articles categorized as discussing indirect 

programs: built environment projects and educational programs. 

Built Environment. Four articles reported on programs that focused on the build 

environment.40–43 These efforts, in different U.S. Census regions, concentrated on urban areas 

and populations with low-income. Articles that focused on the built environment, or place-based 

strategies, used asset mapping, an inventory of a community’s resources that are depicted on a 

map, to further understand a community’s context. The Active Living by Design project, for 

example, focused on how the built environment could attract economic development.42 Three 

articles used asset mapping and discussed how their efforts increased communities’ information 

and, data to influence policy.40,41,43 For example, one study reported that geospatial mapping of 

resources within a Texas county resulted in increased regulations of pay-day loan businesses and 
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thus predatory loan operations in areas with low-income.43 Asset mapping also helped determine 

where and how communities may require further financial assistance.40  

Educational Programs. Eight articles reported on educational programs; three reported 

on social worker curriculum,44–46 three reported on programs that combined financial literacy and 

savings,22,27,31 and two reported on state educational policies.27,47 Social worker curriculum and 

financial literacy efforts targeted adult populations while the other two articles reported on youth 

education. Some programs aimed to teach users about financial habits21,31,32, targeted social 

workers who work directly with communities44–46, or focused on youth.22,27,47 Education 

provided to social workers, referred to as the financial capability and asset building curriculum, 

equipped them to better advise those they serve in the community about financial practices.44,46 

Youth directed education arose either due to state regulations for high school students or as a 

component of SEED programs. In general, educational efforts improved self-efficacy22,27 and 

researchers emphasized the gradual or longer-term effect of educational efforts. 21,45 Ultimately, 

indirect programs focused on place-specific initiatives as well as the larger goal of community 

well-being.  

In summary, Figure 2 offers a conceptual illustration and captures the relationships 

among programs identified by researchers. Some programs offer community interventions (e.g., 

IDAs and home ownership programs) that directly aimed to influence finances. Alternatively, 

indirect efforts, such as educational programs or changes to regulations, aim to improve a 

community’s assets without directly introducing money. When programs impact a community in 

both direct and indirect ways, they appear closer to the dotted line.  For example, financial 
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literacy courses at credit unions offer educational counseling that aims to influence behavior but 

also focuses on monetary assets.  

DISCUSSION 

After review of over 2,500 articles, 28 met the inclusion criteria and examined programs 

or projects that targeted asset security at the community-level. Whether a program directly uses 

financial interventions or indirectly aims to improve asset security, our synthesis reveals that 

often both approaches complement each other to strengthen community efforts. These efforts 

include evaluating the quality of services provided to a community to improve them,34 mapping a 

community to analyze the community’s strengths and areas of need,38,43 or financially 

incentivizing adults and children to improve a community’s assets. Conceptually, this study 

identified the importance of community-level efforts to address financial insecurity. Programs 

and interventions conducted at the community level can impact financial well-being in a more 

widespread way, however, the long-term impacts of such efforts remain unknown. Overall, the 

evidence appeared limited and inconsistent.  

While more evidence of direct community-based efforts to address asset security were 

anticipated, many of the direct efforts such as matched savings programs or home ownership 

incentives, mirror many individual-level financial efforts. Although the studies identified in the 

present review focus on a specific community or population, they focus on giving monetary help. 

Organizations across the U.S. are helping in other direct ways and appear within gray literature.  

For example, some programs connect families with earned income tax credits such as 

Philadelphia’s Campaign for Working Families48 or the National Tax Assistance for Working 

Families Campaign funded by the Annie E. Casey Foundation.49 In addition, the Neighborhoods 
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Job Initiative, offered from 1998 to 2001 in five U.S. cities, utilized multiple layers of 

community organizing and financial incentives to strengthen the assets of families with low-

income.50 The limited information about direct financial efforts within peer-reviewed literature 

may come from strained programs with limited resources to publish about their work or direct 

programmatic efforts focus on outcomes at the individual-behavior level. Funding agencies and 

researchers may need to consider supporting non-profits in publishing more about direct efforts 

to influence asset security. 

The indirect programmatic efforts highlighted here resemble the types of neighborhood 

economic development strategies discussed elsewhere.51 Researchers repeatedly mentioned the 

importance of cultural competence and awareness of local need. Asset-focused initiatives will 

vary by location and require increased attentiveness to a program’s sociopolitical environment.51 

In particular, indirect efforts focused on the built environment and utilizing the resources 

currently available to the community. Beneficial programmatic effects may occur over longer 

periods of time, such as the education of social workers who ultimately develop close 

relationships with their clients, thus emphasizing the need to monitor progress over time. One’s 

ability to participate in asset-focused initiatives requires a level of autonomy determined at the 

community and systemic level.52 The greater the interpersonal relationships developed and 

adaptation of the initiative to a specific community, then the greater the engagement, 

participation, and utilization of health services.53 Cooperatives, another indirect approach, create 

economic stimulus for their communities and offer opportunities for social capital 

development.54 Internationally, cooperatives appear more abundant and researchers suggest that 
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they enhance local economic growth for small communities with limited resources which 

minimizes transaction costs.54,55  

Limitations & Future Research 

 Although this study provides unique insights into efforts to address asset security at the 

community level, it does have limitations. First, although the combination of selected databases 

did provide access to more specific and detailed searches, the limitations of the searched 

databases could introduce selection bias and limit generalizability. Second, scoping reviews aim 

to identify important concepts for a specific research topic rather than refine practices. Thus, this 

review has not identified the best practices for securing community assets. Finally, the selection 

of keywords limited the protocol and identification of articles. Those identified here may not 

encompass all efforts to improve communities’ assets. 

Much of the research examined within this review employed qualitative methodology. 

However, future research should consider quasi-experimental or mixed methods with 

longitudinal data to strengthen what researchers know about long-term impacts. The need for 

long-term study was identified within multiple publications. Moreover, since many studies 

identified the importance of cultural competence, future research efforts would benefit from 

community-based participatory approaches. 

CONCLUSION 

Practical implications for this study’s findings range from the foundation level to 

employee training. Much of the community-level asset-building activity occurs at the non-profit 

level or on the periphery of mainstream research. Funding organizations to non-profit programs, 

could expand published research by partnering with researchers to report on community efforts. 
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Philanthropic requests to fund recipients that encourage program leaders to write and document 

their strategies, rather than meeting obscure metrics, may strengthen efforts to address population 

level income disparities.  Further, these articles repeatedly note the importance of relationship 

building and attending to a community’s cultural context when designing programs. Training 

employees may require intentional incorporation of curriculum that attends to culturally 

responsive practices.   
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Figure 1. PRISMA Flow 
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Table 2. Inclusion and exclusion criteria 
 
Exclusion Inclusion 

 Published before 1990 
 Not written in English 
 Reporting on program outside of U.S. 
 Gray literature / non-peer reviewed 
 Reported individual-level outcome 

 Published between 1990 and 2019 
 English 
 Reported on U.S. program / project as 

defined by the Project Management 
Institute21 

 Included all study designs 
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Table 3. Programs Identified by Type 

Direct Programs 

Type  Program  Study  Program Description 

Financial 

Emergency/Matched 
Savings Accounts 

1, 19, 
23 

Programs that provide a financial incentive (often paired 
with required education) for monetary asset retainment 

Individual 
Development 
Accounts (IDA) 

3, 15, 
18, 23, 
25, 26, 
28 

An asset building tool for low‐income families to save 
towards a targeted amount, usually for building assets in 
the form of home ownership, post‐secondary education, 

and small business ownership 

Savings for Education, 
Entrepreneurship & 
Down‐payment 
Initiative (SEED) 

9, 16, 
20, 23, 
26, 27 

A long term savings and investment account policy and 
practice that develops, tests, and prompts matched 

savings accounts and financial education for children and 
youth 

Community 
Development Credit 

Unions (CDCU) 

7, 10, 
11 

Credit unions that serve low‐to‐moderate income people 
and communities by offering financial help and banking 
to those with limited access to safe financial services 

Ownership 

Cooperatives 
6, 24, 
25 

People‐centered enterprises owned, controlled and run 
by and for their members to realize their common 
economic, social, and cultural needs and aspirations 

Microenterprises  22 
Programs that provide credit to individuals with low‐
income who cannot obtain credit through traditional 

financial institutions 

Homeownership 
13, 15, 
25 

Programmatic efforts with the end goals to increase 
homeownership within a community or provide 

resources for those who own a home 

Indirect Programs 

  Program  Study  Program Description 

Built 
Environment 

Active Living by 
Design 

14 
Case study of a neighborhood that developed 

partnerships to improve safety, built environment and 
community economics through new businesses 

Asset Mapping 
8, 12, 
21 

An inventory of the strengths and resources of a 
community that can help to uncover solutions 

Education 

Financial Capability & 
Asset Building 

Curriculum for Social 
Workers (FCAB) 

4, 5, 17 
Education for social workers who work with low‐income 

and financially vulnerable populations 

Financial Habits or 
Economic Literacy 

19, 20, 
23 

Educational sessions or resources for those aiming to 
improve asset security through savings or other means 
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State Regulated or 
Youth Focused 

2, 20 
Policies that require financial education or education that 

targets youth  
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Appendix 1. PRISMA Checklist 
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