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Defining the middle class is challenging. Of course, you can assign a 
number based on some calculations, but as evidenced in my table’s 
discussion at the Biden Challenge Idea Exchange, it’s more of an idea than 
a number. To describe the middle class, individuals pulled on images of 
being able to support their children through college or owning a comfortable 
home. The conclusion we drew was that to be in the middle class was to be 
comfortable. 
 
Dr. Lisa Servon shared her story of banking at the Biden Challenge; she 
spoke of visiting a bank with her father as she was growing up, knowing the 
tellers, and having a personal relationship with the bank in her community. 
Her research pointed to those experiences increasingly disappearing, for 
people who were traditionally middle class. Dr. Servon, a professor of City 
Planning at the University of Pennsylvania, discussed the challenges of un-
banked and under-banked individuals and the increasing prevalence of 
check cashing and payday lending.  
 
Quite literally, Dr. Servon dove into this research. She worked as a teller at 
a check casher for four months in the South Bronx. She learned firsthand 
from the individuals cashing their checks with her why they were choosing 
to use that service. These folks live so close to the margin that often they 

https://www.lisaservon.com/


needed money more quickly than their banks would process. They could be 
contractors who need money to start a new job or someone trying to pay 
their minimum credit card bill even with their full-time job. These are people 
who work hard and yet struggle to make ends meet, living paycheck to 
paycheck, who deal with the fees of the check cashing or payday loan 
provider.  
 
In thinking about banking from this narrow-margin, nothing about it is 
comfortable. Individuals certainly can’t put money in savings because they 
can barely make their minimum payments in the time frame they need to. In 
turn, they resort to check cashing or payday lending to make those 
payments, even with the tremendous fees.  
 
As someone who previously led financial literacy classes and managed a 
financial stability program, I’ve seen firsthand how expensive it is to be 
poor. When you are living paycheck to paycheck the margins are so tight 
that you can’t save by buying in bulk, you can’t save to transition to a 
higher paying job, and if you get sick and miss work you might not be able 
make rent that month. Basically, the more money you have the cheaper 
things become. So, if you are in poverty, it becomes that much harder to 
end the cycle. If you can’t make it until the next paycheck then you can’t 
save, and then the next month the cycle starts all over again. As this cycle 
and practices like check cashing are increasingly prevalent, policies need 
to be put in place to better protect consumers, and wealth-building 
measures must give people a way to step out of this ongoing cycle. We 
need more programs like individual development accounts, and accessible 
financial literacy programs, and to create consumer protections for 
practices like payday lending.  
 
If we expect the middle class to be comfortable, we need to address how 
expensive it is to be poor. We need to talk about banking, credit, and 
financial institutions and how they can contribute to poverty. 
 
 
DISCLAIMER 
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