
Author’s Note: This writing sample is from a midterm on analyzing any domestic policy using different 

ideologies. The assignment was to imagine that the authors from four assigned readings were influential 

members of President Biden’s administration. The Domestic Policy Council, therefore, must anticipate 

how the chosen domestic policy would be received by these four advisors.  

Domestic Policy Council (DPC) Brief: Accessible Small Sum Banking 

Policy Description: 

On September 13, 2021, the United States Postal Service (USPS) launched a pilot program in Baltimore, 

the Bronx, Falls Church, and Washington, D.C. that lets customers use payroll or business checks to 

purchase $500 gift cards for a flat fee of $5.901. The pilot is an admirable start, but there is a dire need for 

small sum banking beyond these four cities. As of 2019, 5.4% of US households were unbanked, 

amounting to 7.1 million citizens, and including those who are underbanked brings the figure to 30 

million2. Those living in poverty find it difficult to access reliable banking because most checking 

accounts require a minimum balance. To maintain this sum, many resort to the predatory Alternative 

Financial Services (AFS) industry, which applies high interest rates for quick cash. Of those who do not 

have bank accounts, 50% said the minimum balance requirement was one of their reasons for not having 

an account, while 30% said it was the main reason.  

To address this issue, the USPS should offer small sum banking as part of its current services. Such a 

policy would take advantage of infrastructure that is already in place: 99% of Americans live within 10 

miles of a post office. Easily accessible small sum banking would encourage saving, help build wealth, 

and improve family economic stability. A nationwide policy that supports both productive economic 

activity and individual self-sufficiency would appeal to and benefit all Americans.  

Dr. Roger LeRoy Miller Perspective3: 

DPC must consider that policies implemented by bureaucracies have unintended consequences (7). The 

AFS industry serves a purpose of providing funds on short notice. If USPS’ small sum banking reduces 

the number of lenders providing this service by way of bankruptcy, few or none will be available when 

people do need them. This void might lead to a resurgence of mob activity due to their comparative 

advantage in providing a similar service (38).  

This policy creates yet another government program that people will have little incentive to stop utilizing, 

especially if small sum banking interest rates are set at a historical 2%4 (98). If individuals max out their 

USPS banking limit but do not feel they can maintain the minimum balance of a checking account, they 

will not invest or save their excess cash: Ireland saw a similar problem when its poorest citizens elected 

not to earn more money else risk losing welfare benefits (99). Encouraging dependence does not increase 

innovation and may inadvertently inhibit economic growth (12). 
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While using AFS may be harmful for some, it is ultimately a neutral aspect of the economy. Whether poor 

people can or cannot afford to have checking accounts is not a problem that necessitates a government 

solution, especially when the AFS industry is the result of market demand and a product of voluntary 

exchanges (53). 

Dr. Deborah Stone Perspective5:  

The allure of this domestic policy depends on how it is portrayed to the public. People want to feel that 

they are in control: policymakers can tap into this desire and threaten it by explaining how Americans 

without access to bank accounts are in a helpless situation (166). Engaging with the AFS industry as a last 

resort because checking accounts have minimum requirements is not necessarily a voluntary exchange 

(73). Comparing public small sum banking to other public goods, like military defense, will highlight the 

fact that most public goods cannot exist as voluntary market exchanges yet still benefit society (74).  

Alternatively, policymakers could craft a heartening story that promises to empower unbanked citizens 

through USPS small sum banking (166). By highlighting how this policy would intervene with the 

vicious cycle of predatory lending, DPC would show that small sum banking gives people a tool to meet 

their needs reliably and securely as well as reduce dependence on the welfare system (87). Economically 

secure individuals are also more likely to participate democratically, improving equal representation in 

politics (61). One final approach is that the presented story could be one of transforming a dated and 

declining bureaucracy into a more efficient one: just as how libraries expanded their provided services, so 

too will the USPS be the best use of tax dollars by providing small sum banking (66). 

Dr. Albert Hirschman6 Perspective: 

For the unbanked, the options of “exit” and “voice” are confounded by the AFS industry. Exit from the 

economy is unfeasible, meaning that voice is the only option remaining (33): however, vocal slack is 

prevalent in politics, and the true impact of AFS may be underplayed in the national narrative (71). Voice 

is costly even in situations where many options exist, let alone where there is no readily available 

alternative to AFS, and garnering bargaining power requires resources that the unbanked likely do not 

have (40). The general public may not even be aware that the USPS offered financial services during the 

first half of the 20th century: without this past shared experience, people cannot voice something they do 

not know is possible (43). Even if alert customers are able to leave the AFS industry once they can afford 

a checking account, many alert customers will be forced to act as inert customers if they continue to 

provide the AFS industry with money despite being aware of quality (56).  

The introduction of USPS’ small sum banking would introduce a banking competitor and force AFS to 

evaluate their business practices. People cannot threaten to exit AFS if the only alternative to obtaining 

quick money for bank services is the mob (55). This policy could lead to lending reform: in order to stop 

a max exodus from their services, AFS must learn to improve its quality by implementing lower interest 

rates for just-as-readily-available cash (51).  

Dr. Margaret E. Keck Perspective7: 

An opportunity would be missed if this policy were implemented without utilizing international 

resources. 139 countries other than the US offer postal banking, meaning that small sum banking 
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advocacy networks likely already exist8. These agents could bolster the popularity of this policy through 

several means: 1) Utilize information politics to gather data on how small sum banking lifts people out of 

poverty; 2) Sell the story of human suffering at the hands of predatory lenders; 3) Call upon existing 

programs that improve the situations of people in poverty, and have them leverage support for this policy 

since poorer individuals are unable to cast such a heavy influence; and 4) Hold the USPS accountable for 

maintaining the program, rather than letting it be terminated it after 55 years as it was in 1966 (24). 

Beyond recruiting transnational networks to implement these four tactics, DPC can focus on issue 

characteristics at home. Involving rhetoric of “right” and “wrong” about predatory lending or the current 

barriers to opening a checking account will infuse meaning into this policy, arouse strong feelings, and 

recruit activists (34). DPC should also recognize that small sum banking would effectively rebrand the 

USPS for the better. By providing an alternative to AFS, the USPS would become a symbol of hope for 

those who need these financial tools the most.  

 

 
8 Campaign for Postal Banking. (n.d.). Know the facts. Campaign for Postal Banking - Know the Facts. Retrieved 

October 21, 2021, from http://www.campaignforpostalbanking.org/know-the-facts/.  

http://www.campaignforpostalbanking.org/know-the-facts/

