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Wealth inequality is extreme in the United 
States, having increased over the last four de-
cades (Saez and Zucman 2020), and the gap be-
tween races is especially pronounced, with 
Whites holding six or more times the net worth 
of Blacks (Aladangady, Chang, and Krimmel 
2023; Bhutta et al. 2020). Racial wealth inequal-
ity is built into the country’s history and into 
current social and economic structures. It is 
purposeful and persistent. Despite passage of 
economic reforms and various civil rights bills, 
racial wealth inequality remains shockingly 
high (Fergus and Shanks 2022; Shapiro, Me-
schede, and Osoro 2013).

What might be a solution? A majority of 
Black adults in the United States (77 percent) 
think that descendants of people enslaved in 
the country should be compensated in some 
way, and 30 percent of all U.S. adults now agree 
with this position (Pew Research Center 2022). 
The percentages reflect a notable recent change 
in public awareness and opinions regarding 
reparations. Never since the unfulfilled pledge 
of forty acres and a mule (Oubre 1978) and the 
uneven allotment of land under the Homestead 
Act (Williams 2003; Williams Shanks 2005)—
during and after the Civil War—have repara-
tions been as much on the table for policy con-
sideration (for a fuller account, see Darity et al. 
2024, this issue).

Americans who support reparations were re-
cently asked about particular forms and pur-
poses of repayment. Among surveyed Blacks, 
76 percent supported financial assistance in 
buying or remodeling a home, 77 percent sup-
ported financial assistance for starting or im-
proving a business, and 80 percent supported 
educational scholarships (Pew Research Center 

2022). These findings highlight two key sugges-
tions from the Black community. First, repara-
tions should be provided in the form of sub-
stantial fund disbursements that are owned 
and controlled by recipients. Second, a signifi-
cant number of Black individuals expressed a 
preference for utilizing these payments to cre-
ate assets that can contribute to long-term 
growth and development.

The highest priority of reparations should 
be autonomy. As noted in the introduction to 
this issue (Darity et al. 2024) and described else-
where (Darity and Mullen 2020), a direct mon-
etary component is important because of its 
symbolism and autonomy given that many 
Black Americans have been deprived of such 
self-determination during most of U.S. history. 
Similarly, the introduction emphasizes that re-
cipients should be allowed to use any disburse-
ment for purposes they choose without pater-
nalistic micromanagement.

In addition, it may be beneficial to support 
a portfolio of disbursements to enable Blacks 
to protect and grow their assets, which they 
could use to develop their families and com-
munities. Ideally, the uses of such funds would 
be consistent with best practices for expanding 
postsecondary access and success, supporting 
homeownership and home repair, and promot-
ing business start-up and improvement while 
intentionally sustaining Black-run institutions 
that enable success in these areas (Williams 
Shanks, Boddie, and Rice 2010; Williams 
Shanks, Boddie, and Wynn 2015). This study 
explores different forms for the delivery of rep-
arations and proposes that Child Development 
Account (CDA) policy—a carefully designed 
and tested asset-building policy for children—
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provides a structural model that can inform ef-
fective delivery and sustainable growth of repa-
rations.

Delivery Vision and Op tions
For reparations, it matters how payments and 
resulting assets will be delivered and controlled 
by Black families, and what the funds accom-
plish over time in reducing wealth disparities 
and generating social and economic develop-
ment in Black families and communities. The 
vision aims for sustained advances in equity 
and long-term well-being.

In this understanding, reparations aim to 
atone for slavery and to mitigate slavery’s eco-
nomic, social, and political harms, which did 
not end with slavery’s abolition. They have 
been carried forward and expressed in Jim 
Crow policies (DuBois 1970), racist policing, 
mass incarceration of Blacks (Alexander 
2010), redlining, voting suppression in many 
forms, and other discriminatory practices. 
These conditions continue into the present, 
severely undercutting the ability of Black fam-
ilies to participate in and benefit from Amer-
ican institutions. In other words, slavery did 
not merely steal wealth. It also reduced op-
portunities, lifespans, and freedom of self-
determination (see Wrigley-Field 2024). We 
suggest that reparations should be guided by 
the large vision that Black families can reach 
their full potential in access to all of America’s 
institutions. In short, this vision goes beyond 
a focus on the amount of a direct cash pay-
ment. It also attends to effective delivery, pro-
tection, and growth of assets over time.

Ultimately, decisions about reparations de-
livery will determine the policy’s objectives, ef-
fectiveness, and impacts. Detailed consider-
ations for reparations design have been 
discussed by others (Darity and Mullen 2022; 
Logan 2023). What are the policy design op-
tions? To set a frame for discussion, we identify 
three major alternatives: reparations in the 
form of direct cash transfer without an account 
structure, reparations in the form of resources 
held in a trust fund, and reparations in the 
form of assets held in a savings plan structure. 
Each has advantages and disadvantages, which 
we briefly summarize in the next section.

Direct Cash Payment
Many discussions of reparations assume a cash 
payment or payments (for example, Darity and 
Mullen 2022; Darity, Mullen, and Hubbard 
2023). A large, one-time cash transfer seems to 
be assumed in many reparations discussions. 
A possible alternative is a series of smaller pay-
ments over time (Darity, Mullen, and Slaughter 
2022). The large advantages of cash payments 
are delivering assets directly into the hands of 
recipients and making them available for im-
mediate use with no need to design asset hold-
ing and investment arrangements. The major 
disadvantage is risk of asset depletion and 
losses. In general and on average, humans are 
not very good at asset management (Frydman 
and Camerer 2016). This is the reason Andrew 
Carnegie created TIAA (a savings plan), so that 
college professors would not be living in pov-
erty in old age. The cash approach to repara-
tions delivery would provide no policy support 
for asset protection and growth. Thus it is more 
of a point-in-time distribution than a policy 
structure. Nevertheless, it is a viable option. If 
families prefer to take reparations as cash, this 
choice should always be available.

Assets in a Trust Fund
Some proposals for wealth distribution and 
holding take the form of a trust fund, which can 
take many, varied forms and involve diverse ar-
rangements. In general, a trust fund refers to an 
instrument whereby wealth is held by an over-
seer (in a federal policy, this would likely be the 
federal government), to be paid out to individ-
ual beneficiaries at some future time. A trust 
fund may or may not keep track of individual 
wealth as “notional” individual accounts.

For a historical example of a racial wealth 
trust fund, we turn to Individual Indian Money 
accounts, which were originally set up by the 
Department of the Interior, Bureau of Indian 
Affairs, to manage funds “paid” to American 
Indians following passage of the Dawes Act of 
1877 and to hold other funding flows in subse-
quent years. However, the accounts were 
grossly mismanaged by the federal govern-
ment, with most records severely damaged or 
lost. Legal challenges arose near the end of the 
twentieth century, led by Elouise Cobell, a 
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Blackfeet from Montana. The Bureau of Indian 
Affairs dragged their feet. In her older years, 
Cobell finally agreed to a settlement of $3.4 bil-
lion as compensation for lost assets valued at 
many times that amount. This partial remedy 
is now being used constructively by Native 
Americans, but most of the losses will never be 
recovered (for a chronology of this policy disas-
ter, see Friends Committee on National Legisla-
tion 2016).

A parallel to this tragic loss of racial wealth 
is the failure of the Freedman’s Bank during 
the collapse of Reconstruction and severe de-
pression of 1874. The bank failure was due in 
part to the largely White board of directors 
making questionable loans to friends and busi-
ness partners (Fergus and Shanks 2022; Oubre 
1978). These lost deposits were not in a trust 
fund but instead overseen in a similar spirit by 
the federal government. Black savers lost all 
their wealth, and many did not trust banks for 
generations thereafter. Overall, the U.S. govern-
ment has an unfortunate history in managing 
funds on behalf of communities of color. Per-
haps this could be different in the twenty-first 
century, but little policy experience suggests 
that.

Advantages of the trust fund idea are that it 
has the appearance of asset protection (via gov-
ernment oversight) and can result in a predict-
able payout. Also, investments can be purpose-
fully conservative, with the aim of avoiding 
declining asset values. Disadvantages are that 
appearances of protection and stability may be 
misleading; highly conservative investments, 
such as U.S. Treasury bonds, may not promote 
long-term asset growth; the government does 
not have expertise in management of accounts 
earmarked for specific individuals for invest-
ment growth; and practical applications in 
overseeing a trust fund can be daunting and 
limit autonomy. For example, identification of 
trust beneficiaries and effective distribution of 
funds over long time periods may be easy to 
take for granted, but are in fact huge practical 
challenges. For these reasons, clear individual 
ownership, accounting, and control, along with 
potential for asset growth over time, may be a 
better policy design than a government-
managed trust fund.

Assets in a Savings Plan Structure
A third policy option would be for reparations 
to create or adapt a savings plan structure 
guided by a public policy but using private-
sector asset management with full property 
rights (control) by individuals. In such a struc-
ture, direct cash payments would flow into in-
dividual accounts. Good examples are the fed-
eral Thrift Savings Plan and state-level college 
savings (529) plans. Employment-based savings 
plans, such as 401(k)s and their variations are 
also examples. Ideally, a savings plan structure 
for reparations would have automatic enroll-
ment (with an option to opt out at any time), 
sensible investment options, an experienced 
and trusted asset manager, low fees, asset 
growth, and investment targets to achieve indi-
vidual and family goals. Such accounts would 
be overseen and regulated by a federal agency 
charged with administering Black reparations 
and representing the Black community.

For example, in the SEED OK experiment, 
one family in more than 1,300 in the treatment 
group has opted out during the past seventeen 
years, which may indicate both the importance 
of this financial autonomy and the potential of 
a savings plan structure to serve a broad popu-
lation effectively over time.

Reparations policy delivery is likely to in-
volve larger amounts of money and may have 
more individuals seeking their funds in cash. 
These withdrawals should always occur with-
out penalty or loss of funds. At the same time, 
participants should be informed about the 
potential for asset protection and growth 
within the savings plan, and the risks of pred-
atory agents who may emerge to encourage 
cash withdrawals. The latter is a serious con-
cern, though already familiar in the financial 
lives of most marginal people, who are typi-
cally careful about finance because they need 
to be.

A key advantage of the savings plan struc-
ture is that the assets are owned and controlled 
by individuals. Also, as with the Thrift Savings 
Plan and 529 plans, assets in a structured repa-
rations plan would be managed by well-
established and trusted asset-management 
firms chosen through competitive contracting. 
In the United States, the capacity for such asset 
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management is highly developed. Large asset-
management firms, such as TIAA and Van-
guard, offer investment skill, effective delivery, 
and low fees. They are widely trusted. It is also 
important to point out that the considerable 
assets to be managed in any reparations policy 
would give the reparations agency leverage to 
negotiate on behalf of participants for both 
asset-building protections and very low invest-
ment fees. Such leverage would otherwise be 
unavailable to individuals in the marketplace. 
In sum, a savings plan structure would provide 
policy support for sustainable asset growth and 
development while allowing individual access 
to the funds at any time.

The major disadvantage of such a structure 
is the potential for poor investment perfor-
mance. For example, average stock market re-
turns over the past century are about 10 percent 
per year (about 7 percent after adjusting for in-
flation), but the average individual investor 
earns about half this amount, primarily be-
cause of individual stock trading. More trading 
leads to lower returns (Barber and Odean 2000). 
Most active professional fund managers also 
underperform the overall market (yet charge 
fees for this service). In contrast, savings plan 
administrators have learned to promote ac-
count stability by using index funds (minimiz-
ing trading of individual stocks) and tools in 
behavioral finance (especially opt-out instead 
of opt-in) to reinforce investing practices that 
build assets over time.

Although no policy design can be perfect, 
the combination of federal oversight with 
strong Black representation, contracting with 
a large and trusted asset manager, and individ-
ual ownership of accounts with full property 
rights creates capacities that can lead to policy 
effectiveness.

In this study, we explore a savings plan 
structure for reparations delivery, with a focus 
on Child Development Accounts as a model for 
universal asset-building policy. It is important 
to note that CDAs are not a Black reparations 
policy and were not designed for reparations 
delivery. However, the research, development, 
and implementation of CDAs may offer in-
sights for effective delivery of Black repara-
tions.

The CDA Policy Model: Implications 
for Effective Delivery of Reparations
CDAs are investment accounts that provide fi-
nancial access and subsidies to promote wealth 
accumulation starting with all children, includ-
ing economically disadvantaged and minori-
tized children (Sherraden 1991). They target fi-
nancial exclusion and wealth disparities. The 
original proposal for CDAs addressed the strip-
ping of Black American assets and other his-
torical harms and recommended substantial 
public deposits, which would be more than 
$30,000 per child in today’s dollars (Sherraden 
1991). The CDA policy was conceived to accu-
mulate assets for education, entrepreneurship, 
homeownership, and other development pur-
poses, though most CDA policies in the United 
States today designate assets for postsecondary 
education (Sherraden and Clancy 2005; Sher-
raden, Clancy, and Beverly 2018).

Policy interest in CDAs is growing (GAO 
2020). CDAs have been adopted in various 
forms in Canada, Israel, Korea, Singapore, 
United Kingdom, and other countries (Huang, 
Zou, and Sherraden 2020). In the United States, 
the policies and programs have been created in 
states, cities, communities, and school sys-
tems. Seven states—California, Illinois, Maine, 
Nebraska, Nevada, Pennsylvania, and Rhode 
Island—have adopted statewide, universal CDA 
policies by legislation or administrative rule. 
All of these policies are built on transformed 
529 college savings plans (Clancy, Sherraden, 
and Beverly 2019a, 2019b). More than five mil-
lion children in the United States already have 
assets in CDAs, and this number grows auto-
matically each year with new birth cohorts 
(Huang et al. 2021; Prosperity Now 2023).

Statewide CDA policies in the United States 
are characterized by ten core features designed 
to ensure that the accounts are universal, pro-
gressive, potentially lifelong, and built on an 
efficient, scalable, and stable policy platform 
capable of promoting asset accumulation for 
development purposes (Clancy and Beverly 
2017; Clancy et al. 2019a, 2019b; Sherraden, 
Clancy, and Beverly 2018). The features are 
summarized in table 1, and synergy among 
them is a foundation for asset building.

CDAs are able to accumulate funds from 
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Table 1. Ten Core Features of the CDA Policy Model

Core Feature Definition

Centralized savings plan State-contracted organizations use a central platform to oversee CDAs 
and investments. In the United States, this has been accomplished 
through state 529 plans, which allow for statewide partnership, stream-
lined operations, efficiency, and economies of scale. With 529 plans al-
ready established in forty-nine states, they are an ideal financial plat-
form for CDAs. The plans offer state sponsorship for full inclusion and 
smooth policy operation and implementation, legal and accounting 
frameworks to facilitate asset accumulation (such as savings protection, 
account restrictions, and tax reporting), centralized administration for 
efficient accounting and recordkeeping, and simplified investment op-
tions for potential growth.

Universal eligibility Under a jurisdiction’s policy, all children within that jurisdiction are eligi-
ble for CDAs. If a national CDA policy were implemented, all children in 
the country would be included. In addition to eliminating the costs asso-
ciated with eligibility assessment and recruitment, universal eligibility 
enables automatic enrollment. Full inclusion promotes program effi-
ciency, public support, and sustainability. This is a universal structure 
for CDAs, but we are not saying that reparations should be a universal 
policy. The policy structure lends itself to reparations because all chil-
dren would be in the program and any targeted flows of funds would go 
to whomever was eligible.

Automatic enrollment The CDA program automatically enrolls individuals by default, with the 
option to opt out. Automatic enrollment relieves participants from the 
responsibility of actively signing up for the program and eliminates the 
issue of financial exclusion (Clancy et al. 2019a, 2019b).

Automatic initial deposit On automatic enrollment, all participants receive a significant initial de-
posit. This automatic deposit spares participants the burden of having 
to apply to receive the funds and is a fundamental platform for asset 
growth over time.

At-birth start and lifelong State birth records serve as the sole, centralized source of information, al-
lowing CDA administrators to automatically enroll beneficiaries at birth 
and thereby maximizing the potential for asset growth over time. Fur-
thermore, birth records offer an efficient means of achieving automatic 
and universal enrollment, which is another valuable benefit. Opened ac-
counts create the potential for lifelong participation.

Automatic progressive 
subsidy

Children from low-income and disadvantaged backgrounds receive addi-
tional deposits automatically to enhance asset accumulation over their 
lifetime. Various options are available—for example, a progressive de-
posit for each year of schooling completed or for each year of commu-
nity service, and savings matches.

Investment growth  
potential

CDA deposits are invested in funds that have the potential for long-term 
market appreciation so that beneficiaries can access the opportunities 
presented by such growth. The appreciation in the market can result in 
significant asset accumulation over time.

(continued)
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multiple sources. The funds can receive tax or 
direct benefits from government and can be ex-
cluded from eligibility screening for other pub-
lic benefits. Although not listed in table 1, fi-
nancial guidance and education services may 
be provided to improve families’ financial ca-
pability and functioning within CDAs. Table 2 
illustrates adoption of the CDA model features 
across states with CDA policies. We suggest 
that a policy with these core features might also 
be adopted or created to deliver reparations 
payments.

College savings plans were not originally de-
signed to be rolled out to a very large popula-
tion and in fact have been elitist and regressive, 
serving mostly families who are well off, with 
tax benefits (public subsidies) that are greater 
for the rich than the poor. But, as we document 
in this article, the 529 policy structure can be 
transformed to serve the whole population. If 
this kind of policy transformation can be 
achieved at scale, reaching all eligible people 
with reparations payments and asset building, 
the results could democratize wealth building 
institutions and change lives. Impacts could 

stretch across generations, as envisioned by 
early proponents of asset-based social policy 
(Sherraden 1991; Oliver and Shapiro 1995).

The SEED for Okl ahoma Kids 
E xperiment: Evidence to 
Support Effective Delivery 
of Bl ack Repar ations
Evidence is fundamental for the development 
of successful policy delivery. SEED for Okla-
homa Kids (SEED OK), a longitudinal, random-
ized CDA experiment launched in 2007, pro-
vides rigorous evidence to inform this 
discussion.

Design of the Experiment: Sampling, 
Setting, Intervention
Currently in its seventeenth year (2007–2024) 
following a representative cohort of Oklahoma 
children, the SEED OK experiment is a large-
scale test of statewide CDAs, with a probability 
sample randomly drawn from infants born in 
2007 (Clancy et al. 2019b, 2021). The study ran-
domly selected 7,328 children; the primary 
caregivers (mainly mothers) of 2,704 of those 

Targeted investment  
options

Targeted investment options simplify CDA investments. The use of age-
based funds is one of the most effective ways to streamline program in-
vestments and facilitate family decision making. These funds are cus-
tomized to the beneficiary’s age and gradually shift investment 
allocations toward more conservative options as the beneficiary ap-
proaches higher education age (Clancy and Beverly 2017).

Targeted withdrawals Withdrawals of assets from CDAs can be directed toward specific goals 
and purposes. In state-level CDA policies based on 529 college savings 
plans, program contributions and earnings may only be withdrawn for 
postsecondary education expenses. Other CDA policies may have differ-
ent objectives for asset building. Targeted withdrawals align assets with 
specific developmental purposes such as higher education, homeowner-
ship, business development. Targets can also influence families’ atti-
tudes, behaviors, and efforts toward achieving these goals (Clancy et al. 
2019a).

Means-tested public  
benefit exclusions

Policies protect families’ assets and public-assistance benefits by prohib-
iting public programs from considering CDA funds when determining 
eligibility for means-tested benefits (Beverly and Clancy 2017).

Source: Authors’ tabulation based on Clancy, Sherraden, and Beverly 2019a.
Note: CDA = Child Development Account.

Table 1. (continued)

Core Feature Definition
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children agreed to participate (a participation 
rate of 38 percent). They were then randomly 
assigned into the treatment (n = 1,358) or con-
trol group (n = 1,346). SEED OK oversampled 
populations of color (African Americans, Amer-
ican Indians, and Hispanics): African Ameri-
cans were 17 percent of the sample, American 
Indians 19 percent, and Hispanics 17 percent. 
SEED OK mothers completed three waves of 
surveys: the first in fall 2007 through spring 
2008, the second in 2011, and the third in 2020.

The design of SEED OK is built on the core 
policy features discussed. CDAs in the experi-
ment use the centralized account structure of 
a state’s 529 college savings plan. In standard 
529 plans, all families are eligible. In Okla-
homa, as in other states, only about 6 percent 
participate, and most are already well off 
(Clancy et al. 2021; GAO 2012). Investment earn-
ings in 529 plan accounts are not subject to fed-
eral or state taxes if withdrawn for qualified 
educational expenses at postsecondary institu-
tions. In addition, many states offer income tax 
benefits for contributions to 529 plans.

The Oklahoma treasurer’s office automati-
cally opened a state-owned account for each 

CDA treatment child through the Oklahoma 
529 plan (OK 529), that is, treatment children 
are beneficiaries, and deposited $1,000 into 
each account. We preferred a larger initial CDA 
deposit, but this is what was possible with 
funding available for the experiment. Such a 
program deposit system could also be adapted 
to disburse reparations payments. Funds in 
these SEED OK accounts are invested in the 
age-based option, a mix of stock, bond, and 
capital-preservation funds. Withdrawals are 
sent directly to postsecondary educational in-
stitutions. Reparations payments could simi-
larly use this fund distribution strategy to sup-
port the asset-building purposes of Black 
families. Assets in these CDAs are not counted 
against asset limits of means-tested programs, 
such as the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program (Beverly and Clancy 2017).

Evidence from SEED OK
SEED OK is an experimental test of the CDA 
policy model. It was intentionally implemented 
to demonstrate that a simple low-touch model 
could reach a full population. Many important 
lessons emerge from this research.

Table 2. Features of State CDA Policies

Design Element California Illinois Maine Nebraska Nevada Pennsylvania
Rhode 
Island

Centralized savings plan ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔
Universal eligibilitya ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔
Automatic enrollmentb ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔
Automatic initial deposit ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔
At-birth start ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔
Automatic progressive subsidyc

Investment growth potential ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔
Targeted investment options ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔
Targeted withdrawals ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔
Public benefit exclusions ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔

Source: Authors’ analysis. 
Note: CDA = Child Development Account; ✔ = Yes.
a The CDA policy in Nevada excludes kindergarteners not enrolled in public schools. 
b Enrollment is automatic after parents check a box on the form to register birth certificates. This 
check-box approach has been called streamlined enrollment (Clancy and Beverly 2017). 
c CalKIDS, the California Kids Investment and Development Savings program, has a progressive fea-
ture that will add to the accounts of school-age students who were born in or after July 2022 and who 
received the at-birth deposit (Center for Social Development 2022; California Kids Investment and De-
velopment Savings Program 2023).
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Universal Inclusion Built on 
a Centralized Account
As the results in table 3 indicate, by the end of 
2022, the CDA in SEED OK had a very large im-
pact on OK 529 account holding, the outcome 
indicator for universal inclusion in a central-
ized account system. Altogether, 99.9 percent 
of treatment children and 4.7 percent of control 
children have an OK 529 account (p < .001). (The 
experiment did not prevent control children 
from having regular OK 529 accounts.) Thus, 
SEED OK successfully achieved near-universal 
529 account holding among the targeted popu-
lation sample by automatically opening ac-
counts right after the birth of the children. If 
this can be done for a random sample, it can 
be done for all. A strategy similar to the CDA 
policy model could be used to create an ac-
count structure containing and managing rep-
arations funds for all eligible Black individuals 
and families, with accounts fully owned and 
controlled by participants.

A Long-Term, Stable, Sustainable 
Policy Structure
The SEED OK intervention is a very low touch 
in that the technical aspects of fund delivery—

account opening, deposits, and any future fund 
distributions—are fully automated. Annual fi-
nancial data generated from the program over 
the previous fifteen years document that this 
account holding structure is both stable and 
sustainable (see figure 1). Limited administra-
tive costs have been incurred in the program 
since the accounts were opened, making it also 
a promising option in terms of administrative 
and management costs for delivery of Black 
reparations and building wealth for Black fam-
ilies. Again, this may illustrate the advantage 
of transforming an existing policy structure to 
reach a universal population.

Successful Fund Accumulation 
from Multiple Sources
The data in table 3 illustrate the effectiveness 
of the CDA policy model in delivering funds 
from multiple sources to the target population, 
with treatment children having a mean balance 
of $3,939 across all OK 529 accounts. The bal-
ance amounts to approximately 3.5 times that 
of control children ($1,132). This was made pos-
sible through the combination of funds from 
multiple sources, including automatic initial 
deposits of $1,000 for nearly all treatment par-

Table 3. Financial Outcomes in OK 529 Accounts for SEED OK Children, December 31, 2022 
(N = 2,704)

Outcome
Treatment  
(n = 1,358)

Control  
(n = 1,346)

Treatment  
minus Control

p-Value of 
Difference

OK 529 accounts of any typea

Account holding (percentage) 99.9 4.7 95.2 <.001
Mean balance (dollars) 3,939 1,132 2,807 <.001
Median balance (dollars) 2,238 0 2,238 <.001

Multiple funding sources
Mean program deposit (dollars) 2,245 0 2,245 <.001
Median program deposit (dollars) 2,220 0 2,220 <.001
Mean parent deposit balance (dollars) 1,542 769 773 <.05
Median parent deposit balance (dollars) 0 0 0
Mean earnings (dollars) 1,520 348 1,172 <.001
Median earnings (dollars) 1,049 0 1,049 <.001

Source: Authors’ tabulation.
Note: OK 529 = Oklahoma 529 College Savings Plan; SEED OK = SEED for Oklahoma Kids. Analyses 
are weighted to make each study group (treatment and control) representative of the full population in 
terms of a few basic characteristics available from birth records.
a OK 529 accounts include state-owned, parent-owned, and other-owned accounts.
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ticipants, automatic progressive deposits of 
$600 for selected low-income participants, sav-
ings matches from the program, parent and 
family deposits, and investment earnings over 
time.

Among these fund sources, we pay special 
attention to the automatic initial deposits 
($1,000 in SEED OK). Payments for Black repa-
rations could be offered in a similar way via a 
federal policy or something like it. The delivery 
of automatic initial deposits in SEED OK shows 
that CDA policy can distribute funds univer-
sally (initial deposits to all treatment partici-
pants), as well as create subsidies for selectively 
targeted groups (matching the savings deposits 
of low-income participants). This successful 
fund delivery system could be replicated in a 
system for Black reparations, and also accom-
modate possible variations in eligibility by pro-
gram feature.

Promotion of Wealth Building
Table 3 also presents data on the investment 
earnings for treatment and control participants 
over a fifteen-year span (2007–2022). The mean 
earnings in all OK 529 accounts was approxi-
mately 4.4 times higher for the treatment par-
ticipants than for control participants, amount-
ing to totals of $1,520 and $348 respectively. 
This documents that the CDA policy structure 

can promote wealth accumulation through in-
vestment options in the market. A closer look 
at the data reveals that $1,048 of the total invest-
ment earnings (69 percent) for treatment par-
ticipants were generated from program depos-
its. The initial deposit amount more than 
doubled due to investment earnings. That mat-
ters a great deal for SEED OK youth with CDAs 
and would generate even more wealth with a 
larger initial deposit. This would likely matter 
even more in the case of reparations payments. 
Figure 2 provides a visual representation of the 
data, highlighting the potential for wealth 
growth if program deposits are utilized prop-
erly. Under a Black reparations policy struc-
tured to accord with the CDA model, payments 
could be distributed as initial deposits. The 
CDA experimental data document wealth ac-
cumulation over time. (It may be helpful to em-
phasize that this is not a simulation; the policy 
experiment has accomplished this.)

Black reparations proposals differ on the 
amount of cash payments and, therefore, on 
impacts on asset accumulation and capacity to 
reduce the racial wealth gap. If a reparation 
payment equivalent to $30,000 in today’s dol-
lars—the amount specified in the original CDA 
proposal (Sherraden 1991)—had been depos-
ited into the SEED OK account for an eligible 
Black family in 2007, the payment would have 

Figure 1. A Long-Term, Stable, and Sustainable Account-Holding Structure

Source: Authors’ tabulation based on SEED for Oklahoma Kids experiment account data.
Note: OK 529 = Oklahoma 529 College Savings Plan. Analyses are weighted to make each study group 
(treatment and control) representative of the full population in terms of a few basic characteristics 
available from birth records.
*OK 529 accounts include state-owned, parent-owned, and other-owned accounts.
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grown to more than $60,000 by the end of 2022. 
This amount would have reduced the 2021 me-
dian wealth gap between Black and White fam-
ilies by nearly 40 percent, and the mean wealth 
gap by about 7 percent.

Promotion of Social and  
Economic Development
Historical and structural racism have produced 
racial disparities in both wealth accumulation 
and human development (Oliver and Shapiro 
1995). The pronounced racial wealth gap fuels 
educational and health inequities by constrain-
ing opportunities for development in Black 
families. In SEED OK, the designated asset 
building for children’s postsecondary educa-
tion demonstrates the impacts of CDAs on so-
cial, behavioral, and mental health develop-
ment. These positive experimental effects 
occur even before the CDA assets are used for 
postsecondary education. Analyses of data 
from the SEED OK wave 2 survey (conducted in 
2011) indicate that the tested CDA policy sus-
tained high expectations for children’s educa-
tion (Kim et al. 2015), reduced the intensity of 
maternal depressive symptoms (Huang, Sher-
raden, and Purnell 2014), reduced punitive par-
enting practices (Huang, Nam, et al. 2019), and 
improved children’s early social-emotional de-
velopment (Huang, Sherraden, Kim, et al. 
2014). The sizes of CDA effects on these out-
comes—approximately 0.10—were similar to 
effect sizes for Early Head Start, Head Start, 

and other early childhood interventions 
(Huang, Beverly, et al. 2019; Huang, Nam, et al. 
2019; Huang, Sherraden, and Purnell 2014).

Moreover, some effect sizes were larger for 
the low-income subsample than for the full 
sample, indicating that those treatment effects 
were greater for families with disadvantaged 
backgrounds (Huang, Beverly, et al. 2019; Huang, 
Nam, et al. 2019; Huang, Sherraden, and Pur-
nell 2014). This suggests that the policy model 
may lessen some child-development disparities 
caused by social, structural, and historical in-
equality.

A Foundation for Building  
Financial Capability
The SEED OK intervention does not offer direct 
financial guidance services to promote partici-
pants’ financial capability, although some CDA 
programs have done so. Nevertheless, SEED OK 
research demonstrates that a universal and 
centralized account system efficiently creates 
premises for individuals to develop financial 
knowledge and skills, accumulate assets, and 
manage financial resources. For example, fi-
nancial knowledge and skills are positively re-
lated to asset-building outcomes only in the 
treatment group, such as additional private ac-
count opening and deposits (Huang et al. 2015; 
Huang, Nam, and Sherraden 2013). Moreover, 
the CDA intervention positively increased both 
asset- and debt-product use among treatment 
mothers age eighteen to twenty-four, suggest-

Figure 2. Wealth Growth of CDA Initial Deposit over Fifteen Years

Source: Authors’ tabulation based on SEED for Oklahoma Kids experiment account data.
Note: CDA = Child Development Account.
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ing improvements in overall financial function-
ing (Huang et al. 2022). In sum, CDA policy gen-
erates opportunities to practice financial 
knowledge and skills and has positive impacts 
on financial capability. This suggests that, by 
promoting financial capability, a similar policy 
model could support Black reparations fami-
lies in household finances.

The Potential of a CDA 
Delivery Model to Promote 
Ra cial We alth Equalit y
We have used the core CDA features and em-
pirical evidence from SEED OK to demonstrate 
a potential policy structure for the effective de-
livery of Black reparations. If adapted for that 
purpose, the model has the potential to reduce 
the racial wealth gap and improve family out-
comes.

Evidence of this is presented in table 4, 
which reports findings from SEED OK wave-3 
data on the relationships among race (Black 
versus White) homeownership, retirement ac-
count ownership, 529 account ownership, and 
529 asset balance, by CDA treatment status. 
Among the four wealth indictors, 529 account 
ownership and 529 asset balance are the tar-
geted outcomes of SEED OK, and the results 
demonstrate no difference by race among treat-
ment households (panel A). Other assets do not 
show the same effect. These data illustrate how 
the CDA intervention in SEED OK creates a sup-
portive institutional setting and policy struc-
tures to improve the targeted financial out-

comes among Black children and to eliminate 
the racial wealth gap on these indicators. We 
do not want to overstate the meaning; CDA pol-
icy cannot do everything; but on the targeted 
intervention, the result is no racial wealth gap.

For the control group (panel B), which might 
be thought of as business as usual, race was 
negatively and statistically significantly associ-
ated with three outcomes—homeownership, 
retirement account ownership, and 529 ac-
count ownership. The Black-White compari-
sons on the control-group wealth outcomes re-
flect historical and ongoing racial wealth 
disparities.

These results suggest that CDAs achieve the 
modest wealth effects intended, leading to the 
observation that the right policies and struc-
tures can reduce the racial gap on targeted 
wealth outcomes. To generalize the evidence, 
when Blacks are in the same institutional struc-
tures as Whites, wealth outcomes can also be 
the same. And his reasoning can be extended: 
wealth outcomes for Black children would 
likely be more positive if a universal CDA pol-
icy, or something like it, were paired with tar-
geted reparations.

In sum, the CDA policy model addresses 
wealth inequality by race with modest yet iden-
tifiably positive impacts in 529 account holding 
and balances. Leveraging public and private 
funds to open accounts automatically for all 
children, the policy model has the potential to 
grow assets through large opening deposits, 
contributions at life milestones, savings 

Table 4. Racial Wealth Gaps by Treatment Status, 2020–2022

Wealth Outcome

Panel A: Treatment Panel B: Control

Black  
(n = 126)

White  
(n = 414)

Black  
(n = 139)

White  
(n = 386)

Assets with No Child Development Account
Homeownership (percentage yes) 21.43*** 65.70 22.30*** 69.17
Retirement account ownership (percentage yes) 49.33*** 77.24 47.50*** 75.29

Assets with Child Development Account
529 account ownership (percentage yes) 100.00 99.79 0.60*** 7.53
529 median asset balance (dollars) 2,219.79 2,236.04 0 0

Source: Authors’ tabulation based on SEED for Oklahoma Kids experiment account and wave-3 survey 
data.
***p < .001
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matches, tax benefits, and exemptions for 
public-benefit eligibility. CDAs are not repara-
tions, but they offer a policy model with inclu-
sive, positive effects for people of color, a model 
on which a reparations policy might be effec-
tively delivered with positive long-term im-
pacts.

Policy Delivery as Purposeful 
Structur al Change
Overall, evidence from SEED OK and CDA re-
search suggests that the model lends itself to a 
policy for delivering Black reparations. We 
summarize some key observations.

Centralized accounts can accomplish auto-
matic enrollment of all eligible reparations 
recipients into an integrated policy system.

With the development of reparations at dif-
ferent levels (such as schools, municipalities, 
states, and the federal government), the pos-
sibility of multiple, overlapping sets of eligibil-
ity rules further complicates the difficult pro-
cess of identifying eligible populations. A 
single, centralized account system could make 
the process streamlined, accurate, and syner-
gistic. A centralized policy would ensure effi-
cient and effective delivery of reparations to all 
who qualify and also create a framework to fa-
cilitate policy coherence and growth. For ex-
ample, a centralized policy might enable mul-
tiple municipalities to learn from success of a 
particular city.

Public oversight of a centralized account 
structure can ensure full inclusion, protec-
tions, low fees, effective delivery, and pru-
dent asset management.

As states demonstrate by state-level negotia-
tion and contracting with 529 asset managers, 
a centralized account structure affords lever-
age. States can use it to refine outreach, specify 
client protections, set low fees, and identify 
prudent investment options. Nothing like this 
would occur if individuals were left to negotiate 
for financial services in the market. States 
could use such leverage to specify a safe low-
cost account option prenegotiated to offer the 
best financial terms. Note that this would not 

detract from an individual’s right to opt out of 
a reparations account and participate directly 
in the financial marketplace, and some people 
might choose to do so.

Centralized accounts can receive and man-
age multiple funding flows.

It is important, in our view, that such a pub-
licly sponsored centralized account system 
have the capacity to receive funds from mul-
tiple reparations programs and multiple 
sources. Funds for reparations may come not 
just from public sponsorship, but also from 
the private-sector contributors, including cor-
porations. Nonprofit organizations, from 
schools and churches to professional associa-
tions and national interest groups, may also 
contribute. And a reparations policy should 
become a target of American philanthropy, 
from community foundations to large na-
tional foundations. A centralized account sys-
tem would make it relatively easy to track 
funds from all reparations programs and, 
through regular audits, to ensure that the 
money was used to support those who were 
eligible. A centralized account system with 
public sponsorship would also streamline im-
plementation and increase accountability and 
efficiency.

Additional funding flows are desirable as 
long as they are consistent with the reparations 
goal of closing the racial wealth gap. In this re-
gard, guidelines for direct giving and taxation 
would be needed. Those parameters would be 
designed to ensure progressivity and reduce 
economic inequality. For example, they should 
require that direct flows be progressive, with 
more going to the lowest income families, and 
perhaps impose an income-level cap. Any tax 
benefits for holding reparations assets would 
be available only up to a modest income level 
or with an overall cap.

Reparations funds should be distinct from 
individual-level funding.

Reparations assets would represent a soci-
etal commitment to greater equity, and this 
value is fundamental. Therefore, a reparations 
policy should account separately for individual-
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level contributions (whether from self, family, 
or friends). Reparations policy should maintain 
distinct accounting. Even if the reparations ac-
count is part of a larger asset-building struc-
ture, it should be partitioned as the reparations 
account to prevent those with greater resources 
or personal wealth to disproportionately ben-
efit from a reparations infrastructure. In other 
words, everyone, rich or poor, has the right to 
save and invest as they choose, but the repara-
tions policy framework serves a distinct social 
and economic purpose in seeking to reduce 
wealth inequality. And those eligible should be 
able to clearly identify funds that come to them 
as redress for racial injustice.

Delivery of a reparations policy could take 
the form of lifelong asset building, with in-
vestments for personal and family develop-
ment.

A reparations delivery strategy does not 
have to be limited to a single large payment. It 
can instead be a process for building and using 
assets over time. A secure financial platform 
with desirable features could facilitate that pro-
cess. Additionally, reparations policy could of-
fer different programs and provisions at differ-
ent stages of life. Multiple, sequenced 
reparations deposits would require a long-
term, stable, and sustainable account system. 
A lifelong account would provide a sustainable 
system to support the purposes of Black repa-
rations, and to maximize the wealth and social 
impacts for account holders. We emphasize 
that the current 529 policy structure does not 
have an age limit, and anyone can be a benefi-
ciary across the life cycle from birth to postre-
tirement life. In this way, the 529 structure 
might be a policy resource for reshaping life-
long asset accumulation and use, though ma-
jor federal policy revisions would be required. 
For example, multiple uses of CDA assets are 
very desirable, and these policy changes will be 
important (current federal legislation already 
envisions major expansion of 529 purposes). 
Because effective asset management and re-
cordkeeping are already in place within the 529 
structure, this could be a more efficient and 
feasible pathway than creating a new policy 
from scratch.

Reparations can promote narrowing of the 
racial wealth gap.

The account system for delivery of Black rep-
arations should include key design features, in-
cluding investments that allow for market ap-
preciation. Such features can, in turn, promote 
asset building over time and reduce the racial 
wealth gap.

As discussed, Black reparations proposals 
identify a wide range of asset-building goals 
and development purposes intended to enable 
each individual to reach their full potential. 
Homeownership, higher education, job train-
ing and employment, health care, retirement 
security, and entrepreneurship are among the 
specified purposes (Darity and Mullen 2022; 
Darity et al. 2023). The system might include 
mechanisms to connect reparations accounts 
with other publicly sponsored financial prod-
ucts for asset building and development (such 
as retirement savings accounts, college savings 
accounts, and health savings accounts). Addi-
tional programming and incentive policies 
could be implemented to encourage targeted 
withdrawals (such as withdrawals for college 
education, homeownership, and retirement). 
Significant resource investments in the Black 
community might in turn lead to institutions 
and systems that better support Black families 
and communities.

Asset accounts for reparations should create 
fair tax benefits.

Reparations payments would ideally not be 
subject to taxation. Holding the funds in a cen-
tralized account system would make tax treat-
ment more straightforward. In addition, the 
inherently regressive nature of tax benefits 
should be offset by direct public benefits (a re-
fundable or negative tax) for low-income ac-
count holders who have little or no tax liability.

Reparations in asset accounts should offer 
public-benefit exclusions.

Some discussions have proposed reducing 
sums paid for reparations by the value of ben-
efits received from social welfare and assis-
tance (Darity and Mullen 2022). The implica-
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tions of this adjustment are not completely 
clear and require further investigation. None-
theless, we suggest that reparations should not 
interfere with recipients’ rights to social-
welfare entitlement programs.

These observations are consistent with the 
core features of the CDA policy model summa-
rized in table 1. As figure 3 illustrates, the 
model suggests that CDAs with these ten fea-
tures can support purposeful structural 
changes toward racial wealth equality through 
Black reparations.

Bl ack Parents’ Views on 
CDA s as a Policy Model
A system for reparations delivery should have 
the general approval of Black families and 
communities. In the SEED OK wave-3 survey, 
Black parents reported strong support for the 
features of the CDA policy. As a thought ex-
periment on creating asset-building policies 
for children, the survey asked 285 Black par-
ents in both the treatment and control groups 
to assess the importance of nine policy fea-
tures. Although those surveyed in the control 
group (n = 149) did not receive CDAs, results 
from the two groups were similar. More than 
three-quarters of the Black parents surveyed in 

each group endorsed each of the features (fig-
ure 4).

One way to interpret these results is that the 
policy design work paid off; the policy features 
are popular regardless of the respondents’ ex-
perience with the SEED OK treatment. The re-
sults may also lend strength to the suggestion 
that this particular CDA policy model might 
find other productive applications, including 
perhaps as a platform for delivery of repara-
tions.

Limitations
Some limitations should be noted. First, our 
evidence on the SEED OK CDAs does not lend 
itself to recommendations for reparations eli-
gibility, the amount of reparations funds, or 
the identification of eligible families. A delivery 
structure similar to the CDA policy model, how-
ever, may be able to effectively distribute repa-
rations payments to all eligible families.

Second, the ideal reparations delivery sys-
tem should be based on a federal policy struc-
ture that covers all eligible families. The SEED 
OK CDAs and statewide CDA policies that fol-
lowed are based on state policy platforms. 
However, federal legislation oversees state 529 
policies, and it is therefore possible to think 

Figure 3. CDAs as a Policy Structure for Black Reparations

Source: Authors’ tabulation.
Note: CDA = Child Development Account. 
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about a nationwide CDA policy in this format. 
Whether a reparations policy might build on 
this policy option, we do not take a position.

Third, when compared with ideal repara-
tions payments, the $1,000 initial program de-
posit in the SEED OK experiment is very small. 
In this regard, the experimental data presented 
here does not speak to larger public funding. 
As noted, the original CDA model proposed a 
much larger program transfer (approximately 
$30,000), but it was not possible to implement 
this in the SEED OK policy experiment due to 
resource limitations. However, the data and 
outcomes do inform an automatic enrollment 
and deposit mechanisms, which could also be 
used for reparations payments.

Fourth, some design features in the SEED 
OK CDAs may not be suitable for a savings plan 
structure for Black reparations. For instance, 
CDAs are built on 529 plans, and assets in the 
plans can only be used for postsecondary edu-
cation, and this is only one of the asset-building 
goals of Black families. Other long-term objec-
tives are also desirable, including homeowner-
ship, entrepreneurship, and long-term social 
protection. In this regard, a new federal provi-
sion allows rollovers of 529 assets into Roth 
IRAs for retirement security. Additional policy 
adjustments would be needed to create a CDA-
like policy structure for reparations delivery.

Conclusions
The idea of Black reparations is not new, but 
it has gained renewed momentum due to 
tragic racial events and ensuing discussions 
about racial equity. Constructive policy pro-
posals, most notably reparations, are drawing 
more serious consideration. Several U.S. cities 
have undertaken Black reparations initiatives. 
In 2019, the City of Evanston, Illinois, became 
the first in the country to approve a plan to 
provide reparations to its Black residents, and 
the chair of its reparations committee called 
for a federal policy to address Black repara-
tions (see Newton and Nelsen 2024, this issue; 
Davies, Jackson, and Knight 2024, this issue). 
Recently, a city-appointed reparations com-
mittee in San Francisco recommended a large 
cash payment to each eligible Black resident. 
The committee also suggested guaranteed an-
nual income of $97,000 and homes for quali-
fied recipients (Har 2023). Other cities—such 
as Asheville, North Carolina, Detroit, Michi-
gan, St. Louis, Missouri, and Providence, 
Rhode Island—have passed resolutions to 
study the issue of reparations and explore po-
tential solutions (Associated Press 2021; Afana 
2023; Detroit City Council, n.d.; Salter 2022; 
Abdul-Hakim et al. 2023). At the federal level, 
provisions for a commission to study repara-
tions have been reintroduced in Congress over 

Figure 4. Black Parents’ Views on Importance of CDA Policy Features, Percentage Favorable (N = 285)

Source: Authors’ compilation based on SEED for Oklahoma Kids survey data.
Note: CDA = Child Development Account.
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a long period,1 and the proposal has gained 
support from a growing number of lawmakers. 
Research and publications on Black repara-
tions have been expanding, with scholars and 
activists exploring implementation strategies. 
An effective solution might be a nationwide 
reparations policy that is framed, led, and 
mostly funded by the federal government but 
that also welcomes local engagement and par-
ticipation.

Regardless of the reparations policy design, 
we have offered evidence from rigorous applied 
research, and also considerable policy experi-
ence, in how to deliver a reparations policy so 
that it might have positive and sustainable im-
pacts. We suggest a platform that could be 
adapted for any version of reparations eligibil-
ity, funding level, or funding source. Policy flex-
ibility matters because it takes advantage of in-
stitutional arrangements that are already in 
place. Any policy for nationwide reparations 
would almost certainly require legislative 
changes, but transformation of existing op-
tions may be less daunting than creating an en-
tirely new policy structure. As policymakers are 
keenly aware, it is usually easier, less time con-
suming, and less costly to adapt an effective 
policy platform than to create a new one.

The CDA policy discussed here is built on a 
transformed 529 account platform. We empha-
size the word transformed because 529 policies 
have been highly regressive, serving only a 
small proportion of the population, dispropor-
tionately well-off White people. Through the 
CDA policy, 529s can be adapted to serve the 
entire population, starting with all children at 
birth. Our evidence documents that all chil-
dren (and over a long period, all people) can be 
included, and that people of color can benefit 
as least as much as Whites. In addition, the 
CDA policy model is efficient, trusted, and sus-
tainable. It enjoys bipartisan support, which 
will be required to enact federal legislation. 
Thus, in both practical and political terms, a 
CDA policy model, or something like it, may be 
a promising candidate for effective delivery of 
reparations.

Views about this policy design direction will 

differ. Ongoing discussion and debate will be 
inevitable and necessary. Regardless of policy 
viewpoint, however, we hope that this article 
makes it clear that an effective and sustainable 
design for delivery of reparations will be neces-
sary for implementation, stability, and effec-
tiveness of a future reparations policy.
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