
3. DESIGNING AN AFI PROJECT 
 
This guidebook highlights basic factors to consider when deciding if your agency is ready to 
create an asset-building project and apply for AFI funding. These include how to identify target 
communities and plan activities to meet their needs, how to partner with other organizations 
that could provide some services to project clients, how to manage the nitty-gritty details of 
developing the savings match process, and more.  
 
There is no one “perfect” framework for an AFI Project. Each project strives to shape its 
services to meet the particular needs and circumstances of its community and participants. 
Some projects deliver services to a relatively small geographic place such as an urban 
neighborhood, while others provide services throughout large rural areas. Still other AFI 
Projects are managed by networks or consortia of organizations that coordinate their services 
across a city or metropolitan area, in several different cities or even across a State or the entire 
nation.  These are all effective models. 
 
It is important to take the time to familiarize yourself with the AFI statute and the AFI program 
announcement. The Assets for Independence Act (AFIA) includes the rules about grant 
application requirements, client participation, project management, and other issues. The 
program announcement, in turn, takes these requirements and outlines—in detail—what is 
required in submitting a grant application and running an AFI Project.  The Project Builder 
mirrors what is called for in the program announcement, providing tips and insights about 
successful AFI Project design.  However, AFI Project managers will need to know the AFIA 
legislation and the program announcement throughout their involvement with AFI. 
 
 
TIP: The Assets for Independence Act (the statute that shapes the AFI Program) and the most 
recent AFI Program Announcement are both posted on the OCS Web site at 
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/assetbuilding. 
 
 
Regardless of how big or small you envision your AFI Project, you should begin the program 
design process by taking some basic steps, summarized below. These steps generally reflect 
what is required in a program application.  They build upon each other as you go to the next 
level in creating your program and writing your AFI grant application.   For example, you may 
already have a needs assessment and a training program in place, which you can modify as you 
go through some of the other steps.  In another program, a review of your organizational 
capacity may point out some gaps, at which point you will need to decide whether to move 
forward with AFI.  You may decide to pursue AFI in a later grant cycle, when things are in 
place.  
 
A. Target Population. Decide whom you want to serve by learning more about what asset-

building needs exist in your area.  Do an assessment of your target population’s needs and 
strengths. 
 

B. Goals/Objectives. Reflect on your findings from your target population assessment, and 
outline a goal or goals (a broad vision) and objectives (major results your project will strive 
to achieve for meeting its goals).  At this stage, these goals and objectives are not set in 
stone. You can come back and revise these as you continue to map out your project.  
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C. Training and Support for Project Participants. Think about how you will train your 

project participants to become “financially literate” (i.e., learn how to develop a budget and 
savings plan) and prepare for their asset purchase, as well as what other supportive services 
you will offer. 
 

D. Account Mechanics and Participant Individual Development Accounts. Learn about 
some of the AFI requirements for financial management, including the characteristics of the 
AFI Project  Reserve Account. Design the structure of client IDAs. How much will the 
clients save? How long will they have to accumulate their savings? How much will the 
project match for each dollar participants save?   
 

E. Marketing and Recruitment. Now that you know who the project will serve and what it 
will provide, determine strategies for how the project will inform the target community 
about the project and the promise of IDAs. 
 

F. Organizational Capacity. Determine whether your organization has the experience, 
commitment, and staff resources to successfully manage an AFI Project.  
 

G. Partnerships. Explore the opportunities for using partnership arrangements in order to 
expand your organization’s abilities and leverage other resources so AFI participants will 
be more likely to succeed.  Also, such partnerships and collaborations might make the 
project more cost effective. 
 

H. Networks. Examine the opportunities for forming a network arrangement for your AFI 
Project. An AFI Network is a program management model in which the grantee 
organization works with multiple sub-grantees or services sites to offer IDAs across a wider 
geographic region.  
 

I. Implementation Plan. Map out your ideas on a timeline so you can plan what resources 
and activities will be needed at points throughout the project.  The timeline will also help 
you track successes and challenges. 
 

J. Evaluation. AFI, as a Federal demonstration program, includes a national evaluation 
designed to reveal what works in asset building.  Your organization will need to participate 
in the National Evaluation by providing data on at least an annual basis.   You may also set 
up your own evaluation to better understand the effects your program is having on the 
community.  Finally, your organization certainly should focus on overall project 
management and quality control throughout the project period.   
 

K. Funding. Strategize about additional resources. To make an AFI program work, your 
organization will need resources in addition to the Federal grant. This requires securing a 
nonfederal dollar for every AFI grant dollar.  At the start of an AFI Project, these 
nonfederal dollars need to be in the bank or backed up by a strong guaranteed commitment.  
Also, think about raising additional supporting funds. And, as with other projects, an 
organized budget and budget justification should be in place. 

 
The following is a discussion of these ideas in greater detail. 
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A. Target Population 
 
The first thing you need to do before setting up an AFI Project is to analyze the asset-building 
needs of your target community and the community context (such as existing asset-building 
activities). This analysis will help you learn how your AFI Project can fit in, to fill gaps.  As 
you do this assessment, keep AFI program requirements in mind.  
 
 
AFI Program Factors 
 
There are two key factors to consider when assessing whether and where to start an AFI 
Project: geographic location and participant income. 
 
Factor 1. Geographic Location 
 
OCS is particularly interested in supporting AFI Projects that target localities where economic 
conditions indicate a need for asset-building opportunities. Specifically, OCS hopes to support 
AFI Projects targeting one or more well-defined neighborhoods or communities with 
documented high rates of poverty or unemployment. 
 
When considering a geographic location: 
 
• Remember Your Organization’s Mission and Goals. Many organizations have a mission 

that identifies a geographic location within which they work. Others may set goals and 
objectives that lend to a specific geographic definition. These established limitations are the 
best place to start when determining the locations for recruiting participants and offering 
services. 

 
• Choose Locations Where Your Organization (and Partner Agencies) Already Provides 

Services. Because your organization has established ways of working in these locations, 
you can often achieve cost savings in the AFI Project budget because you will not need to 
create new modes of delivering services. 

 
• Concentrate on a Specific Area (or Areas). If your organization could target one 

neighborhood with substantial numbers of residents who are eligible to participate, it would 
reach its account-opening goals without spreading resources for marketing and outreach too 
thin. There are other advantages of geographic proximity for program participants. For 
example, it often is easier for families to attend workshops and events in their neighborhood. 
If your organization is developing a Network or collaborative approach, where multiple 
groups will provide AFI Project services in numerous different localities, each 
subcomponent project should serve a relatively well-defined target community.  
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Factor 2. Participant Eligibility 
 
As you define the target group for the project, you will want to keep in mind the AFI 
participant eligibility requirements.  A person is eligible to participate if they meet one of the 
following two major criteria: 
  
1. They are eligible for the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program at the 

time of application. 
 
OR 

 
2. They meet both of the following two sub-criteria: 

 
A. Their household income is either less than twice the Federal poverty line at the time of 

application or within Federal Earned Income Tax Credit limits.* 
 
B. Their household net worth was less than $10,000 at the end of the calendar year that 

proceeded the time of their application.† 
 

All AFI Project families must have a source of earned income during the savings period. (Note: 
EITC is counted as earned income.) This is because they may save only earned income in their 
IDAs, reflecting the program’s philosophy that work is central to success in achieving financial 
stability  
 
 
TIP: CFED has created a template for typical forms used in an IDA program, including one that 
has a comprehensive list of asset and liability items that are needed for the client net-worth test. 
To access these forms, go to http://idanetwork.cfed.org/. 
 
 

Steps to Understanding Your Target Population 
 
While organizations interested in asset building typically have a history of working with low-
income clients, successful AFI grantees still must examine needs more closely during the 
program design stage to determine what needs exist and how to meet them. Findings can be 
revealing – even for an experienced agency. One grantee found from interviews with staff that 
a subset of its clients was so unstable – and had such low incomes – that they were unlikely to 
be successful candidates for IDAs without more long-term support.  
 
Poverty and unemployment rates for your community can be found at several government Web 
sites such as the U.S. Census Bureau (http://www.census.gov/) and the Department of Labor 
(http://www.dol.gov).  Other methods of describing high rates of poverty include identifying 

                                                 
*Twice the poverty level, in 2004, is about $37,000 for a family of four. Appendix B includes additional 
information about the poverty line and the Earned Income Tax Credit eligibility for households of various sizes. 
†Household net worth is the amount of assets owned by all household members minus their debts. Clients may 
disregard the value of their primary home and one car when calculating their household net worth. 
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the rate of Temporary Assistance to Needy Family (TANF) recipients in the total population of 
the community (see http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/fbci/progs/fbci_tanf.html for information 
on TANF programs) or describing the underemployment experience in the community (this 
information can also be found from the above sources).  Yet another indicator is the usage rate 
of the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC). 
 
Consider the additional topics and questions below to further describe your target population, 
their needs, and the likelihood that they can complete training, save, and be successful 
participants in this program. The information gleaned from this process will be valuable as you 
design other components of your project. 

Demographic Information 
 
Are you working with distinct ethnic or racial groups? Is there a preponderance of one type of 
household composition you will be targeting (e.g., female single heads of household, single 
fathers with noncustodial children, families with members who are incarcerated, married 
couples)? What are the general employment opportunities for your target population?  What 
level of education does your audience possess? 
 
 
“I almost can’t imagine starting an AFI Project if I didn’t have a clear understanding of the 
needs of low-income people in the area being served. If you don’t know that, you’re going to 
have a very steep learning curve.” 
                                                              —An official of a statewide AFI Project Network 
 

Savings Capacity 
 
What is a typical budget for essential living expenses in the target community? Given the 
average incomes in the area, would your target families have money for saving in their IDA 
once their basic expenses are met? About how much could they reasonably save each month?  

Asset Acquisition 
 
What are the rates of homeownership, small-business ownership, and attainment of post-
secondary education credentials among your target population? How could you gauge the 
demand for these asset goals among your target population? Could your AFI Project 
participants also work with a homeownership program managed by a partner organization? 
Could they be coordinating with a microbusiness development project managed by a local 
community development corporation? 

Credit and Debt Management 
 
What is the likelihood that your audience can successfully save and stay out of debt, as 
reflected in trends in their debt usage and credit history? Are participants likely to need credit 
counseling and debt repayment support? Will they need help establishing a credit history and 
managing mortgage payments?  
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Banking History 

 
What is the rate of bank account ownership among your target population? What type of access 
to basic banking services does your target population have? What is the use of check-cashing 
establishments among your target population? 

 
 Additional Barriers 
 
What are some challenges typically faced by your target population outside of income and asset 
considerations? Barriers such as illiteracy, lack of access to child care, lack of stable 
employment or sufficient job training, transportation, or other social service needs may affect 
an individual’s ability to participate in an AFI Project. Any resources in your community that 
you can access to help mitigate these needs will be important for your organization’s program 
design. 
 
 
TIP: See Appendix C for information on specific tools you may use for collecting data on your 
target population and community. 
 
 

Community Context  
 
Part of understanding your target population is learning about the community context within 
which participants will be saving and purchasing assets. First, you will want to determine if 
there are other asset-building programs already available in your community. Then, you will 
want to explore financial resources and possible funding sources. Finally, you will want to ask 
the critical questions related to whether the assets in your area are affordable for the 
participants to purchase.  
 
Existing Asset-Building Programs 
 
Are organizations in your community already offering IDAs to low-income people? (See the 
Project Locator on the OCS Asset Building website at http://www.acf.hhs.gov/assetbuilding for 
a list of currently-funded AFI Projects.)   If so, it might be advantageous for you to partner with 
these organizations rather than duplicating services and competing for funding in your 
community.  
 
Financial Services 
 
Are there sufficient financial services available in your community to provide the basic 
elements of the IDA? Are there affordable savings accounts with convenient access for 
deposits? Are there affordable loan products for mortgages, school loans, and small-business 
loans? 
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Funding Sources 
 
What organizations in your community, both public and private, would you be willing to 
approach to help raise the nonfederal funding portion of your AFI grant?  
 
Homeownership 
 
Will the savings and match provided with the IDA be sufficient for a down payment and 
closing costs for home purchase? Are potential clients in a position to learn the skills needed to 
not only purchase a home but also to maintain it and make payments over time?  Is the typical 
monthly mortgage payment for a home in your community within the range of your target 
population’s incomes? Is there a reasonable supply of housing in the affordable range for your 
target population from which individuals can make a purchase?  
 
 
TIP: Many clients see an IDA as a way to reach the American dream – to make a down 
payment on their own home. AFI Projects typically assess housing affordability by looking at 
the “community context” to make sure an IDA is a practical tool for reaching the 
homeownership goal. In some high-cost housing areas, AFI Projects have found that housing, 
as least in the local market, was beyond the reach of prospective participants. In these markets, 
AFI Projects may encourage clients to change their asset goal of home ownership to higher 
education or micro-enterprise.  Getting a better education can lead to a better job.  Building 
assets through a business can be a bigger step toward future financial security, including a 
home purchase down the road. “We talk about moving up in careers to get more stability, more 
benefits, to enable you to be more independent,” says one AFI grantee.  
 
However, keep in mind, homeownership may still be an option even in the most expensive 
markets. AFI Projects have been able to assist some clients with purchasing their own homes, 
even in areas such as New York City, largely by helping clients “layer” other homeownership 
resources (e.g., home rehabilitation programs, special low-interest mortgage loans) on top of 
the IDA funding.   
 
 
 
Small Business 
 
Are there reasonable opportunities for a microenterprise to thrive in your community? Are 
there complementary support programs to help people succeed as small business owners? Are 
there flexible loan products for micro-entrepreneurs accessible to your target population?  
 
Education 
 
Is there a diversity of two- and four-year degree programs as well as vocational training 
programs in your community for your target population? What portion of the total cost of these 
programs will the savings and match from the IDA cover? Will these students be able to access 
other loans and grants to pay for the rest of the program? 
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B. Goals/Objectives 
 
Once you’ve researched and analyzed needs in your community, step back and ask: If we start 
an AFI Project, what do we hope to accomplish? You can put those thoughts into action when 
you map out your AFI Project—in the form of goals and objectives. 
 
Throughout this process, keep in mind that you may have only “rough draft” thoughts at this 
stage. That’s okay. As you get further into the details of designing your AFI Project, you will 
see the issues and options more clearly. You may even change your goals and objectives at the 
very end (when you put your budget together, for example). That’s because the additional 
thinking and planning—and realities of doing this work—affect your project plan. 
 
The goals of your project are broad and visionary ideas about what you want to accomplish. 
You should develop one or two goals for your project. Consider the following questions as you 
think about goals—and keep the AFI goals in mind as you craft your own: 
 
• What are the goals of the Assets for Independence Program? 
• What is your agency’s mission? 
• Based on your assessment of your Project’s target population, what needs in the community 

could your Project address? 
 
Once you have identified one or two goals, you can determine how you will go about achieving 
them.  In other words, take your vision (goals) and get more specific on how you will address 
them (objectives).  Objectives are specific, measurable, and time-oriented target statements that 
describe the goal(s) of your AFI Project.  Consider the following when putting objectives 
together:   
 
• How will the activities you conduct (e.g., provide financial literacy training, open IDAs) 

affect your target population? 
• Will there be variations in effects over the course of the project? 
• What are some ways you can measure these changes in your clients? 
• Are your objectives linked to your goal(s)? 
 
(Your workplan, discussed below, is how you will implement these objectives, but more on that 
later.) 
 
 
TIP: When you write your AFI application for funding, you will need to outline the “results or 
benefits” you expect of your Project. You will want to describe these as measurable and 
specific items, with short- and long-term time frames. In evaluation language, these measures 
are called outputs and outcomes. The purpose of identifying these measures is to keep projects 
focused on performance and results so that government resources are used wisely.  Learn more 
about these types of measures in the Evaluation section of the guidebook. 
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C. Training and Support for Project Participants 
 
OCS encourages AFI Projects to include training sessions and other support services to 
facilitate the savings and asset-purchase process for participants. Your organization can be 
creative in delivering services directed toward the needs of your target population. 
 
Training varies among current AFI Projects.  Some provide these services in-house or through 
partners. Some use only external training sources. Many grantees raise the quality of their 
training by using existing programs or bringing in experts at critical times.  
 
 
“The [financial] education is ultimately what they take with them.” 
                                —A representative of a statewide AFI Project Network 
 
 
Training sessions may be in class, online, or through self-guided materials. Topics, too, vary 
widely. Most training programs are designed to encourage active participation, using adult 
learning techniques and culturally relevant exercises to further engage the attendees. 
 
 
 
TIP: Some Training Thoughts 
 
Here are some thoughts when designing your AFI Project training: 
 
• Use training to help determine if enrollees are ready to open an IDA or whether it would be 

better to wait until their financial situation improves. 
 
• Take ample time to train. Clients need to practice what they learn. 
 
• Build a relationship with clients. Trust and communication can help them stay engaged and 

meet their goals.  
 
• Consider whether you want to require clients to complete training before opening up a 

savings account.  However, some AFI Projects feel the need to get the IDA account going 
right away to keep clients engaged in training. 

 
• Training alone might not be enough for some participants. Clients often need a lot of 

preparation and one-on-one case management.  However, some participants need less 
training. 
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Financial and Asset-Specific Training 
 
Financial and asset-specific training varies among AFI Projects.   
 
• Financial education workshops cover basic money management skills and information like 

teaching clients how to negotiate with a bank to get services (and even low or no fees) to 
better meet their needs.  

 
• Asset-specific training programs provide information and tools that help facilitate a 

successful purchase.  Such training can also help clients after they have obtained their asset, 
like home buyer training that provides insight on how to maintain the home and make 
timely mortgage payments.   

 
• Usually, financial education occurs earlier—right before or after enrolling in the program or 

opening an IDA.  Asset training occurs a bit later or much later in the program, depending 
on readiness and training needs.   

 
 
TIP: Nonprofit organizations have access to diverse, comprehensive, and free financial 
training curricula. A comprehensive list of these resources is in Appendix A. 
 
 
Many current projects coordinate with partner organizations that specialize in financial 
education.  They arrange for the partners to provide the training.  Examples include bringing in 
a housing specialist or mortgage lender for training on home ownership or a financial aid 
professional to talk about education financing. One AFI Project works “closely with job 
developers in two programs because they have a better idea of what’s going on in the industry 
and what courses to take, where, and [how to] negotiate deals on training.” 
  
But make sure you are using the right outside trainers and keep your IDA staff involved.  Why?  
Because some financial services experts may not be skilled in adult education.  Don’t 
underestimate the skills needed here because client success is tied closely to the quality of the 
economic literacy training you provide. 
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Case Management  
 
In addition to the trainings, most AFI Projects also provide one-on-one counseling and case 
management services. In fact, some AFI grantees find that training is just the beginning of the 
longer term support the project provides for IDA participants—be it learning how to save to 
maintaining a home or small business over time.  These additional services can help 
participants who are grappling with family, job, or social service challenges, and are also 
designed to help participants reach the financial milestones critical to an AFI Project.  
 
When case management is needed, it can be critical to the success of clients who lack the skills 
to make an IDA work without ongoing support.   Here are a few examples of how some current 
AFI Projects provide case management services: 
 
• One agency offers ongoing economic skills training, sends out statements to clients, 

convenes quarterly savers clubs, provides consumer credit counseling, and makes referrals 
regarding more in-depth needs. 

 
• At another agency, the trainer does case management–type work when she goes through a 

stack of statements. If she sees a participant didn’t make a deposit, she’ll write a letter or 
make a call to say, “What’s going on here?” According to an official of that agency, “We 
have a 90 percent retention rate… because she spends so much time.” 

 
• At a third agency, formal case management means making at least a monthly contact to 

help clients keep on track. Are they depositing consistently? What challenges are being 
faced? How can they be handled? 

 
Some AFI Projects, however, advocate targeting participation by those who are truly ready and 
able to succeed with an IDA without requiring intensive case management.   
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D. Account Mechanics and Participant IDAs 
 
AFI Projects must manage funds on multiple levels.  Federal grant funds, and nonfederal 
dollars that match the Federal grant, must be administered correctly.  Client or participant funds 
– that is, the IDAs – must be overseen in terms of what clients contribute, what the Project 
matches, and how the funds are deposited and withdrawn.  These “account mechanics” have 
many rules that you must learn.  For more discussion on elements to include in the design of 
your AFI Project financial structure, see Appendix D. 
 
AFI Account Mechanics 
 
Every AFI Project will involve at least two types of financial accounts: the Project Reserve 
Account and participants’ Individual Development Accounts.  These types of accounts are 
different from each other, but closely related. 
 
• The Project Reserve Account holds the federal grant funds plus at least an equal amount of 

nonfederal funds that are committed to the AFI Project. This is illustrated in Figure 1. All 
funds—Federal and nonfederal—that are deposited into the Project Reserve Account are 
subject to OCS rules for the AFI program. AFI regulations impose important restrictions on 
this account.  Not less than 85 percent must be available to match participant IDA savings.  
Of the remaining 15 percent, up to 13 percent may be used for administrative purposes and 
up to 2 percent for data collection and evaluation (see Figure 4: Uses of AFI Project Funds). 
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• Project Participants’ Individual Development Accounts are either custodial or trust 
accounts established by the AFI Project organization. The IDAs must be maintained in one 
or more Federally-insured financial institutions (or, where a Federally-insured institution is 
not available, a State-insured institution). Participants make regular savings deposits into 
these accounts, and a portion of the Project Reserve Account is allocated for each 
participant deposit. This is illustrated in Figure 2. 

 
 

 
 
 
TIP: Only when nonfederal funds are deposited in the Reserve Account can the AFI Project 
access (“draw down”) the Federal AFI grant funds. The AFI Project manager may request AFI 
Federal funds up to the amount of nonfederal funds deposited in the Reserve Account. 
Remember this when you discuss access to the nonfederal money with your nonfederal grant 
funders because some funders like to hold onto their funds. 
 
 
Many AFI Project organizations maintain a third “account” or budget that holds funding in 
addition to the nonfederal resources that are deposited into the Project Reserve Account. 
Project agencies use this third budget to support various participant services and to augment the 
portion of the Project Reserve Account that is set aside for program administration, financial 
education, and other vital services (by law, AFI limits the amount used this way to only 15% of 
the Reserve Account). Quite simply, the 15% of the Reserve Account is often not sufficient for 
program needs. Therefore, many AFI Project administrators rely on additional resources. 
Figure 1 illustrates this arrangement—the Project maintains the Project Reserve Account 
supported by Federal and nonfederal resources, as well as a separate source of funds and in-
kind resources that supplements the work of the Project, represented as an additional box 
underneath the Project Reserve Account. AFI Projects are usually not required to report uses of 
these funds to OCS.   
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Participant IDAs 
 
While training and support help clients learn about managing finances and building assets, 
IDAs enable participants to set aside the savings needed to achieve a life goal. There are 
several basic steps your organization should take with clients to set up IDAs, including setting a 
target savings rate for clients, selecting a time frame for client savings, selecting a match rate 
(the amount the AFI Project contributes for each dollar a client saves), and monitoring 
withdrawals.  
 
Target Savings Rate 
 
Part of setting up your AFI Project IDAs is deciding on the parameters for client savings. 
Ordinarily there are two levels set on these accounts. First is the overall maximum amount a 
participant can save and have matched by the program. Second is a minimum and maximum 
amount of their income that the clients must contribute to their IDAs in periodic time intervals 
(e.g., monthly or quarterly). When determining these levels, consider the following questions: 
 
• What is the maximum amount of savings your AFI Project will match? 
 
• Will you require participants to save monthly, quarterly, or over some other period? 
 
• What is the minimum that participants can deposit each period? What is the maximum?  
 
• If participants do not save according to your organization’s guidelines, what are the 

consequences?  
 
• Over what time period should participants be allowed to save? 
 
 
 
WHAT AFI SAYS: The AFI Program rules stipulate that participants must be enrolled in a 
project for at least six months before they may withdraw funds from their IDAs. If your 
organization’s program is for “fast trackers” (participants who can and will be motivated to 
complete training and other requirements, save aggressively, and purchase their asset within 12 
months), be prepared to accommodate this rule. 
 
 
To set targeted savings rates for monthly deposits, first make a realistic assessment of what 
your target population can afford to save (after essential living expenses are covered). Keep in 
mind, the balance of the maximum savings amount and match rate should be in line with the 
real costs of an asset purchase in your community. 
 
One tool to help you determine a realistic savings and match rate is the “IDA Asset Cost Due 
Diligence Worksheets” found in Appendix G.  Also, Table 3.1 below outlines some things to 
consider in assessing the “correct” savings rate.  
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Table 3.1. Determining Savings Requirements and Match Rate 
Asset Goal Sources of Information Key Factors to Consider 
Homeownership • Realtors 

• Real estate attorneys 
• Property appraisers 
• Home inspectors 
• Fannie Mae Foundation (Web 

site) 
• Affordable housing developers 
• Bankers and mortgage lenders 
• Nonprofit homeownership 

counseling and support programs 
• Neighborhood Reinvestment 

Corporation (Web site) 

• Types of housing available for sale (single-
family home, condominium, quality/age, 
etc.) 

• Average sales price on the different types 
of homes 

• Down-payment range for most mortgage 
products 

• Type and amount of other costs associated 
with home purchase 

• Cost of property taxes and homeowners’ 
insurance 

• Average monthly mortgage payment based 
on average sales price and down payment 

• Other assistance that may be available to 
first time homebuyers 

 
Microenterprise • Small-business lenders 

• Local chambers of commerce 
• Association for Enterprise 

Opportunity (Web site) 
• U.S. Small Business 

Administration (Web site) 
• Nonprofit small-business 

counseling and training programs 
• Small-business support centers 

or business schools at local 
colleges 

• Local government offices 
supporting small business 

• Average startup costs for establishing a 
business entity 

• Available resources to assist in writing a 
business plan 

• Average loan amounts for initial business 
loans 

• Average startup capital required for service, 
manufacturing, or retail businesses 

• Types of small-business ventures thriving 
in the community 

• Essential laws regulating small businesses 
in the community 

• Average costs for securing a storefront or 
other place of business 

• Other grant and loan programs available to 
support microentrepreneurs 

 
Post Secondary 
Education and 
training 

• Local community colleges 
• Universities and four-year 

colleges 
• Trade or vocational schools 
• Nonprofit programs offering 

counseling and assistance to 
return to school 

• Two-year degree offerings 
• Four-year degree offerings 
• Postgraduate degree offerings 
• Professional or trade credentials available 
• Tuition by semester and for entire course of 

study 
• Typical fees associated with a course of 

study in addition to tuition 
• School supplies (books, computer) 
• Availability of other financial aid (grants and 

loans) offered by school and government 
programs 

 
 
For more insights into other incentives and limitations used by AFI Projects to structure client 
savings, check out the information about savings plan agreements, including some samples, in 
Appendix E. 
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Time Frame for Client Savings  
 
Though an AFI Project grant lasts five years, your organization should not lead participants to 
believe that they should be depositing new savings to their IDAs over the entire period. The 
reason? The law requires that all funds be drawn down and expended by the end of the five-
year period. If not, the funds must be returned to the Federal government. This means that if 
your organization has a participant who has finished saving at the end of five years, but has not 
yet purchased his or her asset.  They will forfeit the Federal portion of the match funds.  
 
Years of experience with AFI Projects indicate that participants need at least six months to 
prepare for asset purchase after they have completed their savings (this is especially true of 
homebuyers and micro-entrepreneurs). Thus, the clients should complete their savings by the 
end of the fourth year of the project, allowing for the entire fifth year to be dedicated to asset 
purchase. 
 
Match Rate—A Special Kind of Alchemy 
 
The other part of setting up an IDA is deciding how your project will match savings that clients 
put into their IDAs. The purpose of providing matching funds, besides being an incentive, is to 
provide sufficient cash resources to make asset purchase a reality for low-income participants. 
The match rate will enable your Project participants to obtain, for example, the down-payment 
and closing costs for buying a home.  Programs vary in their match rates: most are $2 to $1 
while a smaller number are $3 to $1 or even $1 to $1. 
 
 
WHAT AFI SAYS: AFI limits the amount of Federal funds from one AFI Project that may be 
allocated to each client’s account: $2,000 for an individual and $4,000 per household (where 
multiple household members hold IDAs). 
 
 
Remember:  It is important to set the participant’s saving rate at a realistic level so that, when 
combined with the match, they can purchase their planned asset at the end of the savings period. 
The minimum savings target is used here to ensure that participants have the maximum 
opportunity to earn the full match allowed under the program.  One of the most exasperating 
results possible for an IDA: A participant works hard, saves regularly, and earns match funds, 
yet finds that he or she does not have the funds to cover the real costs of this asset in the 
community.  If this happens, the IDA really is too good to be true.  
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TIP: In New York City, a family seeking to buy a home requires at least $12,000 for down 
payment and closing costs—even in the most affordable neighborhoods. Offering a savings and 
match rate to meet this amount may strain an organization’s fundraising ability. Or, it may 
require a savings target that is impossible for participants to meet. Consequently, AFI Projects 
in New York identify other sources of subsidy and support (e.g., home assistance programs) 
that are available for their target population and then work with the organizations sponsoring 
these sources of support to offer additional subsidies to AFI Project participants. The key is that 
the program includes information and access to these additional funds, thereby ensuring a 
sufficient chance of success for the participant. 
 
 
Participant Withdrawals  
 
Participant withdrawals are allowed under AFI for two reasons: 1) asset purchases and 2) 
emergency needs that arise while in the project. According to AFI law, participants must save 
for at least six months following the date of account opening before making a withdrawal.  
 
Withdrawals for Asset Purchase. Preparing withdrawals for asset purchase is one of the most 
exciting and anxiety-producing endeavors for both AFI Project staff and participants. It 
represents the culmination of months or years of hard work on the part of the participant and 
ongoing encouragement and attention from staff. Everyone wants the purchase to succeed, but 
that requires ensuring the participant is properly prepared and has had all of his or her questions 
answered. Further, much of the paperwork and final approvals must be done within a tight time 
frame to meet the expectations of the vendors receiving the payment (such as the lender, the 
realtor, the mortgage company, or the university’s registration office). 
 
Ensuring that everyone knows the basic guidelines for what constitutes an eligible purchase is 
critical to keeping this exciting time more fun than stressful.  
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Table 3.2 shows the definitions for an eligible purchase. 
 
Table 3.2. Defining the Asset Goal 
Asset Goal How Is This Goal Defined? What Costs Can Be  

Paid by the IDA? 
Homeownership • First-time homebuyer only (defined as 

having had no ownership in a home for three 
years before entering a sales contract on an 
AFI-qualified home). 

• The home being purchased must be the 
participant’s main residence.  

• The sales price of the house should not 
exceed 120% of the average price for a 
home in that area. 

 

• Down payment  
• Settlement fees 
• Loan fees 
• Inspection fees 
• Other closing costs 
• Reconstruction of the newly 

purchased home 

Microenterprise • The business should be legally established 
and not in violation of any law or public 
policy. 

• The owner must have a business plan that 
has been reviewed and approved by a 
financial institution, microenterprise 
development organization, or nonprofit loan 
fund. 

 

Expenditures indicated in the 
Qualified Business Plan such as 
• Capital 
• Plant 
• Equipment 
• Working capital 
• Inventory  
• Licenses 

Postsecondary 
education or 
training 
 

• Expenses are paid to an eligible educational 
institution. 

• The institution is either a college/university 
or a vocational school as defined by the 
Higher Education Act or by the Carl D. 
Perkins Vocational and Applied Technology 
Education Act. 

• Course fees 
• Books and supplies 
• Test fees 
• Costs of courses for preparations 

for professional licensing 
examinations 

• Special equipment, including a 
computer and software 

• Tuition and fees (associated with 
enrollment or attendance at the 
school) 

 
An AFI Project participant may also transfer his or her funds into an IDA of another family 
member, such as a spouse or a child (namely one the participant claims on his or her taxes). 
This new IDA holder would then be eligible to use these funds for any of the three qualified 
asset goals listed above. 
 
Withdrawals for Emergency Purposes. There are only three circumstances where 
participants may withdraw IDA savings for non-asset purchase.  These are when the funds are 
needed: 1) for medical expenses, 2) to pay rent or mortgage to prevent eviction or foreclosure, 
or 3) to pay for vital living expenses (e.g., food, clothing, shelter, utilities, heat) following a job 
loss. A participant may withdraw funds for these expenses if they are incurred for the 
participant, a spouse, or a dependent, but they may only withdraw amounts they have deposited.  
They may not withdraw the matching funds.   
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TIP: Many AFI Projects provide access to other types of emergency fund programs (such as 
one-time emergency rent payment programs) to support participants during crises, relieving the 
pressure to make emergency withdrawals and enhancing the likelihood of success in the AFI 
Project. 
 
 
After an emergency withdrawal has been made, AFI requires that the participant reimburse her 
or his account for the full amount of funds withdrawn within 12 months. If the participant does 
not replenish these funds as required, they may not continue in the project.  Any remaining IDA 
savings are to be returned to the participant, and all matching funds allocated for that 
participant are to be returned to the Reserve Account for use by another account holder. 
 
 

E. Marketing and Recruitment 
 
The first step you took in planning your AFI Project—defining your target population—helped 
identify the clients you will likely serve. Actually getting these people involved in your AFI 
Project, however, requires outreach to recruit participants. Some Projects tap into their current 
client base.  
 
An important additional target group is the clients of other agencies with eligible clientele. 
Examples include Head Start, Community Action Agencies, Workforce Investment Boards, 
faith-based organizations, Small Business Administration one-stop centers, community colleges, 
and public housing agencies. Talk to other providers and give them a supply of your program 
brochures.  Speak at their meetings to educate their staff.  And, of course, learn about what 
other groups are out there for you to link to.  Cross-referrals are good for your IDA effort but 
also for the work other agencies do in serving needy clients. 
 
One of the initial reactions potential participants have when they first hear about IDAs is, “This 
sounds too good to be true.”  That reaction is cited as a major hurdle to marketing a new IDA 
program in a community.  Organizations that have a track record of success and trustworthiness 
working with their target population find it easier to attract participants and maintain strong 
relationships with their clients throughout the course of the project.  
 
Many project administrators have found that the initial time required to do the marketing, 
attract attendees to orientation sessions, and actually enroll participants is longer than they 
anticipated. Projects have found that marketing the program to participants takes time and 
flexibility.  Several current AFI Projects recommend that new projects limit the target market to 
individuals and families already intimately familiar with your organization or rely on 
community presentations, word of mouth, and referrals for marketing rather than mass 
distribution of brochures and flyers. For strategies on marketing and recruitment (and 
retention!), see Appendix F. 
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F. Organizational Capacity 
 
Your organization’s goals and objectives for the AFI Project are in place. You have set the 
savings rates, the marketing plan, and the training schedule. But can you do all this work? 
Surely, you’ve been thinking about this as you put this workplan together, including assessing 
your agency’s skills and the other partnerships needed to garner additional expertise. 
Regardless, step back and take a look at your agency’s capacity and that of your partners. 
 
The organizational capacity needed for an AFI Project varies—by program size and services 
components. Typical indicators of likelihood of success are a high level of organizational 
experience with other asset-building programs, a strong commitment on the part of leadership 
and program staff, and an appropriate staffing configuration. 
 
 
TIP: An agency’s capacity to provide services to its AFI Project clients includes connections 
with other agencies. That’s because clients are often referred outside the agency for training 
and other asset-building services, such as counseling and assistance with their Earned Income 
Tax Credit (EITC). What makes these connections work varies, but considering current 
partners and then laying plans to build new partnerships is a critical part of determining and 
enhancing your organization’s capacity to manage an affective AFI Project. For more 
information on partnerships and networks, see Sections 3G and 3H.  
 
 
Asset-Building Experience 
 
Many AFI Projects start their IDA programs as a means for enhancing other asset-building 
services they offer. Homeownership or microenterprise training and counseling programs offer 
IDAs as a natural complement to existing in-house skills and services. Agencies that offer such 
services are often familiar with some of the complexities of IDA programs. Organizations with 
expertise in financial education, credit counseling, or linking families with low incomes to 
needed financial services typically have in-house resources and knowledge which help them 
successfully manage an AFI Project. 
 
Organizational Commitment 
 
The commitment to manage an AFI Project must be shared by executive leadership and 
program staff alike. You will need a motivated staff over the entire five-year project period.  
Because of the unique and complex elements of an AFI Project, the active involvement of the 
organization’s board of directors, executive director, and staff is critical. In addition, 
individuals throughout the organization need a high level of commitment to the population they 
are serving. Projects are more likely to be effective if staff and leadership are fully committed 
to their clients and obtain their trust.  
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Staffing 
 
As the diversity of the IDA field grows, so does the number of staffing configurations.  Staffing 
needs will also vary by the age and development of the project (e.g., startup, ongoing). 
Executive and senior level staff may be more actively engaged during the stages of design and 
initial implementation, as your organization establishes policies and budgets, begins 
fundraising, develops partners, and creates program goals and objectives for the project. Once 
operation is in full swing, ongoing management and coordination of administration efforts 
increase to accommodate data management, participant support, marketing and recruitment, 
and the managing of training and counseling sessions. As the project matures and participants 
reach their savings goals, administration concentrates on achieving project goals and objectives 
such as successful asset purchases. You may also need new management decisions at this stage 
to ensure timely project completion. 
 
The pressures of fundraising lead many AFI Project administrators to seek creative, cost-
effective staff resources without diminishing the quality of the project’s impact. In developing 
an effective staffing plan for your own project, consider all of the typical responsibilities for 
this type of effort (see Table 3.3). 
 
Table 3.3. Typical Work Responsibilities in an AFI Project  
 Management Operation/Coordination Administration 

• Establishing partnerships 
• Overall program design 
• Setting program policy 
• Fundraising nonfederal cash 

contribution 
• Setting budgets 
• Developing account 

standards 
• Public relations 
• Staff supervision 
• Program oversight 
• Annual financial and program 

progress reports for OCS 

• Marketing development and 
implementation 

• Recruitment and enrollment 
• Account management 

(Reserve Account and 
participants’ savings and 
match accumulation 
progress) 

• Case management 
• Financial and asset 

education 
• Tracking progress on 

achieving milestones 
• Communication with 

participants and applicants 
• Data management 
• Data reporting for the 

national evaluation 
 

• Application and screening 
documentation 

• Data entry 
• Photocopying and faxing 
• Mailings 
• Logistics for trainings and 

workshops 
• Assistance with marketing 

and recruitment 
• Correspondence 

 
 
TIP:  See Appendix I for a sample job description for an AFI Project Manager position. 
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AFI Project experiences suggest that there are certain things you should consider when 
mapping out your staffing plan: 
 
• Part-Time Staff Is Common. Staff typically do not work full-time on AFI Project 

responsibilities. Rather, they work on other agency projects as well—though this work 
typically complements IDA work, such as training and client liaison. Of course, having 
part-time AFI staff means having to use several funding sources to cover their full salary 
and benefits. 

 
• Multiple Staff are Involved. Many projects use multiple staff who devote part of their 

time to AFI duties. Key tasks include administrative work (e.g., data, reporting), client 
support (training, case management), and program management (fundraising, oversight of 
activities). 

 
• Support for Clients Means Case Management. This is the day-to-day work with clients 

such as counseling, referrals, and follow-up reminder calls. This can be very time 
consuming. 

 
• Data Entry and Reporting Take Time, Too. Some projects have “back room” staff 

(volunteers, administrative assistants) to do data entry, which frees up “frontline” staff for 
case management and training. Make sure your data entry staff know about reporting 
requirements so that when it comes time to generate reports, they know what is required 
and can give you what you need.  

 
OCS has developed the Assets for Independence Information System (AFI2) to help AFI 
Projects maintain data.  AFI2 is a web-based, user friendly, and secure online system to 
manage AFI IDA data. The system is a central repository for AFI Projects. AFI2 is a single 
point of entry in that it allows for data input from OCS, AFI grantees, and AFI sub-grantees. 
This improves the accuracy of data and analytical reports to better support analysis and 
decision making.  To learn more, go to the OCS Asset Building Web site at 
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/assetbuilding. 

 
 
 
TIP: Keep in mind that data collection and management of your AFI Project can be staff time 
intensive.  Plan accordingly. Not only do AFI Projects have to monitor IDA savings and other 
financial data, but they also must periodically provide data reports to OCS. (See Section 3J 
“Evaluation” for more information about data requirements.)  
 
 
• Fundraising, Fundraising, Fundraising.  In most cases, searching for the nonfederal cost 

share and additional supporting funds is a perpetual job and takes staff time to carry out. 
You may find that it is the duty of the AFI Project Program Manager or even the executive 
staff.  
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• Keep Your Antenna Up for Volunteers. Some agencies use volunteers to take on tasks 
such as entering data, handling mailings, writing newsletters, coordinating financial 
education meetings, handling intake and review of client bank statements, sending out 
notices to clients about upcoming meetings, and making follow-up phone calls with clients. 
One excellent source of full time volunteers is the Federal Americorps* VISTA program.  

 
• You’ll Need to Get Around. Keep in mind geography is a big challenge for AFI grantees 

that cover wide areas, particularly rural sites that require staff to do a lot of driving to 
recruit clients, provide training, and liaise with partner agencies. 

 

AFI Project Builder 
29  



G. Partnerships 
 
AFI Projects offer a blend of services, incentives, and opportunities for needy families to 
improve their lives in lasting ways. The mix of financial services, client case management, 
asset purchase support, financial training, and account and data management requires expertise 
seldom found in one organization. This intrinsic diversity has inspired AFI Projects to develop 
working relationships with other organizations that already provide services in the target 
communities – for example, with groups that are providing home ownership training or 
counseling or financial literacy classes.  There are many possible approaches to structuring 
organizational responsibilities across partnering organizations. Gather together potential 
partners to help determine the right structure for your Project. 
 
Exploring Partnerships 
 
In the IDA world, partnership refers to an arrangement made between an organization 
sponsoring an AFI Project and another organization that offers a specific service to prospective 
account holders (such as microenterprise training and counseling) but has no responsibility or 
role in the operation of the AFI Project itself. These partnerships often are solidified by signed 
agreements (often called Memoranda of Understanding or MOUs).  They sometimes include 
financial or in-kind compensation offered to the partner organization by the AFI Project 
sponsor.  Such partnerships are ideal for organizations with the capacity to run most 
components of the IDA program but which lack staff with expertise in some key areas such as 
financial education or asset-specific training. When developing partnerships, consider whether 
the potential partners are trusted by the target community to ensure that your clients will able to 
work with them effectively. 
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TIP: Possible partner organizations to include in your AFI Project 
 

• Community Action Agencies 
• Community Development Corporations 
• Employers 
• Financial institutions such as banks, credit unions, and community development 

financial institutions 
• Faith-based organizations 
• Housing authorities 
• TANF agencies 
• Other State and local government and Tribal government agencies 
• United Way of America affiliates 
• National Urban League affiliates 
• Philanthropic foundations including community foundations 
• Schools and community colleges 
• Organizations that provide services to low-income Native American communities 
• Workforce Investment Boards 
• Small businesses 
• Credit counseling agencies 
• Marriage-strengthening coalitions 
• Other nonprofits or for-profit entities 
• Small Business Administration One-Stop Centers 

 
 
The creation and ongoing management of these partnerships require time and attention from 
AFI Project staff. AFI Projects are encouraged to draw up a formal partnership agreement to 
delineate roles and responsibilities between partners, as well as guidelines for ending the 
partnership in the event it proves ineffective. 

The Financial Institution: AFI’s Most Important Partner 
 
Financial institutions can provide nonfederal funding for AFI Projects as well as host Reserve 
Accounts, hold participant IDA savings accounts, and provide other services.  Thus, they are 
fundamental partners for an AFI Project. In fact, in some cases, the organization serving as 
project administrator is also a financial institution. Types of partnerships with financial 
institutions vary widely among projects. Some institutions are intimately involved, offering lots 
of financial and in-kind support. Others simply offer the basic services and have no further 
involvement. AFI Projects are very appealing to a financial institution. When presented to the 
right organization, a rewarding partnership can take hold.  
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TIP: For those in the earliest stage of program design, begin looking for a financial institution 
partner right away. A signed financial institution partner agreement, or at least a letter of 
commitment from a financial institution, is essential to project startup. Either document would 
detail what the institution is offering to support your IDA project.  
 
 
Finding a Financial Institution Partner 
 
Successful AFI Projects have grown out of a host of arrangements with financial institution 
partners. Some programs develop partnerships with community development credit unions. 
Some work with major commercial banks. Other programs operate with multiple partnerships 
to cover a wide program area, while still others develop a strong relationship with one financial 
institution. 
 
Most organizations begin their search for a financial institution partner by considering those 
institutions with which they already have relationships, such as the ones where the agency 
conducts its banking business. Others review which banks or credit unions already serve their 
target population. They then offer the asset-building services and the IDA as a way for the 
institution to do community work, enhance their appeal to an existing part of their market, 
and/or open up new markets with new clients. Banks with national or regional reach are 
increasingly partners for AFI Projects; they standardize products and services associated with 
the program, making participation more cost-efficient.  Projects can also explore the 
Community Reinvestment Act (CRA) ratings of banks, which indicate their commitment to 
community investment.  Some banks may offer better services and products to AFI clients.   
 
For ideas on how to market your AFI Project to potential financial institution partners, see 
Appendix J. 
 
Once you have found an ideal partnership candidate, made your presentation, secured their 
interest, and begun the negotiations, it is best to seal the deal by developing a partnership 
agreement.  See Appendix K for information about financial institution partner agreements.  
 
 

AFI Project Builder 
32  



 
TIP: Who Does What?* 
 
What a Financial Institution Can Do 
 

• Set up interest-bearing custodial or trust savings accounts for IDA participants (hopefully, with 
no monthly fees and no minimum balance). 

 
• Establish the Reserve Account to hold both the nonfederal cash contribution and Federal funds in 

the name of the sponsoring organization. 
 

• Provide monthly (or quarterly) account statements to participants. 
 

• Provide monthly (or quarterly) account activity information to the sponsoring organization, on 
paper and/or electronically. 

 
• Offer other banking services to participants (checking accounts, mortgages, loans, other savings, 

or investment accounts).  Some may provide fee-free banking but some won’t, so look around for 
the best deal. 

 
• Assist in financial education. 

 
• Enhance visibility of program. 

 
• Contribute nonfederal cash support for the AFI Project. 

 
What a Program Must Do 
 

• Direct participants to a designated financial institution or institutions. 
 

• Send participants monthly or quarterly statements that reflect their savings activity and earned 
matching funds. 

 
• Monitor participants’ monthly account activity (deposits and withdrawals). 

 
• Track monthly account activity (ideally with a management information system). 

 
• Develop a withdrawal procedure for matching funds. 

 
• Calculate and account for matching funds earned, based on participant savings (as well as the 

interest earned on the match). 
 

• Provide individualized counseling to participants as needed. 
 

• Facilitate financial education. 
 
*This is adapted from: Tim Flacke, Brian Grossman, Colleen Dailey, and Stephanie Jennings. The Individual 
Development Account Program Design Handbook: A Step-by-Step Guide to Designing an IDA Program (Fourth 
Edition). Corporation for Enterprise Development, 1999. 
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H. Networks or Collaboratives 
 
In contrast to a partnership model, an AFI Project Network or collaborative is an arrangement 
where multiple diverse organizations share the critical responsibilities – and workload – of 
operating an AFI Project in an effort to offer a large number of accounts, to maximize cost-
efficiency, and to capitalize on organizations’ different expertise.  Network arrangements 
enable the participating organizations to develop and use a common basic infrastructure such as 
recruitment and training tools, reporting procedures, IDA account monitoring processes, 
procedures for tracking performance goals and targets, training curricula, and so forth.  Often 
networks allocate responsibility for key activities such as fundraising, program management, 
financial education, and evaluation to one or two organizations, to enable the others to focus 
more fully on providing direct services to project participants.   
 

 
AFI Project Networks require more time to establish than do programs designed and delivered 
by one agency or a group of partnering organizations.  Do not underestimate the time it takes to 
build firm relationships and identify the right partners. As with partnerships, once organizations 
agree to work together, they should write formal agreements to delineate roles and 
responsibilities among agencies.  
 
Table 3.4 suggests some typical roles and activities for various organizations in a network 
project. It also offers some benefits to this model. 

 
TIP:  See the “IDA Collaboratives Toolkit”.  Developed by Assets for All Alliance, an AFI 
grantee, it includes techniques for developing IDA Networks.  See the Center for Venture 
Philanthropy Web site at http://www.pcf.org/venture_philanthropy/afaa.html
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Table 3.4. How AFI Project Networks Operate 
 
Network 
Role 

Key Responsibilities Benefits 

Network 
administrator 

 Fundraising 
 Data management (MIS) 
 Program standards 
 Quality management 
 Account management 
 Overall coordination of structure 
  

Centralized account and data management 
reduces cost of reproducing this at each site 
and also keeps responsibility in hands of 
organization with expertise. 

AFI Project 
sponsor (there 
usually are 
many of these 
in the network) 

 Fundraising 
 Data collection 
 Case management 
 Marketing and recruitment 
 Enrollment and account opening 
 Financial and asset-specific training 
 Other support services 
  

Program sponsor organizations can better 
address fulfilling their mission—delivering 
services to a community to create an 
impact—instead of dedicating many 
resources to program administration. 

Financial 
institutions a

 Provides accounts 
 Collects account data 

Financial institutions provide their expertise 
in financial products and can still offer 
additional services.  
 

Other partners 
(often 
organizations 
in the 
community) 

 Provide referrals for candidates 
 Marketing and outreach support 
 Financial or asset-specific training 
 Other support services 
 

These organizations offer a service they 
routinely provide to IDA participants as part 
of the program. These organizations are 
partners to the project rather than full 
network members. 
 

a Sometimes the institution works directly and exclusively with the AFI Project Network administrator and 
sometimes with each program sponsor directly. 

 
For more information on innovations, challenges, and pitfalls in network design, refer to the 
“Building IDA Network Projects” section of Appendix A. Get started on the recommended 
planning process right away.   
 
 
TIP: OCS is interested in supporting more AFI Projects that feature network structures.  A 
network should submit an AFI application under a lead agency (usually the network 
administrator or the organization responsible for account management) and provide information 
about each network member throughout the application. It is a good idea to include signed 
memoranda of agreement for each network member you list in the application.  
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I. Implementation Plan 
 
After designing your organization’s AFI Project, it is time to provide an overview of how the 
program will be implemented over the five year project period – your implementation plan. In 
an AFI application, this is called your “Approach.” 
 
A plan is typically a narrative that describes how you will implement the project, along with 
tools to help the project keep track of activities and timelines.  One way to express the main 
activities in your plan—for project management purposes and for inclusion in your AFI 
application—is by using a Gantt chart. Gantt charts are helpful for summarizing activities that 
can be represented by numeric quantities or other forms of abbreviation on a clear timeline. In a 
Gantt chart, time is represented horizontally, the activities vertically. In AFI Project Gantt 
charts, time should be represented in quarterly portions over the entire five-year period of the 
project. See the Gantt chart below in Figure 3 or on the Asset Building Web site (look for the 
Project Builder under “Apply for Funding”) at http://www.acf.hhs.gov/assetbuilding. Below are 
some typical activities you may want to include in your work plan. 
 
Marketing Activities 
 
Marketing activities are often expressed in numbers and categories, such as the number of 
community presentations per quarter, number of individuals reached through one-on-one 
interactions (e.g., phone calls, walk-ins), and so forth. 
 
Recruitment Projections 
 
Recruitment projections typically are expressed as the ideal number of potential participants to 
be identified each quarter. Remember the funnel principle of marketing: you likely will need to 
recruit more participants than the number of accounts you target for that quarter because some 
people will not apply and some will drop out. 
  
Account Opening Projections 
 
IDA opening projections are similar to recruitment in that they usually are expressed as a 
number of accounts targeted in a given time period. The number of open IDAs projected to be 
in “open” status should reach zero by the fourth quarter or final month of the Project’s fifth 
year, since all funds must be expended and all accounts closed at the end of the fifth year. 
 
 
TIP: One very important AFI rule is that AFI Project staff may open IDAs for participants only 
if the full amount of potential matching funds for those accounts are available in the Reserve 
Account at the time. An AFI Project, for example, with only half of the matching funds in the 
Reserve Account may open only half of its projected IDAs. As the remaining funds are 
deposited in the Reserve, the remaining accounts can be opened. The rule is designed to avoid 
the devastating situation where an AFI participant works hard to save and prepare for asset  
purchase only to learn there are no matching funds available.  
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 Figure 3: Gantt Chart 

  YEARS 1-5 
Repeat for each year

  Q.1 Q.2 Q.3 Q.4
Outreach
Presentations (by # given)             
Ads, flyers (# distribution outlets)                 
Pre-screening/Intake
# referrals                 
# inquiries                 
Enrollment
# accounts open: HO                 
# accounts open: EDUC                 
# accounts open: SM BUS                 
Total accounts per quarter                 
Funds into Reserve
Fed/Nonfed deposits (in 1000s)                 
Accumulation
Aggregate savings of accounts                 
Aggregate match of accounts                 
Total savings and match                 
Completions/Expense Payments
Homeownership* (complete)                 
Education**(1st, part, complete)                 
Small Business***(1st, part, complete)                 
Training
$ Management (# hours)                 
Topic Workshops (# sessions)                 
Asset-specific (# attendees)                 
Counseling
One-on-one sessions with IDA                 
Program staff                 
Reporting
Financial             
Program Progress                
Data for Evaluation                 

 
Key: 
* Homeownership withdrawals are categorized as complete withdrawals because they are typically one 
time payments in full. 
** Education withdrawals may be categorized as first time, partial (not first time but still saving), or 
complete (final withdrawal). 
*** Small Business withdrawals may be categorized as first time, partial (not first time but still saving), or 
complete (final withdrawal). 
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Anticipated Savings Amounts 
 
Most AFI Projects represent anticipated savings rates as an average savings per month or 
quarter and show the amount on the chart as an aggregate sum—representing the total amount 
of savings for all accounts opened during that period.  (Average savings per month is a key 
concept because not all clients will save every month.  AFI hopes to create regular savings 
habits and this skill may take time to develop.)  
  
Account Attrition  
 
Attrition refers to accounts closed for reasons other than successful asset purchase. For example, 
the participant may have chosen to leave the program or the program staff may ask the 
participant to close the account due to noncompliance with the program’s guidelines. Account 
closings are common in IDA programs. Therefore, many projects make projections of account 
closings and have a strategy for adding new participants and opening new IDAs that replace the 
closed accounts.  
 
Successful Asset Purchases 
 
For most AFI Projects, there is a startup period when the Project is marketed to potential 
participants, clients are enrolled, and so forth.  After 6 to 18 months, most Projects have some 
participants who have, in that time, completed their savings and other requirements and are 
ready for asset purchase. This can be expressed in the Gantt chart by asset-purchase category 
(e.g., homeownership, education, small business capitalization). Many AFI Projects plan for an 
average number of successful purchases per quarter after two or more years of program activity. 
These purchases will likely occur up to the end of the fifth year of the program. 
 
Training and Counseling Services 
 
Training and support services are challenging to represent on a Gantt chart because they are not 
always easily quantifiable. Programs have expressed these activities by projected number of 
workshops or counseling sessions per quarter or by the number of participants they expect to 
serve in these workshops or sessions per quarter. 
 
 
WHAT AFI SAYS: In addition to providing training and counseling, the AFI funding 
announcement may indicate additional preferences for programs that offer support for 
strengthening marriages and families for AFI participants. For some programs, this is 
accomplished through the delivery of financial training, using a curriculum designed for 
working with married couples or families. Other programs consist of additional counseling or 
workshops on broader issues of marriage support or life-skills training related to developing 
healthy families. 
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Deposits Into the Reserve Account  
 
Programs can show their expected cash flow into the Reserve Account over the five years of 
the program. Many programs have nonfederal match sources with stipulations regarding when 
the funds will be available to them for deposit into the Reserve. A foundation may commit 
$200,000 to the program, for example, and provide those funds in two payments of $100,000 
over two fiscal years. The Federal match for these funds, therefore, can be accessed after these 
nonfederal funds are placed in the Reserve Account. 
 

J. Evaluation and Program Quality  
 
As a Federal demonstration program, AFI focuses on learning what works in asset building so 
that promising practices can be replicated.  In addition to giving grants to organizations willing 
to implement AFI Projects, AFI supports a national evaluation to study the long-term effects of 
AFI Projects on participants and to determine the extent to which asset-building strategies in 
general and IDAs in particular are useful for addressing poverty. AFI also encourages each 
program to use its own evaluation and quality improvement mechanisms to help improve their 
programs.  
 
The National Evaluation 
 
Each AFI Project must collect data for the national evaluation by providing annual data reports 
to OCS, usually from the AFI2 System.  Some Projects may also be asked to coordinate a day-
long site visit from OCS researchers and to identify Project participants who will fill-out 
surveys for evaluation purposes. AFI Projects are required to set aside a small portion of their 
Reserve Account to pay for activities related to the national program evaluation. This money is 
to cover expenses such as staff time for entering data or completing required reports, to pay for 
AFI Project staff time in working with the national evaluator, or to work with participants who 
take part in the national evaluation. 
 
Project-Level Evaluation and Overall Program Management 
 
In addition to the national evaluation, AFI encourages Projects to use evaluation techniques and 
to build data collection and analysis into their program design. Project-level evaluation and 
program management or quality control activities help Projects track progress in achieving their 
goals and objectives and determine when to consider changes in program design or delivery.  
 
At its most basic level, evaluation looks at effort (what you did) and effect (what happened as a 
result of that effort).  Evaluation information may be used to keep track of Project activities, to 
find out the effect of the Project on clients, to make sure high quality services are delivered, to 
identify areas for needed change, and to identify models for service delivery.   
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Outputs and Outcomes 
 
Two important evaluation measures are outputs and outcomes.  
 
• Outputs refer to quantifiable activities. They measure your program’s efforts and activities. 

Output measures represent the goods and services a Project produces in the course of 
implementing their AFI Project. 

 
• Outcomes are changes that your Project participants, or clients, experience as a result of 

their participation in the AFI Project. Outcomes, ideally, are also what happen when the 
needs of your target population are met. They are ways your program will enhance your 
IDA holders’ strengths and provide them with resources for lasting change. Outcomes are 
often expressed in time frames (short-, medium-, and long-term increments) and are related 
to changes in behavior, knowledge, skills, attitude, values, or condition of participants 
and/or AFI agency (see Table 3.5).  

 
Table 3.5. Elements of AFI Project Outcomes 
People Areas for Change Time Range 
• Individual 

participants 
• Participants’ families 
• Participants’ 

communities 
• Agency 

• Knowledge and 
skills 

• Behavior 
• Attitude 
• Values 
• Asset development 
• Self sufficiency 
 

• Short term 
• Medium term 
• Long term 

 
AFI encourages projects to develop outputs and outcomes specific to their AFI work. Because 
outputs and outcomes must be measurable, Projects must also identify how they will collect the 
necessary data for the outcomes and outputs.  
 
 
TIP: A good data management system is fundamental to an effective evaluation process. Not 
only are data collection and reporting critical to any AFI Project’s success, but they also 
provide the central collection point and tracking guidance for all data needs of the program. 
OCS has developed the Assets for Independence Information System (AFI2) to help AFI 
Projects maintain data.  AFI2 is a web-based, user friendly, and secure online system to manage 
AFI IDA data. The system is a central repository for AFI Projects. AFI2 is a single point of 
entry in that it allows for data input from OCS, AFI grantees, and AFI sub-grantees. This 
improves the accuracy of data and analytical reports to better support analysis and decision 
making.  To learn more, go to the OCS Asset Building Web site at 
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/assetbuilding. 
 
 
Typical outcomes of AFI Projects might include increased percentage of participants who are 
homeowners, increased percentage of participants who acquire secondary education, and 
increased percentage of participants who create or expand small businesses. The specific 
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outputs associated with these outcomes, therefore, might be the number enrolled, the number 
who are working toward the outcome of purchasing each asset, and the number of asset-
specific counseling sessions, which facilitate the outcome of successful asset purchase.  
 
AFI Projects can formulate outputs and outcomes for their agency as well as for the AFI 
participants. Agency outcomes might include leadership enhancement or better relations with 
the community. 
 
 
TIP: For more information on outcomes, outputs, and ways to develop these, check out the 
resources on outcome evaluations developed by the United Way of America at its Web site, 
http://national.unitedway.org/outcomes/. Additional information on outcomes evaluation can be 
found at http://www.mapfornonprofits.org/, sponsored by Management Assistance Programs 
for Nonprofits.  Finally, another important performance management framework, used by the 
Community Action Agency network, is Results Oriented Management and Accountability, or 
ROMA.  To learn more about this Federal initiative, see http://www.roma1.org/. 
 
 
Quality Improvement 
 
Aside from evaluation measures such as outputs and outcomes, many projects routinely use 
other quality improvement tools to assess the effectiveness of their program. Projects use these 
tools to solicit input from participants or partners to ensure that the communication, services, 
training, and other program components are meeting participants’ needs. If they are not, then 
the Project can make adjustments to improve the program.  
 
Projects may gather quality improvement information through surveys, interviews, and focus 
groups. Some projects administer surveys at the end of training or other workshop sessions, 
upon program entrance and exit, and/or after six months or longer in the program.  Along with 
using this data to make project improvements, innovative projects also can use the information 
for fundraising and marketing. For example, this information can be used to develop 
testimonials that can be used in a press release or program brochure.  
 

K. Funding and Budget 
 
Obviously, none of the above ideas for running an AFI Project will work if there are no 
resources and no plan for allocating the resources. The AFI Program is unique in that each 
Federal dollar granted must be matched by a nonfederal dollar. Experience shows that AFI 
Project organizations need additional resources to cover administrative and other costs related 
to the program, and that accurately formulating and monitoring the project budget is critical.  
 
Nonfederal Funding Requirements  
 
OCS requires applicant organizations to provide a dollar-for-dollar contribution of nonfederal 
funds to correspond with the Federal funds requested in the AFI application. These nonfederal 
funds are to be used for the same activities and purposes as the Federal funds. 
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Nonfederal funds can come from numerous sources, both public and private. Many AFI 
Projects have funds committed from financial institutions, community or corporate foundations, 
other private sources, and even State and local governments. While any of these sources of 
funds qualifies toward the nonfederal contribution, applicants whose funding sources are 
predominantly private have an edge in competing for grants.  
 
Can any Federal funding sources qualify as the nonfederal contribution?   Only one Federal 
funding source – the Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) – may be used as the 
nonfederal cost share funds.   In order to have access to these funds, however, AFI Projects 
must negotiate with either their State or local government agency that administers the funds.    
 
 
Commitment of Funds 
 
In many cases, organizations do not have the full nonfederal share in their Reserve Accounts 
when they apply to the AFI Program. However, applicants must demonstrate that its funders 
have agreed – or made the commitment – to give the full amount of the required nonfederal 
match should the organization get an AFI grant. Applicant organizations can demonstrate 
commitment of nonfederal share by submitting either Nonfederal Share Agreements or letters 
of commitment. All documents must be signed by an authorized official of the contributing 
organization. 
 
 
There are two imperatives for successful nonfederal share commitments: 
 
FIRM, DOCUMENTED COMMITMENTS.  A commitment (from the applicant or another 
contributing organization) will be considered eligible only if the statement of commitment is 
firm. It may be contingent solely on the AFI grant award. A statement with any other 
contingencies (such as awaiting final approval at a board meeting) will not be considered 
eligible. For examples of nonfederal share commitment letters, see Appendix L. 
 
CLEAR SCHEDULE FOR DEPOSITS.  The nonfederal share must be deposited into the Reserve 
Account before Federal funds may be accessed. However, the entire nonfederal share need not 
be available from the start date of the grant. The nonfederal share may be provided according to 
a clear schedule of deposits over time.   
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Uses of Nonfederal and Federal Funding  
 
All of the Federal and nonfederal money for an AFI Project is held together in the project’s 
Reserve Account. At least 85 percent of these funds must be used to match the savings in client 
IDAs. As you recall, you have already determined your IDA match rate based on the factors 
described in Section D.  
 
As represented in Figure 4, 85% of the Reserve Account must be used for matching participant 
IDA savings. This leaves a maximum of 15 percent of the funds for program operating costs. 
Up to 7.5 percent can be dedicated to overall administration and program-specific activities 
(e.g., marketing and enrollment processing). Another 5.5 percent can be used to support the 
costs of providing case management, counseling, and training services to the participant to 
support him or her in the program. Finally, 2 percent of these funds must be dedicated to the 
cost of participating in the AFI national evaluation. 
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The Program Budget 
 
Once you have determined how much nonfederal share you will be able to raise, and therefore 
your total budget amount, it is time to design your AFI Project budget. Below are 
recommended steps to take in developing an AFI Project budget. As you do this, you may also 
want to refer directly to the required Federal budget forms. See Appendix N. 
 
Step 1: Develop Line-Item Cost Projections 
 
Develop a list of the cost items (budget categories) that will be required for each activity. What 
will your costs be for developing, duplicating, and distributing marketing materials? What are 
the costs of providing training? Will this include such items as materials duplication, space 
rental, refreshments, and child care for participants? Or will this be documented as an amount 
paid to a partner organization as a fee for providing the training on your behalf? Who is 
providing case management services (if any)? Indicate staff positions, percent of time dedicated 
to the project, and discounted salary amounts to cover that time. Don’t forget to include fringe 
or general overhead costs for copiers, phones, office space, and the like. 
 
Step 2: Project Costs Through Five Years 
 
Remember that the AFI Project period is five years. The budget you develop should reflect 
changes in cost over that period. Much of this can be addressed by assuming a basic inflation 
rate for each year and adding that to the costs established in the first year. To ensure accuracy 
in the budget, review the overall expense activities and make additional adjustments based on 
the program’s maturity. Will the program require the same amount of marketing in the third, 
fourth, fifth year—after all, or nearly all, accounts are open? Will training and counseling costs 
increase in those later years as more participants require support to prepare for the asset 
purchase? 
 
Step 3: Compose Budget Narrative 
 
Describe in the budget narrative (or in the budget format) how much of these costs will be 
funded by the nonfederal and Federal shares and how much is covered by in-kind and other 
cash resources. It’s also critical to note the contributions of partner organizations’ in-kind 
services and the value of volunteers (such as Volunteers In Service To America or VISTA 
workers). Be sure that these resources are documented with letters of support or estimates of 
the value of the in-kind services. 
 
Appendix N may give you additional ideas on how to structure this vital program information. 
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