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Executive

Summary
Financial health and well-being are central to the
overall health and well-being of communities.
Based on a functional description provided by
the Center for Financial Services Innovation,
financially healthy individuals are those who
experience “smooth and effective management
of one’s day-to-day financial life,” who show
“resilience in the face of inevitable ups and
downs,” and who have “the capacity to seize
opportunities that will lead to financial security
and mobility” (Gutman, Garon, Hogarth &
Schneider, 2015). While some may consider the
issue of finance to be relegated to a discussion
on business and economics, the reality is
that finances play a key role in the health of
individuals and communities.

“

Finances play a key role in
the health of individuals and
communities.

”

The stress and strain of financial challenge
can take a toll on individuals, families and
communities that manifest in psychological,
social and physical ill health. Aside from these
direct health-related effects, expenditures
such as health insurance and medical services
are costly – yet essential – to good health and
are all less accessible for those with financial
challenges. Other health-related expenditures,
even more important, are adequate food, shelter
and educational opportunity that consume a
significant portion of most household incomes
(The Pew Charitable Trusts, 2016). Research is
considerable regarding the health and wealth
correlation: greater wealth tends to coincide
with better health. It is a relationship that is
robust over time and is a global phenomenon
(Deaton, 2003). Links between health and
wealth are found in the social determinants of
health – factors beyond the individual that rest in
social structures and conditions (where we live,
work and recreate) that have a strong predictive
value for determining health outcomes (Office of
Disease Prevention and Health Promotion, 2016).

As the distribution of health is unequal and
inequitable, so too is the distribution of financial
resources. Data show inequitable distribution
based on race, class and gender, placing certain
sectors of individuals at a greater likelihood of
being financially at risk (Shin, 2015). More often
than not, financially at-risk conditions (e.g., lack
of financial institutions, marked presence of
predatory lenders, few businesses) exist in the
aggregate, forming concentrated zones that
are more likely located in communities that are
home to people of color, those less educated
and those of low economic means (Friedline &
Despard, 2016). These conditions form the
basis for preliminary understanding of
financial deserts.
In these zones, individuals who may be already
disadvantaged are at greater risk for negative
health and wealth outcomes across multiple
generations. Because of this unequal and
inequitable distribution, financial well-being is a
social justice issue that impacts a large swath of
people. It therefore bears further understanding
and broad-based efforts toward amelioration.
In partnership with Master Your Card, a
community empowerment program sponsored
by Mastercard, the A. Philip Randolph Institute
determined it would tackle this issue through
education and financial program development,
as it has historically done with other issues of
economic and civil rights. The Morgan State
University School of Community Health and
Policy was brought into the collaborative effort
to spearhead a genesis project.
The purpose of the work is to gain
understanding of the financial health of
historically financially underserved communities,
notably African-American, Latino and other
racial/ethnic minority communities, from a
“ground roots” perspective. More particularly,
the project is designed to examine the concept
of financial deserts not from a financial
institution-centered perspective, but from a
community-centered perspective. The work on
concept development will lead to a meaningful
definition for financial deserts based on
established literature and informed by the lived
experiences of individuals. As a practical end
point, the work is intended to assist community
coalitions in crafting tailored, multidimensional
programs to enhance financial well-being.
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Approach to the Study
A formative research approach is useful for
understanding the attitudes, knowledge and
behaviors of individual and group phenomena,
and utilizes both existing knowledge and
information gleaned from direct engagement.
For this work, this entailed a literature review
and a series of community sessions. The
literature review for the study was driven by the
following key questions:
•W
 hat differentiates financial deserts from
bank deserts?
•W
 ho are the individuals and communities
affected by financial deserts?
•W
 hat drives the use of alternative financial
service providers (AFSPs) (e.g., check
cashing, payday lending)?
•W
 hat are current trends in improving
the financial health of individuals and
communities?
The findings from the literature review are
used to help provide a frame of reference for
evaluating the community sessions.
The community engagement sessions sought
depth and breadth of information using the
following key questions:
•W
 hat does it mean to be financially
healthy?
• What factors influence financial health?
•W
 hat are the barriers and facilitators of
financial health?
•W
 hat additional resources/information
would be useful to improving financial
health?
The community sessions were held in Baltimore
City (East and West Baltimore) and the Eastern
Shore of Maryland in predominantly AfricanAmerican, working-class communities. The key
questions were further translated into facilitative
discussion points to assist in exploring the
attitudes, perceptions and lived experiences of
individuals within the selected communities.
Two concepts were applied to help focus the
guided discussion. The first was the concept of
financial efficacy. Financial efficacy is defined
here as the ability to access and utilize financial
2

information and resources necessary to both
survive and thrive economically. This concept
lays the philosophical foundation for developing
programmatic solutions and responses for
areas that, once the
work is completed,
are identified as
Financial efficacy:
financial deserts.
the ability to access
The second
and utilize financial
concept, financial
information and
vulnerability, is
resources necessary to
derived from
both survive and thrive
national survey
economically.
research by Artemis
Strategy Group.
Financial vulnerability:
Vulnerability is
the state of feeling in
translated as the
a precarious financial
state of feeling in a
state whether, from an
precarious financial
objective perspective,
state whether,
actually being financially
from an objective
at risk or not.
perspective, actually
being financially at
risk or not.
Summary of the Literature Review
Review of the literature does not show
consistent and clear differentiation between
financial deserts and bank deserts, and
evidences a lack of a clear consensus definition
for financial deserts themselves; where
definitions are provided, financial deserts factor
in the presence of AFSPs (seen as negative)
(Friedline & Despard, 2016; Morgan, Pinkovsky
& Yang, 2016). This limited framework supports
the rationale for undertaking the current study.
The literature does include a categorization
of the people operating in financial deserts:
the banked (users of banking services),
unbanked (those without banking accounts)
or underbanked (those relying on both banks
and AFSPs) (Bunyan, Collins & Torrisi, 2016;
Rhine & Greene, 2013; Federal Deposit Insurance
Corporation, 2016).
It appears that those most harmed when
operating in financial deserts are low-income
individuals who may have limited options
and subsequently find it necessary to use
convenient, but high-cost AFSPs. The use of
AFSPs in low-income communities has been
associated with (1) branch closings in selected
neighborhoods due to bank mergers, (2) federal
regulatory policies as well as bank practices
regarding fees for banking services, (3) the

limited availability of credit and other services
through banks – notably for those with low
incomes and minorities, and (4) the sheer
number of AFSPs (Nguyen 2015; Prager, 2014).
Current trends poised to redress financial
deserts rely heavily on the use of technology
and the electronic transfer of information. The
technology tools (e.g., prepaid cards, payroll
cards, smartphones and other wireless digital
devices) provide ready access to funds, limit
fees and facilitate management of funds (Munch,
2016; Ngai & Gunasekaran, 2007).
Findings from the Community Sessions
The findings from the community sessions
are captured in themes identified through
qualitative analytic methods. As the intent of
the project is exploratory, effort was made to
identify all relevant themes as well as to capture
commonality of the themes across groups.
The highlighted themes from the community
sessions were as follows:
• Negative view of banks: Community
participants had highly negative views of
banks, primarily based on high fees and
lack of transparency (hidden fees). Studies
point to the increase in costs of banking
and associated fees as being one of the
drivers moving individuals away from
banks and to AFSPs. Unsupportive and
disrespectful customer service experiences
were also noted. Community residents
were consistent and vocal in their mistrust
and distance from banks for these very
reasons.
• Utility of alternative financial services:
AFSPs were viewed as predatory, but also
highly useful for certain segments of the
community. While the financial analysts
presume that AFSPs are a detriment to
communities, as reflected in the current
thinking regarding financial deserts, some
community participants were ambivalent.
While they consistently labeled these
providers as predatory in their practices,
some residents also noted the utility of
these institutions and preference for them
over banks. This complex relationship and
the utility of AFSPs for communities need
to be more fully understood.
• Use of prepaid cards and technology:
Prepaid cards were, in the main, highly

favored for providing easy access to cash
and no hidden costs. Debit cards and
online banking were also seen as favorable,
but with limitations linked to the arm’s
length characteristics of such transactions.
•F
 inancial vulnerability/limited financial
efficacy: Financial health among these
communities was viewed primarily as
the ability to cover the basics (e.g.,
food, shelter, transportation) and the
achievement of immediate personal goals.
Financial vulnerability (e.g., uncertainty of
the financial future) was a common thread
that, to some extent, served as a barrier
to financial health. Other barriers included
cultural/community norms, structural
inequities and sufficient knowledge and
skills to navigate the financial environment.
The sense of being financially vulnerable,
as expressed by community participants,
also mirrors the reality of economic
upheaval and downturns documented in
the literature. Living one paycheck and
one emergency away from being unable to
meet basic financial demands would leave
one feeling vulnerable.

“

Financial health among these
communities was viewed
primarily as the ability to
cover the basics (e.g., food,
shelter, transportation) and
the achievement of immediate
personal goals.

”

Better Understanding of Financial Deserts
Emerging from the project is a compelling
rationale for a broader understanding of
the financial landscape within communities.
Shifting the lens for financial deserts from an
institutional focus to a community-centric focus
makes it clear that considering geographic
areas in which there is not only a scarcity of
traditional financial (banking) institutions, but
also the presence of AFSPs (that are generally
characterized as predatory in nature) does not
go far enough in moving the work forward.
In the end, if economic equity is the goal, a
3

common conception, if not precise definition,
of the financial desert is necessary for effective
action to take place. Toward that purpose, the
following conceptualization of financial deserts
is provided:

A FINANCIAL DESERT is a community
(geographically defined) where structural barriers to
accessing financial resources exist (e.g., lack of institutions,
discriminatory practices, financial policies); where norms
and attitudes of the community (cultural context) limit
and/or leave absent the presence of financial discourse
among social networks; where community economic
investment is either absent or is present, but does not
benefit the community itself; where there is limited access
to affordable credit; and where there are few or minimal
relationships between community members and the
financial institutions that drive economic development.

Defining deserts geographically is an efficient
way of understanding the phenomenon, but
the work should not ignore the reality that
environments external to the community are
critical as well, given that technology bridges
space and time, and individuals can have a high
degree of movement outside of home base.
Further, both the literature and community
discussions point to the need for a more
complex understanding of deserts. Expanding
the desert analogy is a good way to illustrate
the point. Financial deserts are like traditional
deserts in that, to the uninitiated, there appears
to be no viable activity. However, closer
inspection reveals an active ecosystem, just not
what might be considered normative. The import
of this statement is that communities viewed as
financial deserts have created adaptive models
to meet financial needs that may not look
familiar or be readily recognized by those who
are not members of the community. Any work in
communities needs to identify and work with the
existing financial models.
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Opportunities for Addressing Community
Financial Health
Educational and Technological Opportunity
The acceptability and use of online banking,
prepaid cards and other technology among
the community participants may be a signal
that technological innovations could likely be
used, or at least considered, by some segments
of communities. This suggests the opportune
time to identify products and services to meet
the needs of populations that are financially
vulnerable to ensure consumers have access to
services that meet their needs without further
threatening their potential for financial health.
Current trends show that technological
innovation will greatly expand these
opportunities into multiple sectors and utilize
various platforms. With more choices, the
financial landscape may become even more
complicated and challenging for those already
operating at its fringes. Education that includes
skill and knowledge in navigating the financial
system (e.g., efficient access to and movement
of funds, effective debt creation, asset
development, credit score enhancement) will
need to be in place and keep pace.
Opportunity to Foster Community Capacity
and Wealth
Technology is a tool, not a singular solution.
Community-generated solutions noted in the
community sessions focused more closely
on creating community cohesion, modifying
community norms and expanding the resources
and economic base for communities, in
conjunction with education and technology.
Encouraging financial discourse within families
would be a means to such a cultural shift.
Another approach to fostering community
health is to identify and/or create opportunities
for small businesses to gain access to capital/
credit. Building a local institutional base will help
dollars to flow longer within communities and is
more likely to build a stable financial base that
will benefit residents.

Opportunity for Policy Advocacy
The financial policies of institutions and agencies
influence community financial health as well.
Lending practices (e.g., redlining; calculation of
credit scores; and regulation of banking fees and
transactions, electronic payment technology
products and AFSPs) all influence economic
environments in communities. Coalitions should
work to analyze current financial policy – looking
beyond traditional financial institutions and
agencies – to determine which policies benefit
and which ones harm communities, and work to
optimize or develop new policies at all levels.
Closing Comment
With this broader frame in mind, stakeholder
groups – financial institutions, communities,
governments, advocacy organizations, and
financial and technological innovators – can
begin to examine the spaces where financially
underserved populations are concentrated
and work together to identify solutions that
best fit their needs and aspirations. Further,
prevention is better than intervention as it
relates to any health issue. Applying this frame
for understanding financial deserts can be used
to help develop spaces that are fortified against
becoming financially at-risk spaces and support
the goal of financial equity.
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Understanding Life in

Financial Deserts
Drivers of the Project
Financial health and well-being are central to the
overall health and well-being of communities.
Based on a functional description provided by
the Center for Financial Services Innovation,
financially healthy individuals are those who
experience “smooth and effective management
of one’s day-to-day financial life,” who show
“resilience in the face of inevitable ups and
downs,” and who have “the capacity to seize
opportunities that will lead to financial security
and mobility.” While some may consider
the issue of finance to be relegated to a
discussion on business and economics, the
reality is that finances play a key role in the
health of individuals and communities. Direct
expenditures such as health insurance and
medical services are costly, yet essential to
good health.

“

Financial health and wellbeing are central to the overall
health and well-being of
communities.

”

Less direct expenditures, but equally important,
are adequate food, shelter and educational
opportunity that consume a significant portion
of most household incomes. Research is
considerable regarding the health and wealth
correlation: greater wealth tends to coincide
with better health. It is a relationship that is
robust over time and is a global phenomenon.
Linkages between health and wealth are
found in the social determinants of health –
factors beyond the individual that rest in social
structures and conditions (where we live, work
and recreate) that have a strong predictive value
for determining health outcomes.
As the distribution of health is unequal and
inequitable, so too is the distribution of
financial resources. The pattern of distribution
shows inequitable distribution based on race,
6

class and gender, placing certain sectors of
individuals at a greater likelihood of being at risk
financially. More often than not, financially at-risk
conditions – such as lack of financial institutions,
marked presence of predatory lenders and
few businesses – exist in aggregate, forming
concentrated zones that serve as home to
people of color, those less educated and those
of low economic means.
The federal government has, to some extent,
made an effort to redress these economically
at-risk areas through its Promise Zone Initiative.
The effort is meaningful, but limited in that there
are only 22 communities that have been selected
for participation in the initiative. Many more
such areas exist. In these zones, individuals who
may be already disadvantaged are at greater
risk for negative health and wealth outcomes
across multiple generations. Because of this
unequal and inequitable distribution, financial
well-being is a social justice issue that impacts a
large swath of people. It therefore bears further
understanding and broad-based efforts toward
amelioration.
One entity committed to establishing a more
just health and economic system is the A. Philip
Randolph Institute (APRI). APRI is a nonprofit
Black trade unionist organization and is the
senior constituency group of the American
Federation of Labor and Congress of Industrial
Organizations (AFL-CIO). The organization is
dedicated to a social, political and economic
justice agenda focused on racial equality. It
has provided leadership on a number of issues
relevant to minority communities, including
political and financial empowerment. Through
its national president, Ms. Clayola Brown, the
organization has been a proponent of these
causes and sought partnerships for program
development that produce solutions. Through
the financial partnership outreach effort, APRI
established a relationship with Master Your Card,
a community empowerment program sponsored
by Mastercard.
Master Your Card’s interest in this arena stems
from its previous work, conducted by the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), on
understanding the utility of electronic payment
technology for underserved communities.
Master Your Card considers the “greening” of
financial deserts (under-resourced, financially
vulnerable communities) an achievable goal
through partnering with multiple stakeholder

organizations to bring financial knowledge
and products that build economic capacity
within “desert” communities. Working in
concert with APRI, strategies for increasing
financial empowerment were initiated both
programmatically and structurally with notable
success in the convening of African-American
and Latino advisory boards, establishing union
ID cards that serve as conduits for ready
financial access (structural), and developing
tailored toolkits for youth and seniors around
financial knowledge building (programmatic).
In an effort to localize initiatives, APRI reached
out to organizations within designated locales
to further ground the financial empowerment
agenda it had slated, building upon the
relationships and resources of Master Your Card.
This effort brought the Morgan State University
School of Community Health and Policy into the
initiative. Because of the school’s commitment
to community collaboration and engagement,
as well as its focus on applied research, the
School of Community Health and Policy was
seen as a viable partner to carry out additional
programmatic and research efforts relating to
specific objectives defined by APRI and Master
Your Card.
Master Your Card had multiple objectives it
wanted to achieve through the expanded
partnerships. As is the case with any
viable collaboration, the original objectives
were modified and refined to result in the
current work, the focus of which is to gain
understanding of the financial health of AfricanAmerican communities from a “ground roots”
perspective. This was seen as an important
bridge to the work moving forward. Other
research supported by Master Your Card has
produced valuable knowledge gleaned from
survey research. To assure that the survey
research matches the “on-the-ground” reality,
this exploratory project, buttressed by additional
literature review, is being implemented. The
project is designed to examine the concept of
financial deserts not from a financial institutioncentered frame, but from a communitycentered perspective. The work from concept
development will lead to a meaningful definition
based both on established literature and
informed by the lived experiences of individuals.
As a practical end point, the work is intended to
assist community coalitions in crafting tailored
multidimensional programs to enhance financial
well-being. The step-wise progression of the

work is presented in this report according to the
following sequenced outline:
• Finding Answers through Multiple Methods
•W
 hat We Learned through Examining
Financial Deserts
•W
 hat We Learned through Community
Conversations
• Synthesis and Recommendations
Finding Answers through Multiple Methods
A formative research approach is useful for
understanding the salient characteristics
(attitudes, knowledge and behaviors) of
individual and group phenomena. Formative
research is supported by both existing
knowledge that helps to ground inquiry
(secondary data) and information gleaned from
direct engagement with the key stakeholders
involved in the phenomenon(a) of interest
(primary data). In the case of the current work,
the objective was to understand with greater
depth the state of financial well-being among
African-Americans through direct community
engagement.
An additional thrust for this work was the
concurrent interest in financial deserts by Master
Your Card. Master Your Card has a working
definition of financial deserts that is similar to
what was earlier referred to as a financially atrisk zone – areas that lack the physical presence
of traditional banking institutions and have
a presence of predatory lenders (e.g., check
cashing, payday enterprises).
Capturing the information regarding financial
deserts forms the basis for the review of the
literature contained in this report as companion
to the community engagement. The overall
approach to the current work reflects the
formative research approach and incorporates
both primary and secondary inquiry; the
methods for undertaking each are provided.
Framework for Reviewing the Literature
The literature review is a targeted and
summative evaluation of the literature on
financial deserts. As one of the outcomes of
the study is to more broadly define financial
deserts, the review was undertaken using the
preliminary understanding of financial deserts,
but expanding it by considering an ecological
7

perspective encompassing both people and
institutions. Because of the focus on financial
institutions and behaviors, the Earl G. Graves
School of Business and Management at Morgan
State University was asked to spearhead the
literature review, working in consultation
with the School of Community Health and
Policy, and provide a sub-report based on its
findings. This review also expands on the work
conducted by MIT that researched the use of
electronic payment technology. The findings
from that report incorporated financial deserts
and identified inequitable economic viability
across various communities. Given the shifting
financial landscape, the review also takes a
historical perspective on the literature regarding
financial deserts – beginning with bank deserts
and making a determination of the extent the
definition has expanded and what may have
been the drivers of the evolution of the research.
The review was conducted and is organized
to respond to the following key questions and
considerations:
•W
 hat differentiates financial deserts from
banking deserts?
•W
 hat are the characteristics of the
populations and communities that are
negatively impacted by financial deserts?
•W
 hat are drivers of the expansion of
predatory practices and institutions that
are present in financial deserts? What has
been the response and impact of these
alternative financial institutions?

discussion without members of the group
feeling constrained. The target size for the
group was 25 to 30 individuals. Community
sites were not selected at random, but using
existing networks among the collaborating
organizations – AFL-CIO and Morgan State – as
well as proximity to specific geographic areas
of interest in Baltimore City. Recognizing the
east-west identification that historically runs
strongly through Baltimore City, east- and
west-side communities were considered. Upon
further discussion, a community on the Eastern
Shore of Maryland was also identified to look at
possible contrasts in urban versus rural financial
experiences and attitudes. The identification
and recruitment effort resulted in a total of four
community sessions – two in West Baltimore,
one in East Baltimore and one in Salisbury, Md.
In total, approximately 75 individuals took part
in the community sessions between July and
October 2016.
Community Background
Each community group had a unique context.
A brief description of each is provided to serve
as a backdrop for the sessions. In reference to
their chronological order, sessions one, two and
four were held in Baltimore City, and session
three was held in Salisbury. The session settings
are organized by geographic area, rather than
chronology.

Maryland

•W
 hat efforts have been undertaken to
improve consumer financial health?
The empirical data is drawn from peer-reviewed
research, financial reports, organizational white
papers and other sources in order to cast a
broad net in identifying relevant information.

East
Baltimore
West
Baltimore

Baltimore
City

Salisbury

The Process for Community Engagement
Recruitment: Identifying Communities and
Participants
The community engagement portion of the
formative research entailed direct discussions
with residents of select communities to
gain a broad understanding of residents’
attitudes, perceptions and lived experiences.
As an exploratory project, the numbers were
intended to be large enough to facilitate open
8

West Baltimore Session #1: The first of the four
sessions was located in the West Baltimore
community adjacent to the parts of the city
that were impacted by the uprising triggered
by the death of Freddie Gray in 2015. The group
was predominantly African-American and
characterized, based on discussion, as primarily
late adulthood (age 50 to 70) and working class.

West Baltimore Session #2: The second group
was also held in West Baltimore in the northwest
portion of the city in an older community
that had once been middle-class, working
neighborhoods and had experienced economic
downturn and disinvestment, but is undergoing
a revitalization phase. The participants were
primarily members of a drug recovery program,
comprised of a mixed age group (from 30s
to 50s).
Eastern Shore: The third session was held in
Salisbury, Md., in Wicomico County. Participants
were primarily African-American seniors (age
60 and older). They were all residents of public
housing units under the Wicomico County
Housing Authority.
East Baltimore: The final group was held in East
Baltimore in a middle-class, working community.
Residents were all members of a neighborhood
association. This final session took place as part
of the association’s regular meeting time.
Framework for Facilitation
In exploring the attitudes, perceptions and
lived experiences of individuals within the
selected communities, as with the approach
to the literature review, a set of questions
was constructed to facilitate, but not inhibit,
conversation. The objective of the study
(furthering understanding) was the broad frame,
but two other orientations were used to help
focus the guided discussion as well.
The first was the concept of financial efficacy.
Financial efficacy is defined here as the ability
to access and utilize financial information and
resources necessary to both survive and thrive
economically. This concept is important as it lays
the foundation for developing programmatic
solutions and responses for financially at-risk
zones (both the people and the institutions/
organizations that operate within them).
The second lens in shaping the questions
is derived from national survey research by
Artemis Strategy Group. The national survey
conducted in May 2016 identified three
categories of financial respondents from among
its set of participants: the highly vulnerable, the
highly anxious and the highly confident.
The three categories were not mutually
exclusive, but, based on the organization’s
analysis, appeared to distinguish behaviors and
perceptions among the survey participants. The

three stratifications helped to inform some of
the facilitated discussion that was crafted for
the community sessions. The categories also
aligned with the concept of financial efficacy,
as vulnerability, anxiety and confidence are
all components of the mastery concept. The
Artemis study found the highly vulnerable to
be the most noteworthy within its analyses;
however, the community sessions provided an
opportunity to see if these topical areas (versus
individual responses) would emerge from the
sessions. Therefore, questions were crafted to
elicit information across the three categories.
The overarching theme was financial health/
well-being. When recruiting and engaging
partnering organizations, the following questions
were disseminated:
•W
 hat does it mean to be financially
healthy?
• How do you perceive your financial health?
•W
 hat factors influence your financial
health?
•W
 hat institutions have an influence on your
financial health?
•W
 ho/what plays a key role in your financial
health?
•W
 hat are barriers to financial health?
Personally? Community level?
•W
 hat are facilitators of financial health?
Personally? Community level?
•W
 hat additional resources/information
would be useful to improving financial
health?
As the community talks progressed, questions
and areas of discussion and inquiry were refined
to capture emerging themes from earlier groups.
The findings from the literature review and
the community talks are presented in the
following sections.
What We Learned from Examining the
Literature on Financial Deserts
An Evolving and Varied Lexicon –
Differentiating Financial Deserts
The term “desert” has been specifically applied
to describe a variety of phenomena when a
key element for growth and development
9

is missing or in short supply, and there is an
overabundance of unhealthy elements. In the
world of finance, the term has been used to
classify areas as banking deserts (Friedline
& Despard, 2016; Morgan et al., 2016)
and/or financial deserts. An attempt to quantify
banking or financial deserts has led to a
more measurable definition as a census tract,
defined typically as a non-diverse region of
approximately 4,000 people with no branches
within 10 miles of the center of that region. The
10-mile distance is twice as long as the median
5-mile distance between a small firm and its
main bank (Ergungor, 2010).

percent below the poverty line) (Washington,
2006). According to a more recent study by the
Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC)
(2016), nearly 9 million households in the United
States were unbanked. This household estimate
corresponds to nearly 15.6 million adults and 7.6
million children. The study also found a declining
trend in the percentage of unbanked
households: 8.2 percent in 2011, 7.7 percent in
2013, and 7.0 percent in 2015. The drop in
percentage was attributed to “improvements in
the socioeconomic circumstances of U.S.
households” (i.e., higher rates of employment
and income).

In the literature, the terms “financial desert”
and “banking desert” are sometimes used
interchangeably to describe areas that are
devoid of or have very limited physical
presence of traditional financial institutions.
In the literature, these two terms have been
differentiated by the presence of non-traditional
or alternative financial service providers (AFSPs)
(e.g., check-cashing centers, payday lenders),
also categorized as “fringe banking,” relevant
to financial deserts, but not banking deserts.
Fringe banking, as presented in the literature,
refers to the provision of financial services for
low-income persons who typically do not have
access to traditional financial services – those
who are on the fringe of the banking population.
The term “financial deserts” emerged with the
proliferation of these AFSPs that are considered
to contribute to financial deserts in a manner
comparable to how fast food and convenience
store options contribute to food deserts –
unhealthy, yet readily accessible.

UNBANKED U.S. HOUSEHOLDS

Operating within Financial Deserts – Unbanked
and Underbanked
In examining financial deserts, other related
terms were identified that bear presentation and
discussion – “unbanked” and “underbanked.”
Unbanked, the state of not using services
provided by traditional financial services
providers, infers that these individuals rely on
fringe-banking services for essential financial
transactions.
It has been estimated that prior to 1980, 10 to 20
percent of Americans were unbanked (Hogarth
& O’Donnell, 1999; Kennickell, Starr-McCluer &
Surette, 2000). From 1980 to 1990, the
unbanked percentage was estimated to be
between 35 percent and 45 percent, and higher
among low-income Americans (those living 200
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The correlation between income, education
and age (higher education and income, both
tending to increase, up to a point, with age)
provides a possible explanation for the decrease
in the unbanked and the sub-groups who
experienced the transition. Consistent with this
rationale, approximately 20 percent of recently
banked households indicated that getting a
job was a factor in opening a bank account.
Also supporting this rationale is the finding
that of the households that became unbanked,
approximately 35 percent experienced either
a major reduction in income or the loss of a
job (Rhine & Greene, 2013). The probability of
becoming unbanked is positively associated
with a decline in family income, having an
unemployed member of the household and
absence of health care, as well as with race and
ethnicity, education, family income, and marital
and housing status (Bunyan, Collins & Torrisi,
2016; Rhine & Greene, 2013; and Bhattacharya &
Stanley, 2006).

Also noted in the most recent FDIC report on
the unbanked was the usage of prepaid cards
by nearly 10 percent of all U.S. households in
the 12 months prior to the study, an increase
of nearly two percentage points over prepaid
card usage reported for the 2013 report. A
higher percentage (27.1 percent) of unbanked
households made use of prepaid cards. Prepaid
cards can be seen as an alternative form of
financial management, but one where credit has
not been extended and payment histories do
not factor into assessments of creditworthiness,
again placing individuals who rely on such tools
at the fringe of traditional banking services.

Prior to the Riegle-Neal Interstate Banking and
Branching Efficiency Act of 1994, banks were
generally not allowed to expand operations in
other states. The key effect of the Riegle-Neal
Act was to allow banks to operate across
state lines.

Occupying the space between the banked and
the unbanked are the “underbanked.” The FDIC
(2016) defines underbanked as having a bank
account, but still using non-traditional financial
services providers. This definition reflects
the reality that there are persons who use a
combination of traditional and non-traditional
financial services with one possible explanation
being that some traditional bank services are
either unaffordable or do not meet the needs of
those consumers.

In the M&A process, when one bank merges with
or acquires another bank, redundancies exist,
leading to, for instance, the newly created bank
instantly having too many tellers and account
executives. In the new bank’s quest to
streamline, unprofitable branches are closed and
employee layoffs often occur. As a result,
banking deserts occurred. Low-income areas,
which may not be as profitable as other areas,
are more likely to experience bank closures and
the loss of bank personnel. That loss of
personnel severs community ties and results in
the loss of soft information, collected over time,
which is not readily conveyed through loan
applications. Thus, bank deserts
disproportionately impact low-income
communities.

Nearly 20 percent, or 24.5 million households
(accounting for 51.1 million adults and 16.3
million children) were underbanked in 2015.
This represents a larger percentage of the
population than the unbanked. It also suggests
that the large majority of Americans still utilize
traditional banking services and own a banking
account. It also indicates that a meaningful
portion of the population operates outside of
traditional financial transaction streams and may
be vulnerable to predatory lending practices and
limited in opportunity for financial growth from
a mainstream perspective. Therefore, examining
further the landscape of the operating base for
those in financial deserts and identifying the
specific sub-groups most “at risk” would be
value added to the review of the literature. The
next section examines those issues.
Drivers of the Proliferation of Fringe Banking
Institutions and Services
A series of regulatory changes over the past
two to three decades has affected the number
of banks in communities as well as the value
and utility of banks to the community. Changes
were in the area of modification of bank service
fee charges and activation of bank mergers and
acquisitions (M&A) (Brewer, 2000). The M&A
activity was closely linked to bank closings.

The Financial Services Modernization Act
(FSMA), also known as the Gramm-LeachBliley Act (1999), further expanded the growth
possibilities of banks by allowing them to
merge with securities firms as well as insurance
companies that existed within financial holding
companies.

5%

REDUCTION
in bank branches in the United States since 2008

Research supports this phenomenon. Morgan,
Pinkovsky and Yang (2016) studied the rise of
banking deserts and their effect on communities.
Researchers found that since the 2008 financial
crisis, U.S. banks have closed nearly 5,000
branches. These closings have reduced the
number of bank branches in the United States
by approximately 5 percent. The authors
argue that the reasons for the closings could
be either supply or demand driven. Regarding
demand, banks could be de-branching because
of unprofitability due to lower demand for
branches. Regarding supply, banks could be
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de-branching because of reduced or eliminated
profit (the constrained supply) due to higher
costs of operating various branches.
Whatever the drivers, the presence or absence
of brick-and-mortar banking institutions does
seem to have an impact on credit availability
in communities, though the picture is more
complex than one might otherwise conjecture.
The percentage of low-income and majorityminority (diverse) communities exposed to
branch closings increased by two percentage
points from 2009 to 2014, while higherincome communities experienced a 3.1 percent
increase. However, the lower percent increase
is considered to have a larger impact on
low-income communities, which have fewer
branches to begin with.
Adding to this body of literature, researchers
found that as access to physical branches
decreased, credit availability in minority and/
or majority-minority communities decreased,
especially for small businesses (Morgan et al,
2016; and Nguyen, 2015). It is hypothesized that
implicit or explicit bias may have played a role
in decreasing credit availability as this study
examined activities in predominantly minority
communities. If bias and racism were in play,
being able to see the customer as opposed to
lending practices that took place at arm’s length
may have resulted in the less than positive
outcomes for the community. As noted earlier,
the personal connections and intimate soft
knowledge of small business customers were
broken and could not readily be transferred and
replaced. Either a higher threshold or stricter
adherence to existing loan policy may have
produced the deleterious effects noted. The
consequences: small business owners paid more
for loans or did without loans altogether. In
these instances, the study found that lending to
small business owners did not grow, even after a
new banking branch was opened. This reduced
lending pattern occurs primarily in low-income
and majority-minority communities.
The per-capita number of AFSPs was found to
be related to demographics, creditworthiness
and the legal environment (Prager, 2014). The
number of payday lenders in an area was found
to be positively related to the percentage of
African-Americans and 15-and-under residents
of that area; it was negatively related to that
area’s per-capita income and educational levels
(Barth, Hilliard & Jahera Jr., 2015).
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Factors Contributing to Utilization of High-cost
Alternative Financial Service Providers
To understand the AFSP network, one needs
to look historically at their emergence and the
context in which this occurred. The nationwide
number of check cashers expanded from
approximately 2,150 in 1986 to approximately
5,400 by 1997 (The Consumer Federation of
America, 1997). Notably, during the 1990s, check
cashers expanded their presence outside of
low-income urban areas, moving into outersuburban spaces (Caskey, 1994). Competition
for profit partly motivated the expansion, as the
check-cashing industry had low barriers to entry
and an estimated annual profit level of $1 billion
(Stegman, 1999).
An underlying assumption is that consumers use
AFSPs because traditional service providers are
not nearby (e.g., they live in banking deserts)
(Smith, Smith & Wackes, 2008; Smith, Wackes
& Smith, 2013). This assumption leads to the
conclusion that having access to traditional
banking services would eliminate the utilization
of AFSPs. Banking deserts, therefore, might
explain the drive toward use of high-cost
fringe banking.
The proliferation of these AFSPs did not come
without challenges and concerns. At the same
time that check cashers moved into lowermiddle-class areas, scrutiny increased. Reported
fees as high as 10 percent of the value of a check
to be cashed (Stegman, 1999) prompted many
observers to accuse check cashers of taking
advantage of low-income citizens. As a result,
some states limited the fees that check cashers
could charge for their services. By the end of
1999, the typical state imposed fee limits of
between 1 and 10 percent, with an average
of between 3 and 4 percent (Washington,
2006); the most common fee was 2 percent
(Caskey, 1994).
On the other hand, in the early 1990s, only a
small percentage (5 percent) of U.S. banks
offered free checking accounts without
minimums (The National Consumer Law Center,
1998). This low percentage resulted from several
factors that affected the rise of unbanked
populations in the United States. However,
between 2003 and 2009, there was a steady
increase in the percentage of banks offering free
checking, reaching a high of 76 percent in 2009.
This trend has since sharply reversed itself. Over
the last five years, there has been a decline; the

number of banks offering free checking fell to 37
percent in 2015. This recent decline is attributed
to regulatory changes to prevent consumers
from amassing huge overdraft charges, a major
source of income for banks. With limits in this
source of funding, free checking became a
less viable product for banks and, therefore,
less prevalent.
Emerging Trends
Our financial systems have experienced a
reduction in the reliance on cash and paperbased financial transactions, shifting from
cash and checks to e-payment mechanisms
such as prepaid, debit and credit cards; mobile
wallets; ATMs; and electronic fund transfer
systems. For many employers and government
programs, efforts to reduce costs have resulted
in the reduced use of checks and a reliance on
electronic funds transfers to disburse money for
payroll and government benefit programs such
as Social Security and government-subsidized
benefits.
Systems are also increasingly relying on the
internet for the transfer of information, including
financial transactions – managing accounts,
paying bills and shopping. Such transactions
are collectively referred to as e-commerce.
Innovations in financial technology (also
referred to as Fintech) (Munch, 2016) offer
potential benefits for consumers to use their
phones as point-of-sale systems and for small
businesses to compete with large companies.
Considered the next generation of e-commerce,
mobile commerce (m-commerce) consists of
the buying and selling of goods using wireless
devices, cellphones, tablets and other personal
digital assistant devices (Ngai & Gunasekaran,
2007).
The allure of m-commerce for small business
may be the potential for cost reduction. The cost
to participate in e-commerce (transaction fees)
may be prohibitive for small businesses or result
in costs that are passed on to the consumer,
in turn, reducing competitive pricing. With the
proliferation of smartphones, m-commerce is yet
another convenience for consumers. The cost
impact on consumers, however, is yet to
be determined.
Summary of the Literature Review
Differentiation between financial and banking
deserts is not often made in the literature; the

terms are often used interchangeably. Where
distinctions are made, the presence of AFSPs
denotes financial versus banking deserts. A
number of factors have contributed to various
groups being more likely to be unbanked.
For low-income populations, being unbanked
appeared to be a logical financial decision, given
the difficulty this population experiences in
negotiating with banks. AFSPs, such as checkcashing businesses, have stepped in to fulfill the
consumer need, but have taken advantage of
the limited options for low-income populations
with high-cost services. This suggests the
opportune time to identify products and
services to meet the needs of populations that
are financially vulnerable and to ensure
consumers have access to services that meet
their needs without further threatening their
potential for financial health.

“

Skill and knowledge in
navigating the financial system
will need to keep pace.

”

Current trends show that technological
innovation will greatly expand these
opportunities into multiple sectors and utilize
various platforms. With more choices, the
financial landscape may become even more
complicated and challenging for those already
operating at its fringes. Skill and knowledge in
navigating the financial system will need to
keep pace.
What We Learned through Community
Conversations
Given the intent of the sessions was to learn
from community members, the findings from
the forums are captured in themes that were
identified through manual categorization and
open coding using both audiotapes of sessions
and notes from the sessions taken by members
of the project team. The themes represent an
abstraction of ideas and concepts introduced
through the guided facilitation process. As the
intent of the project is exploratory, effort was
made to identify all relevant themes as well
as to capture commonality of the themes
across groups.
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Attitudes toward Financial Institutions
Much of what is researched and published on
financial deserts and well-being focuses on
institutions – presence and/or absence, as well
as the type of financial institutions that occupy
physical presence in communities. The first
theme “attitudes toward financial institutions”
suggests, for a variety of reasons, that such a
frame is limiting and may fail to fully capture the
meaning and experience of financial deserts.
Throughout the community discussions,
there was striking similarity with regard
to attitudes and perceptions of traditional
banking institutions. Unanimously, banks were
characterized with a negative frame, viewed
as unfriendly or non-supportive of individuals
and communities, positions largely shaped by
banking fee structures seen as burdensome and
not transparent. Additionally, bank employees,
where there were encounters, were not seen as
friendly and welcoming, based on either direct
or reported experiences.
For some of the communities, this resulted in
full avoidance of banks for financial transactions.
In others, traditional banks were seen as a
necessary intermediary for the management of
bills and potential resource for loans, but still
identified as cost centers rather than financial
resources or facilitators.
In contrast, non-bank alternatives for financial
transactions (e.g., payday lenders, check-cashing
facilities) were viewed in both positive and
negative lights. Across all community settings,
these facilities were seen as predatory “sharks,”
trading on the needs of clients and charging
high fees and encouraging indebtedness.
Unlike the traditional institutions, however,
these alternative financial transactions also
represented, for several of the groups and
residents, a value added for communities. The
two primary aspects that distinguished the nontraditional from the traditional were that funds
were readily accessible and employees of the
businesses were customer/community friendly.
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of the card for cash withdrawal purposes and
using it as cash in financial transactions.
In the Eastern Shore and East Baltimore
sessions, prepaid cards were viewed as useful
tools for money management, helping to
prevent the creation of debt and to avoid
incurring overdraft fees as would be the case
with a bank. There was limited discussion of
credit cards across all groups. Where discussed,
credit cards were viewed as pathways to debt,
not opportunities. Credit scores and credit
ratings were noted as barriers to getting a credit
card in two of the four sessions.
Online resources for banking were discussed and
viewed, in the main, very positively. Online banks
and loan opportunities were seen as convenient,
easily accessible and less intimidating. Online
banks had a valuation that differed from brickand-mortar banks – many identifying smaller/
newly emerging banks as being financially
accommodating. However, there was concern
expressed in one group that these banks would
be absorbed by the bigger banks and then be
subject to the same problem of hidden fees
and lack of transparency. The less positive
attitudes toward online financial transactions
were the lack of personal connection available
with face-to-face transactions, difficulty in
getting a problem resolved due to the limited
ability to identify a person to contact and the
challenge presented by the rapid nature of the
transactions. One other concern noted was
that the virtual transfer and use of funds could
enable the perception that the spending is not
real and, therefore, subject to mismanagement,
as with credit cards, for example.
On Being Financially Healthy

Attitudes and Usage of Prepaid, Debit and
Credit Cards, and Other Contemporary
Financial Tools

Each session could be characterized as
resistant to discussion of financial health and
response to the question “What would it look
like to be financially healthy?” Throughout the
forums, part of the lack of responsiveness was
attributed to lack of familiarity with the term.
The conversations became a bit more fluid when
finances were more directly linked to money
and then built from there. Financial health, for
the most part, was described as the ability to
achieve personal goals and aspirations.

Use of prepaid cards for financial transactions
was commonly reported. The community
participants were vocal in discussion of these
cards. There was distinction made between use

Those goals and aspirations varied, but for the
most part, were focused on meeting basic needs
(e.g., food, shelter, clothing, transportation),
along with some savings, and very limited

in terms of moving beyond basic needs to
discretionary funds.
In general, groups had to be further probed
to consider financial health beyond the basic
needs framework, though there were scattered
comments from individuals that moved
beyond that frame. For these individuals, being
financially healthy meant being able to take
advantage of economic opportunities and being
able to use money to make more money – to not
be financially vulnerable.
For some of the participants, education was
strongly linked to being financially healthy.
However, there were also participants who were
not clear that the cost of education would be
worth the investment, especially if the education
was not clearly employment focused. In one
session, there was a lengthy discussion of
educational pursuit of dreams versus pursuit of
employment.
In the main, financial ill health was defined by the
inability to take care of basic needs, again, being
financially vulnerable. The financial vulnerability
thread presented as both a reflection of poor
financial health and a barrier to financial health.
Across the groups, there were residents who
deemed that financial planning was a waste
of time because unforeseen circumstances, or
circumstances beyond one’s control, could come
and wipe out any effort to save and make
longer-term financial plans. To quote one
resident, “I don’t plan. I just hope.”

“

“I don’t plan. I just hope.”

”

Other barriers to financial health were linked
to community/family culture, knowledge and
education, structural inequalities and financial
policies. Examples include:
•F
 or cultural barriers, participants pointed
to community environments that did not
support discussion of finances as part of
normative communication – in families or
among community members. The idea
of a pervasive “consumer” environment
was also seen as a cultural deterrent to
financial well-being. This was also linked to
a thread regarding money being produced
in Black communities not staying in
Black communities – individual decisions

influenced by both culture and economic
opportunity.
•K
 nowledge and educational barriers exist
related to lack of financial knowledge
(e.g., investment opportunities, means to
have the financial system work on behalf
of community) and an inadequate public
education system that fails to incorporate
the foundations for financial health into the
early educational experience.
•R
 acism, inadequate transportation and
location of communities (inequity in
economic investment) were elements
identified as structural barriers to
financial health at both the individual and
community levels. In these instances, even
where resources are available, participants
saw them as not readily available for Black
people. One community described banks
(paraphrasing) as being an oasis – among
them, but not accessible, based on policies
and practices. The lack of an adequate
mass transportation system leaves
individuals with limited mobility blocked
from opportunities that might exist outside
of communities. There was a general
wariness and skepticism as to whether or
not financial institutions were designed to
benefit minorities, especially Blacks.
•T
 he policy barriers ranged from those
experienced on a very individualized level
to those experienced at the community
level. Participants named government
policies (e.g., welfare and work constraints,
public housing regulations, economic
investment/disinvestment decisions) and
fiscal and banking policies (e.g., role of
credit scores and credit rating, bank fee
policies, interest rates) as being among the
impediments to financial health.
Knowledge of and Accessing Financial
Information
Where there was discussion, sources of financial
knowledge were identified as family and friends,
the internet, smartphone technology such
as Siri, the library and employment centers.
Overall, there was little knowledge of financial
information presented in the form of graphs
and spreadsheets, and of various investment
tools outside of insurance policies and savings
accounts.
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Psychology and Finances
Not a pervasive discussion, but nevertheless
noted, was a thread regarding finances and the
production of stress or influence on decision
making. In two of the four groups, this was an
overt discussion.
One group saw finances as an explicitly stressful
part of their lives. This same notion could be
inferred from the other group discussions
around financial vulnerability; though not
expressed, the distress and anxiety regarding
this vulnerability was evident.
In the other group, the link between depression,
poor financial health and poor health behavior/
decision making was raised. Lack of finances
led to feelings of depression and anxiety, and
smoking and drinking were means to help
alleviate the distress. The financial duress was
almost seen as related to a comment made
in the third group session where residents
described community members as managing
finances in a crisis mentality – reacting
versus planning, which was seen as leading
to poor financial decision making and further
undermining financial well-being.
Unique Observations
While there was considerable commonality
across groups, there were unique discussions
and perspectives from each group, seen as
being linked to both the setting and composition
of the group.
West Baltimore Session #1: The session had a
strong advocacy tone and social justice frame
to the discussion of financial health. It was in
this group that the notion of structural origins
of financial ill health was most pronounced.
The group was comprised of individuals
with background and experience in financial
advocacy based on information gathered during
the discussion; the group was also primarily a
working, middle-class cross section.
West Baltimore Session #2: Collectively, the
participants had the most positive frame and
attitude surrounding finances and the potential
for financial success. In general, there was
strategic thinking regarding how to garner
financial health for the benefit of community.
This is reflected in the general observation that
finances were seen as a means to an end.
Eastern Shore: Participants in this session
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had what is characterized as a philosophical
approach to finances. The overall spirit of the
group was equanimity. Even when discussing
challenges and barriers, they remained “lowenergy” participants. While it took time for
each of the groups to warm to the discussion,
this group was the most cautious and required
the most probing and elicitation to engage.
Participants were highly familiar with insurance
as an investment tool and raised several
targeted questions. This was also the
group that was the most communicative
regarding the utility of prepaid cards to access
and manage funds.
East Baltimore: The centrality of community was
the unique hallmark for this session, consistent
with the fact that the meeting was held as
part of a neighborhood association meeting.
Financial health was described primarily in
terms of community. A healthy community
would be clean and cohesive, composed of
a high percentage of traditional families and
have a positive mindset regarding schools and
education (highly valuing).
Identifying Facilitators of Community
Financial Health
At the close of each session, the community
participants were asked to form small groups
and come up with a singular idea that they felt
would impact community financial health in a
positive way if they were given funding (ranging
from $250,000 to $500,000, depending on
the group). The commonalities across these
independent discussions were as follows:
• Create a community resource space
•Offer training and information related
to finances, employment training/
career development and educational
enhancement
• Include multigenerational space and
programs (adults, teens and children)
• Include recreational as well as training and
educational opportunities
There was a clear emphasis on the need for
financial knowledge and discussion beginning
with children in order for community financial
health to be effectively addressed. None of the
groups deemed financial literacy or knowledge
as independently sufficient for community
financial health.

“

There was a clear emphasis
on the need for financial
knowledge and discussion
beginning with children in
order for community financial
health to be effectively
addressed.

”

In addition to these five common plans, two
of the community forums explicitly wanted
to include business incubation (providing
seed money and training for localized small
businesses) as an essential to financial health for
the community. One of the sessions identified
the need to create a program specifically for
veterans and the homeless, in addition to the
general population of adults, teens and children.
As an analogy, financial deserts are like
traditional deserts in that there appears to be
no viable activity, but closer inspection reveals
viability – just not what might be considered
normative. The import of this statement is
that communities viewed as financial deserts
have created adapted models to meet financial
needs that may not look familiar or be readily
recognized. Any work in communities
needs to identify and work with the existing
financial models.
Synthesis and Recommendations
The findings from the community sessions are
supported through the literature, notably the
research on attitudes toward traditional financial
institutions and the growing and frequent use of
AFSPs. Studies point to the increase in costs of
banking and associated fees as being one of the
drivers moving individuals away from banks and
to AFSPs. Community residents were consistent
and vocal in their mistrust and distance from
banks for these very reasons.
While financial analysts presume that AFSPs
are a detriment to communities, as reflected
in the defining of financial deserts, community
participants were ambivalent. While they
consistently labeled these providers as
predatory in their practices, some residents
also noted the utility of these institutions and
preference for them over banks. This complex

relationship and the utility of AFSPs for
communities need to be more
fully understood.
Other areas in which the literature was in
alignment with themes from community forums
were the following:
•C
 onceptualizing financial health: A
community’s concept of financial health
was broadly defined in terms of being able
to meet fundamental needs and achieve
personal goals. This seems to reflect the
high proportion of income that is needed to
meet those basic needs, most challenging
for all but high-income households.
•F
 inancial vulnerability: The sense of being
financially vulnerable as expressed by
community participants also mirrors the
reality of economic upheaval and
downturns documented in the literature.
Living one paycheck or one emergency
away from being unable to meet basic
financial demands and in jeopardy of
becoming part of the corps of the
unbanked or underbanked would leave one
feeling vulnerable.

“

Financial deserts are like
traditional deserts in that
there appears to be no viable
activity, but closer inspection
reveals viability – just not
what might be considered
normative.

”

While current trends suggest a turn to
technology and knowledge as effective
strategies to improve community financial
health, community-generated solutions instead
focus more closely on creating community
cohesion, modifying community norms and
expanding the resources and economic base for
communities. Further, based on the reported
limited financial literacy among community
participants, technological innovations may only
further exacerbate financial vulnerability and
distance communities from tools for financial
health. On the other hand, the acceptance and
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use of online banking and other technology
among the community participants signal that
technological innovations would likely be used,
or at least considered, by some segments of
communities.
Based on the review of the literature and the
findings from the community conversations,
the following process and programmatic
recommendations are made:
•M
 ore “ground roots” research: While the
findings from the community forums align
well with existing literature, capturing
more community narrative will enhance
understanding of financial deserts. The
more facets of the phenomenon that are
unearthed, the greater the potential to
identify effective programming.
•C
 are in rolling out financial technology
(Fintech): Advancing technology needs
to occur with care due to potential for
vendors to profit from the uptake of
new technology while transformation of
community financial health may not readily
follow. Education that accompanies the
rollout of more technology will be
critical here.
• Place-based research (primary and
secondary) needs to occur: While
communities have a number of similarities,
there are unique contexts that need to
be understood in developing programs
intended for community benefit. This would
include use of geographical information
systems technology to better understand
microeconomic conditions and community
assessment to determine the on-theground specific needs. Master Your Card
already has financial mapping and tracking
systems available that would assist in this
type of analysis – the Mastercard Retail
Location Insights tool.
•C
 ommunity financial support: Consideration
should be given to providing direct
resources to communities, beyond bringing
new programs and technologies, so that
communities can begin to implement their
own strategies for facilitating financial
health.
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The Concept of Financial Deserts
Emerging from the project is a compelling
rationale for a broader understanding of the
financial landscape within communities. Shifting
the lens for viewing financial deserts from an
institutional focus to a community-centric focus
makes it clear that considering geographic
areas in which there is not only a scarcity of
traditional financial (banking) institutions, but
also the presence of AFSPs (that are generally
characterized as predatory in nature) does not
go far enough in moving the work forward.
In the end, if economic equity is the goal, a
common conception, if not precise definition,
of the financial desert is necessary for effective
action to take place.
To that end, the following description/
conceptualization of financial deserts is
provided: A financial desert is a community
(geographically defined) where structural
barriers to accessing financial resources
exist (e.g., lack of institutions, discriminatory
practices, financial policies); where norms and
attitudes of the community (cultural context)
limit and/or leave absent the presence of
financial discourse among social networks;
where community economic investment is either
absent or is present, but does not benefit the
community itself; where there is limited access
to affordable credit; and where there are few
or minimal relationships between community
members and the financial institutions that drive
economic development.
With this broader frame in mind, stakeholder
groups – financial institutions, communities,
governments, advocacy organizations, and
financial and technological innovators – can
begin to examine the spaces where financially
underserved populations are concentrated
enough to form what could be conceptualized
as financial deserts and work together to
identify solutions that best fit their needs and
aspirations. Further, prevention is better than
intervention as it relates to any health issues;
financial health is no different. This same
concept can be used to help develop spaces
that are fortified against becoming financial
deserts and foster financial equity.
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