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Creating  

Sustainable Wealth  

for Rural Families 



 Framework:  Provide an overview of a Rural Family 
Economic Success Framework — useful for gauging, 
planning and measuring progress. 

 

 Findings:  Offer findings from rural community focus 
groups about what keeps local leaders from taking 
action to increase family economic success — and what 
motivates them as well. 

 

 Focus:  Zero in on one critical — though non-
traditional —“asset” that is particularly important to 
helping rural families climb the ladder to the 
mainstream: ownership of a reliable, affordable car.  
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This session will offer…. 



 

 

A framework for helping struggling rural families   
move from the margins into the mainstream 
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RuFES stands for: 
 Rural Family Economic Success 

 

The RuFES Framework is: 
 

Set of 28 family-focused goals organized around three 

primary family-desired outcomes:   
 

Earn It 

Keep It 

Grow It 
 

Each goal states a condition that would be true if rural 

families were doing well. 
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What is RuFES? 



 The RuFES Framework has quadruple-play power.       

It can help you: 

Diagnose the “starting point” of the rural families that 

you are targeting with your work. 

Set your RuFES action priorities. 

Measure your RuFES progress. 

Reframe your work for greater impact. 

 

Developed by the Annie E. Casey Foundation with 

the Aspen Institute Community Strategies Group. 
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What is RuFES? 



RuFES Overview 
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Children do well when their 

families do well. 

 

Families do better when they live 

in supportive communities. 

 

AECF Core Belief 



8 

Most families work hard.                         
Many struggle to get ahead. 

 

 Low wages – One in four rural workers make wages that 
would not lift a family of four above the poverty level  
($22,811).  
 

 Multiple Jobs – 25 percent hold multiple jobs, and 50 
percent do odd jobs or self provisioning to make ends meet  
 

 Environments vary – Some live in struggling 
communities.  Some struggle in thriving communities. 
 

 Special obstacles – Limited opportunities. Hard to find 
appropriate supports.  Easy to find predatory practices. 

How Are Rural Families Doing?   
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• DATA RELEASED TODAY: 22.5% of America’s 
children are living in poverty (2011 – up from 20.6 in 

2010.. 

• In 2011, more than 26.3% of all rural children lived in 
families in poverty - up more than 7 points since 2000. 

• In 2011, 31% of young children – under the age of 6 
– in rural America were poor.   

• An earlier analysis showed that another 27% of 
America’s rural children live in working poor families 

• That means at least one-half of all rural kids live in 
families that  struggle to get by, let alone get ahead.   

 

How Are Rural Kids Doing?   



What would  
Family Economic Success  

look like? 

Families getting by 
and getting ahead 
today 
 

Building strong 
financial futures 
 
Contributing to and 
buoyed by thriving 
communities 



 
The 
       
RuFES  
 
Framework 
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What does it take to 

increase Rural Family 

Economic Success? 

 Earn It                                      
Increase earnings and income 
 

 
 Keep It                               

Stabilize financial lives 
 
 

 Grow It                                     

Acquire family assets and                    
build wealth in thriving communities 



Earn It 

 

Make workers ready. 
 
Make work work. 
 
Make work pay. 
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Earn It:  Desired Result  
 

Confident, predictable, sufficient 
earnings and income. 

• Preparing for a job                           
Readiness to earn.  

 Skills match jobs. 
 

• Landing and keeping a job                
Links to available jobs.                                                   
Work infrastructure: transportation, child care. 

  

• Advancing in a career                   
Pipelines to better jobs.                                              
Jobs that are better.   

 



Keep It 

 

Count every dollar. 
 
Make every     
dollar count. 
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Keep It:  Desired Result  
 

Financial stability                        
Families get by and begin to get ahead 

• Establishing Financial Health  
Get banked.                                                                
Repair credit.                                                                     
Avoid predators.                                                           
Financial education linked to critical life events.  
 

• Protecting Income / Decreasing Costs 
Close the gap: Secure all EITC and Child Care                     

  tax benefits, vouchers and subsidies.                                  
Make good purchasing choices.                                 
Options are available for fairly priced goods. 

 



Grow It 

 

Build family prospects. 
 
Build community 
prospects. 
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Grow It: Desired Result  
  

Double Bottom Line for Communities and Families 

Families get ahead. Communities thrive. 

• Accumulating family assets               
Start and increase savings.                                     
Purchase assets: homes, businesses, autos.                  
Prepare for retirement. 
 

• Increasing the value of family assets   
in the community                             
Homes and businesses are maintained and                    
i   increase in value.                                                      
Family education attainment improves over time.     
Better economy keeps people in the community. 
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RuFES Delivery Systems 

Makehe whole > than the sum of the parts 

Desired Result:  

• Families at the center   

See RuFES goals/measures! 

• Simultaneous E-K-G 

• Sustained 

Approaches: 

• Make it a “quilt” 

• Make services accessible 
to families  

• Target families wisely 
based on your  and their 
starting point 

• Be in it for the long haul 
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RuFES Action Network 

Connects you: 
 

• Bi-weekly Action Alerts 
• Rural Practice Success Stories 

• Resources 

• New data 

• Program and Advocacy ideas 

• Webinars – Action ideas, stories and Peer-

Exchange 

• www.rufes.org – all things RuFES! 

• Other Peer-Exchange Opportunities 

• Discounts! 

 

Join Up! 

Give us a card or jot down 
your name and email.                       

We’ll sign you up! 

 

Managed by the Aspen Institute 

Community Strategies Group 
 

http://www.rufes.org/


 

Exploring and Identifying 
Opportunities 
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Study Objectives 

• to identify priorities for new asset-building 

initiatives in rural communities 
 

• to identify community-defined and community-

based strategies that partner families, 

communities and the university 



Bridging Two Asset-Building Paths 

• community rural development 
 

• family economics 



Asset-Building Partnerships 



Research Questions 

• What assets do rural, low- & moderate-income 

families perceive to be of greatest value in 

“getting ahead?” 

• What barriers do they face? 

• What resources exist within rural communities to 

facilitate family asset building? 

• What are promising directions for sustainable, 

community-defined strategies? 



Methods 

• focus group interviews 

– low- & moderate-income families with children 

– community leaders 

• 2 rural communities in Iowa, Minnesota and 

North Dakota that had participated in 18-month 

poverty reduction initiative 



Data 

• 12 focus group interviews 

• 77 total participants 

• 6 communities in 3 states 



Interview Guide 

1. What does financial success mean? 

2. What are the biggest challenges? 

3. What could this community do to help families 

be financially successful? 

4. How does the fact that this is a rural community 

either help or hinder families as they manage 

their finances? 



Meaning of Financial Success 

• ability to pay the bills 

• set aside funds for goals 

• free from worry 

• ability to give back 



“…able to pay the bills and be comfortable so 

they don’t have to worry..…For some people it’s 

to have some set aside…..to help with 

retirement, kids in college..…” 



Barriers to Financial Success 

• individual/family level 

• community level 

• societal level 



Individual & Family Barriers 

• personal decisions & lifestyle choices 

• limited financial management skills 

• lack of education & job skills 

• lack of reliable transportation 



Community-level Barriers 

• employment opportunities 

• high-cost local goods & services 

• basic financial management education 

• preparation & support for post-secondary 

education 

• discrimination & stigma 

• time constraints for community work 



Societal Barriers 

• labor market constraints 

• rising costs of living 

• consumer culture 

• predatory marketplace 



Community-defined Priorities 

• youth education 

• adult education and coaching 

• work supports 



Community-defined Strategies: Youth 

 • Cracking the Books 

• community-supported child scholarships 

• bank in the school 

• K-12 financial literacy education 

• parent involvement/education 

• post-secondary preparation & support 

• scholarships for nontraditional students 



School Performance Incentives 

“…at the (locally-owned) bank…we 

have…Cracking the Books and we pay the 

students for their grades.  They bring their 

report card in each quarter…It’s kind of a goal 

for them to do well in school and the money 

goes into a savings account and it has to have 

the parent’s signature and theirs for them to 

take the money out.” 



Community-supported Child 

Savings/Scholarships 

“Our community betterment group [is] talking 

about providing a scholarship for every year they 

attend the [elementary] school here…  So that 

when they graduate they would have $1,000 

plus interest or whatever.  That’s a project that 

we just started discussing mainly because we 

need to provide an incentive to keep our school 

open. So it would be a benefit to the community.  

So that’s the way we’re looking at it rather than 

the individual.” 



Financial Literacy for Youth & Parents 

“The added benefit to [child savings 

accounts]…would be hopefully parents 

would learn or see the benefit of saving the 

money now.” 



Unbiased Financial Mentor 

“…just kind of a contact or go-to person to 

say ‘I’m thinking about doing this and does it 

seem like a good idea to you?’  With no 

offense to the banking industry, but the 

banks are not financial planners.” 



What are the unique opportunities for 

rural community-based asset building? 

• affordable scale 

• locally funded 

• local buy-in and support 

• sustainable 

• pragmatic 



Sustainability 

“We have an annual celebration and the money 

doesn’t go to anything – nothing specific.  So if 

that [child scholarships] was at least one of the 

projects we were raising money for, then there 

would be an annual source of income.  There 

would be a purpose.  There’d be a reason for the 

younger ones to get involved with kids.” 



Pragmatic 

“Well, it’s tough in a small town…but there’s 

certain limitations that we’ve got to follow in a 

small town…it’s just – a potato is a potato…I 

don’t think there’s any one idea that’s a cure-

all…Little things help, though, along the way.  A 

bunch of little things help.” 



Individuals 

& 

Families 

Community 

University 

Asset-Building Partnerships 



 

 

Working Cars for Working Families 
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IMPORTANCE OF CARS TO WORKING FAMILIES 
 

W O R K I N G  C A R S  F O R  W O R K I N G  F A M I L I E S   
A  P R O J E C T  O F  T H E  N A T I O N A L  C O N S U M E R  L A W  

C E N T E R  

Access to Employment 
Most people in the US drive 

 to work 

Drive Alone 76% 

Carpooled 11% 

Public Transportation 
5% 

Other 8% 

Source: Journey to Work 2000 Census Brief 



CARS AND INCOME 

 Households with incomes below 

$25,000 per year are nine times more 

likely to be without a car than 

households with incomes above 

$25,000. 
 

U.S. Department of Transportation, Bureau of 

Transportation Statistics, NHTS 2001 Highlights 

Report, BTS03-05 (Washington, DC: 2003). 

 

W O R K I N G  C A R S  F O R  W O R K I N G  F A M I L I E S    
A  P R O J E C T  O F  T H E  N A T I O N A L  C O N S U M E R  L A W  

C E N T E R  



CARS ARE NOT JUST USED FOR WORK 

TRIP CHAINING 

W O R K I N G  C A R S  F O R  W O R K I N G  F A M I L I E S    
A  P R O J E C T  O F  T H E  N A T I O N A L  C O N S U M E R  L A W  

C E N T E R  

Home 

School 

Library Work 
After 

School 

Grocer

y 



EVIDENCE- CAR OWNERSHIP BENEFITS LOW-INCOME FAMILIES 

Benefits Research 

Employment Ong and Miller, 2005; Stoll, 2005; Working Wheels, 2005; Brabo 

et al., 2003; Lucas and Nicholson, 2003; Ong, 2002; Blumenberg, 

2002; Cervero, 2002; Danziger et al., 2000; Ong, 1996 

Earnings and Turnover Working Wheels, 2005; Rafael and Rice, 2002; Van Ryzin, 2001; 

Ong and Blumenberg, 1998; Ong, 1996 

Reductions in means-

tested benefits 

Working Wheels, 2005; Lucas and Nicholson, 2003  

Health Zogby and Malin, 2001; Ellaway, Der, Ford and Hunt, 1998 

Goods and services Clifton, 2004; Corcoran et al., 1999 

Social relationships Perrin et al., 2004 

Other potential benefits:  Access extra curricular activities (sports, educational trips) family 

vacations, more time for family 

W O R K I N G  C A R S  F O R  W O R K I N G  F A M I L I E S    
A  P R O J E C T  O F  T H E  N A T I O N A L  C O N S U M E R  L A W  

C E N T E R  



GROWING NEED 

0 

5000 

10000 

15000 

20000 

25000 

30000 

1965 2012 

Communities with 
daily bus service 

Average new car 
price (adjusted for 
inflation) 

W O R K I N G  C A R S  F O R  W O R K I N G  F A M I L I E S    
A  P R O J E C T  O F  T H E  N A T I O N A L  C O N S U M E R  L A W  

C E N T E R  



CARS ARE ESPECIALLY IMPORTANT IN RURAL AREAS 

• In rural areas, public transit services are provided primarily to transit 
dependent groups such as the elderly and disabled, 

• Today, there are approximately 4,500 communities with daily bus 
service compared to 23,000 communities in 1965. According to 
ridership surveys, intercity bus passengers tend to be lower income, 
female, minority, less educated and older than air and rail 
passengers.  

• Household with no vehicle available Identified as one of four 
economic risk factors in study of needs in rural America. 

 

The Geography of Need: Identifying Human Service Needs in Rural America  
Brief by Colleen Heflin and Kathleen Miller 

June 2011  

 

W O R K I N G  C A R S  F O R  W O R K I N G  F A M I L I E S ,  A  
P R O J E C T  O F  T H E  N A T I O N A L  C O N S U M E R  L A W  

C E N T E R  



W O R K I N G  C A R S  F O R  W O R K I N G  F A M I L I E S    
A  P R O J E C T  O F  T H E  N A T I O N A L  C O N S U M E R  L A W  

C E N T E R  

CAR LENDING- BIG BUSINESS 

 

 



W O R K I N G  C A R S  F O R  W O R K I N G  F A M I L I E S   A  
P R O J E C T  O F  T H E  N A T I O N A L  C O N S U M E R  L A W  

C E N T E R  

BUYING CAR AND FINANCING FROM DEALER 

 

 



W O R K I N G  C A R S  F O R  W O R K I N G  F A M I L I E S    
A  P R O J E C T  O F  T H E  N A T I O N A L  C O N S U M E R  L A W  

C E N T E R  

DEALER PROFITS: 

SELLING FINANCING NOT CARS 



W O R K I N G  C A R S  F O R  W O R K I N G  F A M I L I E S    
A  P R O J E C T  O F  T H E  N A T I O N A L  C O N S U M E R  L A W  

C E N T E R  

EXISTING MARKET INEFFICIENT  
 

CURRENTLY CONSUMERS FACE MANY HURDLES WHEN 

TRYING TO BUY, FINANCE, AND KEEP A RELIABLE CAR: 

 

Unfair Sales Tactics 

Condition of the Vehicle 

Yo-yo Sales 

Dealer Markups 

 

 

Undisclosed Salvage 

Dealer Add-ons 

Unfair Repossessions 

Dealer Bankruptcies 

 



©  C O P Y R I G H T ,  N A T I O N A L  C O N S U M E R  L A W  C E N T E R ,  
I N C . ,  A L L  R I G H T S  R E S E R V E D  

DEALER MARKUPS 

The Problem 

• Dealer sells both the car and the financing  

• Dealer contacts prospective lenders/assignees and presents 
the consumer’s financial information.   

• Lenders determine at what terms they will be willing to lend to 
that consumer.   

• Dealer has consumer enter into financing arrangements at a 
higher interest rate than the one for which the consumer 
actually qualifies.  

• Example: Lender willing to lend to the consumer at an 12%, the 
dealer will structure the sale and financing at a 16% interest 
rate.  The lender and dealer then split the extra money that will 
be paid by the consumer due to the higher interest charges.  

 



©  C O P Y R I G H T ,  N A T I O N A L  C O N S U M E R  L A W  C E N T E R ,  
I N C . ,  A L L  R I G H T S  R E S E R V E D  



©  C O P Y R I G H T ,  N A T I O N A L  C O N S U M E R  L A W  C E N T E R ,  
I N C . ,  A L L  R I G H T S  R E S E R V E D  



OTHER ISSUES 

• Gas 

• Vehicle Miles Traveled 

• Insurance  

• Driver’s Licenses 

 

 
 

 

W O R K I N G  C A R S  F O R  W O R K I N G  F A M I L I E S   A  
P R O J E C T  O F  T H E  N A T I O N A L  C O N S U M E R  L A W  

C E N T E R  



FEDERAL POLICY 

CONSUMER PROTECTION 

W O R K I N G  C A R S  F O R  W O R K I N G  F A M I L I E S   A  
P R O J E C T  O F  T H E  N A T I O N A L  C O N S U M E R  L A W  

C E N T E R  



FEDERAL POLICY 

BROADER TRANSPORTATION ISSUES 

W O R K I N G  C A R S  F O R  W O R K I N G  F A M I L I E S   A  
P R O J E C T  O F  T H E  N A T I O N A L  C O N S U M E R  L A W  

C E N T E R  



STATE POLICY 

CONSUMER PROTECTIONS 

W O R K I N G  C A R S  F O R  W O R K I N G  F A M I L I E S   A  
P R O J E C T  O F  T H E  N A T I O N A L  C O N S U M E R  L A W  

C E N T E R  



CONSUMER PROTECTION 

W O R K I N G  C A R S  F O R  W O R K I N G  F A M I L I E S   A  
P R O J E C T  O F  T H E  N A T I O N A L  C O N S U M E R  L A W  

C E N T E R  



PROGRESS THROUGH PRACTICE 

W O R K I N G  C A R S  F O R  W O R K I N G  F A M I L I E S   A  
P R O J E C T  O F  T H E  N A T I O N A L  C O N S U M E R  L A W  

C E N T E R  



PROGRESS THROUGH PRACTICE 

W O R K I N G  C A R S  F O R  W O R K I N G  F A M I L I E S   A  
P R O J E C T  O F  T H E  N A T I O N A L  C O N S U M E R  L A W  

C E N T E R  



PROGRESS THROUGH PRACTICE 

W O R K I N G  C A R S  F O R  W O R K I N G  F A M I L I E S   A  
P R O J E C T  O F  T H E  N A T I O N A L  C O N S U M E R  L A W  

C E N T E R  



W O R K I N G  C A R S  F O R  W O R K I N G  F A M I L I E S   A  
P R O J E C T  O F  T H E  N A T I O N A L  C O N S U M E R  L A W  

C E N T E R  
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 QUESTIONS? 

 


