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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
For many U.S. consumers, frequent, and sometimes unpredictable, changes in income and expenses can create
significant challenges to maintaining financial security. Recent research sheds new light on the issue of financial
volatility but there is still much to learn about how to help consumers effectively manage these fluctuations.
This report provides an overview of PayGoal, a product created by Neighborhood Trust Financial Partners (NTFP)
to help consumers address cash flow management. PayGoal is a workplace-based tool designed to help
employees budget and allocate wages towards their top financial goals and improve how they save, spend, and
manage their paychecks.
The report highlights findings from PayGoal to date and also focuses on the product journey over the past two
years – from the initial concept to ongoing user research and new iterations of the PayGoal experience. In
creating and launching PayGoal, NTFP has embraced an efficient and iterative process to learn quickly and costeffectively about user behavior. The ongoing product development process is
guided by three main work streams. First, build a prototype product experience
intended to test a small number of hypotheses regarding user response to the
tool. Next, activate the product and onboard users. During this stage, measure the
product for as long as it takes to address initial questions framed at the outset.
Third, reflect on learnings and move forward with a high degree of confidence to
build the next iteration. NTFP’s approach blends principles from a variety of
prominent product design methodologies, including the Build – Measure – Learn
loop of the Lean Startup model.
Through careful tracking of multiple data sources and gathering insights from each phase of development, the
PayGoal product journey has produced some critical findings:
 PayGoal users juggle multiple financial needs and aspirations. They have a strong desire to save, but
struggle to manage ongoing uncertainty in income and expenses.

 An analysis of early adopters of PayGoal shows that the tool is reaching the target population and
appears to have broad appeal across segments. As expected, registered PayGoal users tend to be young
and fairly financially savvy, but demographic differences between users and non-users (those that did not
register) were minimal, suggesting interest across a potentially wide audience.
 The initial take-up rates were solid and indicate an interest in the product offer, but users did not deepen
their engagement with the Beta version of the tool. This lack of deeper user engagement over time
suggests that there must be a clear value proposition in order to create greater consumer impact.
Importantly, however, the data do suggest that users are willing to engage with a mobile-version of the
product.
 The delivery channel for reaching users and the timing of the offer are important considerations for
enrollment. Some questions remain, however, about how PayGoal can best leverage the
employee/employer relationship and effectively capitalize on the moment of receiving a paycheck, as well
as the systems and processes that surround that profound moment.

 An iterative product journey is challenging but can lead to more effective consumer products and
solutions. This approach to product development requires diligent attention to data, a curiosity and
openness to unexpected findings, and a willingness to pivot the product when needed. The result, however,
is an efficient progression in creating a tool that best meets user’s needs.
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INTRODUCTION
A Critical Issue Facing Consumers
More than 40 percent of consumers experience substantial volatility in both income and expenses, and many do
not have an adequate buffer to maintain their financial security through the ups and downs.1 A myriad of factors
– some more predictable than others – contribute to these fluctuations. The frequency, intensity, and timing of
the changes in a household’s balance sheet can vary from year to year, month to month or even week to week.2
Without effective ways to manage the variability in cash flow, it becomes extremely difficult to maintain
financial stability and, without a sufficient savings reserve or other assets to draw on when needed, many
households find it virtually impossible to build wealth and increase long-term financial well-being.
Recent research from the U.S Financial Diaries (USFD) provides an in-depth look at how volatility can impact
individual households. The families highlighted in the USFD research span different household types, income
distributions, ages, racial and ethnic backgrounds, and geographic locations but, across these varied groups,
some consistent themes emerge.3 One primary finding is that the ability to maintain financial stability is of
critical importance to households and has become an increasingly common challenge.
Questions and opportunities remain for how best to help consumers deal with the issue of volatility and improve
their overall financial health. Traditional budgeting techniques become less effective in helping households
manage cash flow when the changes in their income and expenses are so dynamic.4 Additionally, for low- and
moderate-income households, the ability to accumulate savings, even small amounts, is highly constrained by
low wages and increasing costs of living. Many of these consumers need financial tools that allow them to 1)
conserve their wages and other income by utilizing affordable financial tools and avoiding high costs for financial
services; 2) capitalize on the occurrence of income increases in order to smooth out the unevenness and build
savings over the longer-term; and 3) provide liquidity and flexibility to handle unexpected expenses when they
arise without incurring unmanageable debt.
In 2010, the Center for Financial Services Innovation (CFSI)
launched the Financial Capability Innovation Fund (FCIF), which,
through two separate rounds of grants, provided support to 13
organizations working to build or expand financial products
designed to improve financial behaviors and increase financial
capability. This report highlights one of these products –
PayGoal – a workplace-based cash flow management and
financial advising tool created by Neighborhood Trust Financial Partners (NTFP). NTFP has been offering financial
counseling and other financial empowerment programs since 1994, as well as operating a community
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Farrell, Diana and Fiona Greig. 2015. “Weathering Volatility: Big Data on the Financial Ups and Downs of U.S. Individuals.” JPMorgan
Chase Institute. https://www.jpmorganchase.com/content/dam/jpmorganchase/en/legacy/corporate/institute/document/54918-jpmcinstitute-report-2015-aw5.pdf. According to JPMC data, 41% of consumers experience income fluctuations of more than 30% from month
to month and 60% of consumers experience consumption fluctuations of more than 30% from month to month.
2 Farrell and Greig, 2015; Pew Charitable Trusts. 2015. “The Precarious State of Family Balance Sheets.”
http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/reports/2015/01/the-precarious-state-of-family-balance-sheets; Murdoch,
Jonathan and Rachel Schneider. “Spikes and Dips: How Income Uncertainty Affects Households.” US Financial Diaries, Issue Brief.
http://www.usfinancialdiaries.org/issue
3 The US Financial Diaries research included in-depth interviews and detailed financial tracking with approximately 250 households.
Though not intended to be a representative sample of the US population, it does include variation by several major demographic
characteristics. http://www.usfinancialdiaries.org/issue2-method917
4
Mahon, Cathie and Kristen Moy. 2015. “From Distrust to Inclusion: Insights into the Financial Lives of Very Low-Income Consumer.”
National Federation of Community Development Credit Unions. http://www.cdcu.coop/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/Insights-Into-theFinancial-Lives-of-Very-Low-Income-Consumers-Jan-30-2015.pdf
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development credit union. CFSI paired the University of North Carolina Center for Community Capital (CCC) with
NTFP to provide research support and gauge impact of the product.
CCC worked with NTFP to refine their internal data collection methodologies, designed additional data collection
tools, and provided data analysis expertise to supplement their research. This report documents the PayGoal
product journey to date and synthesizes findings from across multiple phases of analysis and sources of data,
with a focus on distilling key lessons. The information provides NTFP with deeper and more detailed insights as
they continue to evolve PayGoal, and is designed to complement their ongoing research into customer
engagement. Some of these findings may also have applicability to the wider financial capability field,
particularly for those developing products aimed at helping lower-income consumers manage their finances.

BACKGROUND ON PAYGOAL
What is PayGoal?
NTFP designed PayGoal to improve how users save, spend, and manage their paychecks. The product is aimed at
financially underserved workers who often face fluctuations in income from one pay period to the next and who
may struggle to manage multiple financial needs and goals.

The problem/solution statement from the Beta phase of PayGoal.

PayGoal is primarily a workplace-based product offered through a select group of employer partners.5 The three
main employer partners include MyClean, a residential and commercial cleaning service with more than 250
employees, the Cooperative Home Care Associates, a worker-owned home health care agency in the Bronx that
employs more than 2,300 health aides, and Aurify Brands, a hospitality group that operates networks of fastfood, fast-casual, and fine dining restaurants that have more than 500 team members.
5

In some cases, the PayGoal tool has also been offered through other NTFP channels to employees of other firms outside
the three main partners and to individuals without a direct link to their employer.
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PayGoal exists within NTFP’s larger workplace-based initiative known as The Employer Solution, which includes
access to financial counseling services and connection to electronic banking. Some individuals were introduced
to PayGoal through financial advising sessions offered via The Employer Solution. Providing financial services via
employers can be an efficient mechanism for reaching customers and can leverage the financial relationship that
already exists between employers and employees. Some research into workplace-based financial wellness
suggests that providing financial services to workers can improve outcomes for employees and employers
through reduced financial stress and improved productivity.6
The PayGoal Product Journey
In creating and launching PayGoal, NTFP has taken a phased approach with multiple stages of development,
varying types of data measures, and built-in time to reflect on the knowledge gained in order to inform future
enhancements. Along the journey, NTFP has embraced an efficient and iterative process to learn quickly and
cost-effectively about user behavior. Each phase of development has included a deliberately light product
experience intended to prove or disprove a small number of hypotheses regarding user response to the tool. At
each stage, the product is monitored for as long as it takes to address questions framed at the outset, and then
modified as user insights become clear. By closely monitoring the data and reflecting on the learnings, NTFP is
able to move forward with a high degree of confidence to build the next iteration of the PayGoal experience.
This approach blends principles from a variety of cutting-edge product design methodologies including HumanCentered Design and Lean Startup,7 as well as agile development methodologies and tools.

At the time of this research, the PayGoal product has been rolled out in two primary phases – Alpha and Beta –
each with data measures of interest. Intermediary stages of development, which have taken place prior to,
between, and after these main product launch points, have provided opportunities to test ideas, explore specific
findings more deeply and prepare for a next iteration. The phases are described in more detail below and in the
product journey graphic on page 9.
Initial Concept
6

Government Accountability Office. 2015. “Financial Literacy: The Role of the Workplace.” http://www.gao.gov/assets/680/671203.pdf;
CFED. 2015. “Financial Capability Programs: What Works in the Workplace.” Blog post.
http://cfed.org/blog/inclusiveeconomy/financial_capability_programs_what_works_in_the_workplace/; CFPB. 2014. “Financial Wellness
at Work.” http://files.consumerfinance.gov/f/201408_cfpb_report_financial-wellness-at-work.pdf
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Ries, Eric. 2001. The Lean Startup: How Today’s Entrepreneur’s Use Continuous Innovation to Create Radically Successful
Businesses. Crown Publishing Group.
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In the first phase of PayGoal, NTFP sought to design a cash flow budget tool that included a short financial
advising session and a link to a prepaid card for unbanked consumers. The tool targeted hourly wage workers
who often have volatile incomes. Through feedback from clients and financial counselors, NTFP learned early on
in this concept phase that cash flow was indeed frequently unpredictable, validating a key hypothesis.
Additionally, the timing of income and bill payments did not typically line up. Finally, rigid tracking of all inflows
and outflows of funds was difficult for clients, so budgeting approaches needed to be simple and flexible.
Alpha Phase
In the Alpha phase of the product launch,
PayGoal was designed as a simple budgeting
tool with a modified scripted version of a
standard financial advising session with an
NTFP financial counselor. Users were
encouraged to establish a fixed “set-aside”
amount from each paycheck to fund a financial
goal, such as an emergency fund, paying for
moving expenses, or paying down debt. This
phase also included a connection to a prepaid
card for users without a transaction account.
The Alpha version was intended to mimic what
users would encounter in a future phase of the
launch, which would be largely technologydriven rather than based on in-person or
telephone interactions with an advisor.

Financial advising session with NTFP financial counselor and client.

The majority of the data were collected via the advising session, which included income and expense
information, savings goals, debt levels, credit report data and basic demographic information. In addition to the
data collected via counselors, the Alpha phase included a brief survey that was completed by a subset of users.
The survey questions gauged the use of alternative financial services (AFS), savings habits, and financial hardship
levels.
Human-Centered Design Phase and Beta Preparation
Based on learning from Alpha, the Beta phase included a series of prototypes in preparation for building the
next iteration of the PayGoal product. Multiple prototypes were built to test different platform options along
with savings goals and guidance. A final design was selected for proceeding in the Beta phase. It included savings
goal selection with a light financial tracking and messaging ‘app’ utilizing a virtual financial advisor.
Beta Phase
In the Beta phase, NTFP fully transitioned PayGoal to a mobile-enabled experience and provided access through
a streamlined website made to feel like a mobile application. It consisted of three key features as follows: First,
Goals, a simple, guided process allowing users to identify a savings goal and select a set-aside dollar amount to
save towards that goal. Savings goal options included ongoing expense items, such as monthly rent and bills
(referred to as “recurring” goals), and larger, non-regular expense items, such as saving for an emergency or a
vacation (referred to as “one-time” goals). The Beta version of PayGoal also allowed users the same connection
to a prepaid card if needed and/or to link to their online bank account information, which would allow for more
accurate data tracking. Second, Guidance, providing tailored financial advice based on saving goals or other
items of interest. Guidance included Short Message Service (SMS) text messaging exchanges between NTFP and
users to encourage and support their goals and to share content on topics of interest, such as budgeting and
debt reduction. The messaging exchanges were intended to drive a large part of customer engagement. For
7

individuals that chose to link their bank account, the guidance was also informed by their banking information.
Third, a Spending Snapshot offered reminders about savings and bill payments. The process was guided by
“Paula,” a virtual financial guide created to embody the attributes users find compelling in a coach or mentor
figure.
Data from the Beta phase were primarily collected via the PayGoal app. A streamlined survey was also
administered with a subset of users to measure whether or not individuals were already taking financial actions
that PayGoal hoped to impact.

Graphics from the Beta phase. This shows Paula, the virtual advisor, and screenshots of the Spending Snapshot, Goals, and Guidance.
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User Research and Next Iterations
Based on knowledge gained and findings generated
from each phase, a third iteration and launch of
PayGoal is currently underway. This latest phase
will address the challenges arising from financial
volatility more directly than how they were
addressed in Alpha and Beta by adding two new
features which expand consumer choice. The first
user test, called “Billify,” allows for micro-advances
on wages in order to better manage bill payments
when the timing does not align with paychecks. The
feature allows users to avoid missing bill payments,
paying late or turning to high cost alternatives to
manage their expenses. The second feature is the
“When Life Happens Fund” that allows users to
commit to depositing a small amount of each
paycheck over the course of a year in order to build
up emergency savings, but users can access the full
year worth of funds at any point if an unexpected
emergency arises. These prototypes are built and are
currently undergoing user testing and data tracking.

Preliminary graphics and promotional material for Billify.

“We chose to pursue a route that enables us to interact with customers
faster so we can start learning as soon as possible. The essential part is
to understand the client’s needs and figure out how to address them.
That is the real trick, and it has to be thoroughly explored upfront and
regularly revisited if the product is to succeed.”
- Eric Cantor, VP of Product Development

9
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INSIGHTS
This section provides an overview of the main insights generated from PayGoal along with some implications of
the findings and additional considerations for the future. Supplemental data points are included in the technical
appendix at the end of this report. Due in part to the small sample of PayGoal users in each phase, the insights
should be viewed as suggesting potential patterns or trends sufficient enough for moving the product forward to
the next iteration, but not conclusive or generalizable to all potential PayGoal users.

Insight 1: PayGoal users juggle multiple financial needs and aspirations.
Data from PayGoal adds to the growing body of evidence showing that many consumers have a strong desire to
save for the future, including the very short-term, but struggle to manage fluctuations in income and expenses.
 The savings goal data reflect the intent and desire to set money aside for a future purpose as well as a need to
manage current and ongoing expenses. Data collected during the Beta phase show users selected saving for
an emergency fund as the most common savings goal (16%). Other frequently selected goals were saving for a
security deposit (12%), saving for rental payments (12%) and saving for a vacation (10%). Fourteen percent of
users also selected a “custom” goal, which was frequently saving for a car or a business.
 Figure 1 below shows savings goals in order of the frequency selected as well as the average dollar amounts
for each goal. As with the savings goal type, the average saving goal amounts reveal wide-ranging needs of
PayGoal users. Users working towards recurring bills (shown in stripes) such as rent or other payments,
tended to have a lower total goal amount. The average of all the recurring savings goal is $965. One-time
goals (shown in solid blue) tended to have larger average savings goal amounts. The average of all the onetime savings goals is $3,738. The graph highlights the breadth and depth of savings needs.
Figure 1. PayGoal Users’ Savings Goals
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 While the majority of users identified one savings goal, 22 percent selected more than one goal. The
maximum number of goals selected by users was 4. For the individual who selected more than one goal,
approximately half selected a mix of one-time and recurring goals. Overall, the goal data suggest diverse
savings needs with varying time horizons.

Insight 1. Implications and Future Considerations
 NTFP will need to find ways to better encourage action on the savings set-asides. The friction created by
requiring users to move funds into a savings account on their own appears too high. One option is to
automate the savings each month. However, this may require significant new system costs. Additionally,
feedback from users indicates some reluctance to “lock in” a funds transfer each month since income and
expenses can fluctuate so frequently and dramatically. This highlights the need to offer ease, but also
flexibility, in setting money aside towards savings goals.
 While the set-aside feature is an important aspect of the PayGoal product, it is not sufficient by itself to
impact users’ financial security. In addition to building savings, more focus is needed on helping consumers
manage cash flow and the timing of bill payments. This is being addressed more directly in the current
development and testing of Billify and the When Life Happens fund.
 To truly optimize a user’s experience, bank integration is essential. It allows NTFP to track and verify financial
actions, including savings set-asides, 8 and to provide individualized financial guidance. Therefore, additional
steps are needed to assess the barriers to bank integration and identify opportunities for improving users’
willingness and ability to link to an account. The Billify user test is getting NTFP more deeply connected to
users’ actual cash flow and transactions in real-time.

Insight 2: An analysis of early adopters of PayGoal show that the tool is hitting the target population
and appears to have broad appeal across segments.
As expected, PayGoal users were slightly younger and more financially savvy compared to those that were
offered PayGoal but chose not to enroll. However, demographic difference between users and non-users were
minimal, suggesting potential interest across multiple user characteristics.
 Demographic data on PayGoal users and non-users (which include individuals invited to PayGoal but who did
not enroll) were not consistently available. Using the available data, however, these two groups have fairly
similar characteristics. This suggests that the PayGoal product has broad appeal that is not limited to specific
demographic segments.
 Paygoal users are mostly female (not surprising given the employer partners). Ages ranged from 19 to 54
years of age, but more than half were under the age of 35. User information on race is not consistently
available but existing data show that the majority of registered users are African American. The vast majority
(81%) of users are single. Sixty-five percent of users have either some college or a college degree. Nearly twothirds (64%) of users have monthly income of less than $2,000.
8

Due to the lack of data on the savings set-asides (ie. actually moving money into savings), is it is important to view the
savings goal data as users’ intentions, not necessarily as actual savings actions and/or an accumulation of funds. The limited
data that are available on users’ set-asides indicate that these were not consistently being made each month, and that few
users followed up to report having completed the set-aside, even when offered an incentive for doing so.
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 Sixty-two users provided some information on their monthly income and key monthly expenses, known as
their spending snapshot. While not a complete picture of users’ balance sheets, it does provide a sense of
cash flows. The graphic below shows average amounts across several expense categories.

 As mentioned early in this report, survey data indicate that higher than expected numbers of users were
already engaging in some of the financial actions PayGoal is intended to impact, such as paying bills on time
and savings regularly. Users also report higher than expected levels of confidence in their ability to achieve a
financial goal.
 The demographic characteristics of high-messaging users (those that sent 10 or more messages to Paula)
were compared to medium- and low-messaging users to examine any potential differences in this type of
engagement with PayGoal. There were no detectable differences at this point; however, this is likely due to
the very small sample of high-messaging users.

Insight 2. Implications and Future Considerations
 While there are no prominent differences between PayGoal users and non-users, users did tend to be
younger and have higher levels of education, though the differences in these is marginal. This may suggest,
however, a slightly greater willingness of younger and perhaps more tech-savvy individuals to engage with
PayGoal.
 Ongoing user research continues to be a priority for NTFP. Additional information on segmentation among
users, along with insights into motivations, concerns, and preferences with the product and product features
(such as Billify) will continue to guide the evolution of the product.

Insight 3: Take-up was solid and indicates interest in the product offer, but users did not deepen their
engagement with the Beta version of the tool.
Initial take-up rates for PayGoal suggest appeal of the product, but ongoing engagement and deeper levels of
commitment with the full suite of PayGoal components remained very low.
 The conversion rate in the Alpha phase was 20 percent.9 In Beta, the conversion rate was 16 percent.10 For
Beta, the conversion rate was twice as high as NTFP had predicted. These rates are similar to take-up rates

9

This represents the number of individuals that completed a PayGoal session with a financial advisor divided by the number of individuals
that were introduced to PayGoal at their employer site or via other channels.
10 This represents the number of individuals that signed up for PayGoal via the text link and selected a savings goal divided by the number
of people that were invited to enroll in PayGoal.
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reported in other financial product pilots.11 It is important to note that the conversion rates for Alpha and
Beta are not an ‘apples to apples’ comparison because the PayGoal product and the enrollment process were
not the same. During Beta, users signed up via text link, a significantly different digital “onboarding process”
compared to Alpha which was guided by a financial advisor.
Figure 2. Conversion Funnels
Alpha Phase

Beta Phase

Engaged
297

Invited
338

Served
59

Registered
77

Provisioned
21

Served
54

Active
7

Account
Linked
5

Conversion Rate = 20% (Served/Engaged)
Engaged – received info about PayGoal
Served – received short advising session
Provisioned – opted in to direct deposit
Active – active the Upside Card

Conversion Rate = 16% (Served/Invited)
Invited – received info and a text link to enroll in PayGoal
Registered – registered for PayGoal via text link
Served – selected a savings goal and set-aside
Account Linked – successfully linked bank account

 Related to the point above, although the conversion rate in Beta was lower than in Alpha (16% vs. 20%), the
relatively strong take-up still seems to signal users’ willingness to engage with a mobile product. This is a
positive sign given that Paygoal was intended to be a technology-enabled tool. The product continues to
evolve based on user experience with the mobile version.
 Figure 3 (next page) shows the response time to the PayGoal invitation. Over one-third of registered users
signed up on the same day as their invitation and nearly three-quarters of all registered users signed up within
two weeks of being invited. The relatively quick response from most registered users indicates an interest in
engaging with the mobile version.

11

Karlan, Dean, Jonathan Morduch, and Sendhil Mullainathan. 2010. “Take-up: Why Microfinance Take-up Rates Are Low & Why It
Matters.” Financial Access Initiative, Research Framing Note. http://www.financialaccess.org/publications-index/2010/takeup; Doorways to
Dreams Fund. 2013. “Paving the Way Froward: Savings on a Prepaid Card.”
http://www.d2dfund.org/files/publications/Paving%20the%20Way%20Forward%20Savings%20On%20Prepaid%20Cards.pdf

13

Figure 3: Number of Days between Invitation and Registration (N=77)
Percent of Registered Users

Nearly ¾ of users registered within 2 weeks of invite.
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 However, the significance of the initial take-up should not be overstated because, with only a few exceptions,
deeper engagement with PayGoal did not occur among users. Persistence with the tool – including ongoing
interaction with the mobile app and via text messaging – was minimal and happened sporadically for most
users. As figure 4 below shows, nearly half of registered users did not engage with messaging. In some cases,
users quickly dropped off or asked to stop receiving messages. Only 8 percent (6 registered users) sent 10 or
more messages to Paula.

Figure 4: Frequency of Messages Sent by Users to PayGoal/Paula (N=77)

Percent of Registered Users

60%
50%
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36%

40%
30%

Only a small percentage of
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messaging.
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 There was approximately a 19:1 ratio of outbound to inbound messages. All registered users received a
welcome message and one follow up check-in message. The number of messages sent from NTFP/Paula
ranged from a low of 3 messages to a high of 127 messages; the average was 48 messages. The number of
messages sent from registered users to NTFP/Paula ranged from 0 to a high of 48; the average was 5
messages.
 Content analysis of messaging exchanges between users and Paula show that most individuals did not fully
understand what PayGoal was, who Paula was, and what to do with the guidance information she provided.
They also show a lack of confidence in using the tool. A sample of messages sent from users (box at lower
right) shows some common messaging exchanges. Users who did engage reported that they found the
messaging at times to be a bit robotic and not personalized enough for them to feel it was addressing their
specific needs.
 Employee churn, which remains high (25-100% per year) in the segment of the population that PayGoal is
attempting to address, created a significant obstacle for enrollment and ongoing engagement with PayGoal.

Insight 3. Implications and Future Considerations
 While the low engagement with PayGoal is disappointing, it is not unusual for new products. The engagement
and persistence rates seen with PayGoal are consistent with other research indicating that there is still work
to be done to build consumers’ comfort and confidence with
technology-driven financial products.12

“I'm sorry who is this?”

 The value proposition of the tool must be clarified for
potential users. If they are not convinced that the product
offers them something they need or want, they will not
engage. Related to this, consumers must also have the
confidence to use the tool effectively in order to engage with
it in a meaningful way. If they are confused about what to do
or concerned about making mistakes, they will not engage. In
response to the low engagement rates, NTFP has expanded
data collection efforts to gain more detailed information
specifically on the user experience to address customer
interaction.

“Not interested please stop
texting me thanks”
“I’m not with the company
anymore”
“I tried to login in but they said
that I don't have an account yet
and I don't know how to get
one”
“I don't trust giving u my bank

 There were multiple barriers to utilizing the bank integration
account info”
component of PayGoal. Only six registered users were able to
successfully link their accounts (although 9 users attempted to
link their accounts). Content analysis of the messaging data shows that
users had difficulty understanding how to link their account. Some users tried but were unable
to log into their bank from the PayGoal app, and others stated that they were not comfortable
providing their bank account information. Examples of these messages are shown at the right. Ongoing user
research should include further investigation into users’ preferences and their concerns regarding the bank
integration feature.

12

Mahon and Moy, 2015.
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 Users clearly need more guidance about how to use the Guidance component of PayGoal. Additionally, the
guidance should replicate, as best as possible, an individualized human interaction, rather than seeming
programmed or generic. Further investigation into this virtual financial advising aspect of PayGoal can yield
important new insights for the product and for the financial counseling field more broadly. Recent research on
financial counseling and coaching has shown
positive outcomes, but delivery requires significant
human and financial resources.13 The use of
technology to deliver counseling services, or
aspects of it, holds great promise for increasing
consumer impacts and scalability. In contrast to the
Welcome to Guidance. This is where we
messaging examples provided on the previous
can discuss any issues on your mind, and I
page, a sample of messages exchanged with a high
can provide updates on important events
frequency messager (box at right) show the
coming up for you. (4/7)
conversational aspect of PayGoal Guidance and
how it can be utilized to answer questions, provide
I’m going to open an account this week,
tailored reminders and help keep users on track
so I’ll definitely get back to you. (4/12)
towards goals. It is worth noting that the user often
responded on the same day or one day later to the
Hey [NAME]! So pay day just passed. Did you
messages from Paula, which seems to indicate an
make the most out of your money by setting
interest and willingness to engage in a virtual
some aside for goals? If so, how much did
dialogue.
you set-aside per goal? (5/26)
 Data on enrollment by employer show significant
differences across the employer partners, with a
conversion rate of 32 percent at one employer and
less than 10 percent at the other two employer
partners. Tabling (being present during the
workday in a space where employees are likely to
pass) at employers seemed to positively impact
enrollment and accounts for part of this difference.
There are likely several other factors at play
including employer type and general relationship
with employees as well as selection bias by users.

Yes I did, but I’m going to downsize on my
cable bill. Just need basic for now. (5/26)
That’s a smart choice! How much did you
set aside for your rent goal? (5/27)
$85 (5/27)
Congrats! You’ve set money aside towards
your goal. Keep up the great work. (5/27)

 Future iterations of PayGoal may need to consider
elements of eligibility, which will potentially impact
take-up in the product. For instance, in the current
planning of the micro-advancements for bill payments, are there eligibility criteria for users, such as a
minimum income requirements, that may exclude some potential users?

13

Theodos, Brett, Margaret Simms, Mark Treskon, Christina Stacy, Rachel Brash, Dina Emam, Rebecca Daniels and Juan Collazos. 2015. “An
Evaluation of the Ipacts and Implementation Approaches of Financial Coaching Programs.” The Urban Institute.
http://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/alfresco/publication-pdfs/2000448-An-Evaluation-of-the-Impacts-and-ImplementationApproaches-of-Financial-Coaching-Programs.pdf;
Cabusora, Haidee, Karina Ron, Alexandra Hernandez and Josh Blankenbeckler. 2015. “A Random Control Trial of Financial Coaching: The
Practitioners’ Overview of ‘An Evaluation of the Impacts and Implementation Approaches of Financial Coaching Programs.’” The Financial
Clinic and Branches. http://thefinancialclinic.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/Clinic_and_Branches_Practitioner_Summary.pdf

16

Insight 4: The delivery channel for reaching users and the timing of the offer are important factors in
enrollment and ongoing engagement.
Channel, timing, and context all matter for attracting users, but it is not yet clear how to most effectively
leverage the employer relationship to reach potential users and how to capitalize on key moments to boost
enrollment.
 Anecdotal data showed that, in some cases, employees were first introduced to PayGoal when they were at
their employer to deal with an issue or problem (e.g. not getting enough hours, changing a schedule, etc.).
More often than not, this had a negative impact on their interest in learning about PayGoal.
 With a mobile version of the product, the context of where someone is and what they are doing when they
get an offer is important for conversion. They must be willing, able, and know how to take action on the
invitation. As noted earlier, the high percentage of users that quickly registered is encouraging. Reminders
and follow up invitations can potentially increase enrollment.
 In examining enrollment data by channel, a large number of users came through non-employer partner
enrollment channels, such as paid searches, NTFP workshops, and word-of-mouth referrals. This may suggest
an opportunity to capitalize on these other methods of outreach but may also create challenges for PayGoal if
it is to remain primarily as a workplace-based tool built on relationships with employer partners.

Insight 4. Implications and Future Considerations
 The workplace can be an effective avenue to reach customers and one that helps leverage an existing
relationship with employers. The downside is that today’s workers are less likely to stay with the same
employer over the long-term, a trend that may be especially relevant for lower-wage employees. If PayGoal
remains connected to employer partners, employee turnover will continue to pose a challenge as it has so far.
The long time horizon needed for building relationships with employer partners and the long sales and
deployment cycle for embedding a new product in a workplace can present a major challenge to establishing
PayGoal as a solution in a number of employer enterprises.
 The benefit to employers of offering PayGoal to their employees has not yet been explored. With small
samples of users and short tracking periods for each product iteration, is it too early to focus on this area of
research but it should remain as a future area of investigation.
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Reflecting on learnings (NTFP office; stickie notes on window – “what do we not know,” “insights”).

NEXT STEPS AND ONGOING RESEARCH
Many of the learnings to date have pointed NTFP to a deeper immersion into the critical consumer need of cash
flow management. The current testing of Billify and the When Life Happens Fund will provide insights into
whether and how these features help further address the needs of users, and if so, how best to integrate them
into the existing PayGoal structure. Research will also continue to examine and test mechanisms to improve
overall engagement and persistence.
As the product evolution continues, it may also be useful to revisit some questions posed at the outset of the
PayGoal journey, particularly those related to the ability to scale the product.







Is the product “moving the needle” in the workplaces where NTFP is operating?
If PayGoal stopped being offered, would people miss it?
Does NTFP have the support of their employer partners to scale the product? Are there any additional
resources they require in order to be able to scale? What, if any, benefits do employers experience from
the PayGoal partnership?
What are appropriate and available marketing and distribution methods for the product?
Is there a sustainable business model for PayGoal? How can this be tested in advance of scaling?
How will NTFP address challenges of translation into languages other than English?

Insights into these questions coupled with the ongoing user research will continue to guide the development of
PayGoal and ensure increasing impacts for consumers.
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TECHNICAL APPENDIX
FINDINGS ON KEY DATA MEASURES
The following figures and tables provide additional measurements related to the insights on take-up, engagement,
and user information. The majority of the data presented here is from the Beta phase unless otherwise indicated.
The Beta phase data are emphasized because they are derived from a more robust data set; it is also the most
recent data available and reflects the latest iteration of PayGoal. As mentioned in the main report, sample sizes
are small and not intended to be representative of larger samples of potential users. Research from both the
Alpha and Beta phases reflects a small sample of users. The Alpha phase included 59 individuals that received a
PayGoal advising session, 21 of whom opted-in to establishing an automatic set-aside amount on a prepaid card
to save towards a goal. The Beta phase included 77 individuals that registered for PayGoal online or via the app,
54 of whom selected a goal and designated a set-aside amount for savings. Data on other available outcome
measures collected during this pilot may be provided upon request.

Take-Up/Enrollment
Conversion by Channel
This table shows the conversion rate from Invited to Served (selected a savings goal and a set aside amount)
stratified by employer. The data show some significant differences in the percentage of employees that registered
and selected a goal. Interestingly, employer “A” and the “Other” employers have the smallest number of invites
but a higher conversion rate. This is an area that is worth additional investigation to determine potential
differences at these employers that may improve future conversion.
Table 1: Conversion Rate by Employer (N=338)
Status
Invited
Registered
Served
Conversion Rate

A
28
10
9
32%

B
120
18
11
9%

C
119
18
10
8%

Other
71
31
24
34%

Ongoing Engagement
Sample of Messaging Content
In addition to the message exchanges provided in the report, this second example below (on next page) shows
messages from a different user which were exchanged from May to October. During this time period, a total of 68
messages were sent from Paula to this user and this user sent back 15 messages. As in the example cited in the
report, the sample of messages below does not include all of the exchanges during this period of time. It is worth
noting the user’s quick response time to the messages suggesting an interest in this type of interaction and text
messaging as useful mechanism for communicating.
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Admin: Hi [NAME], you have a new message from Paula. Click here to log in to your PayGoal account and read
it: http://app.paygoal.co (7/2)
User: I forgot my user name (7/2)
Admin: Hey! No problem your username is: [USERNAME], I am glad to see you logging to follow up! (7/2)
Admin: Hi [NAME], congratulations on linking your bank! You've earned our $50 promotion. We make the
payment through PayPal. You don't need an account to start, just an email address, but we don't have one on
file for you. Where should we send that? (7/20)
User: [EMAIL ADDRESS] (7/20)
Admin: Hey [NAME], Great news! Did you have a bank or credit union already in mind? When you're ready to
save it's important to put that money where it's safe and secure. Check out this short video that talks about
where you should put your savings. http://paygoal.co/1J95b7H (8/18)
User: Yes with neighborhood trust (8/18)
Admin: Excellent! Are you near Neighborhood Trust's physical location? Up near 169th and Broadway? (8/18)
Admin: Well, [NAME], I can see there were no set-asides for your goals this pay period. Maybe I can be
helpful? Paula (8/19)
User: Well I don't have a savings account. But I did put some cash to the side (8/19)

Savings Goals
Table 2 shows the goal names and the reason the goal was selected. The “reason” provides a brief qualitative
description corresponding to the goal name. This table includes data for the 7 registered users in the dataset that
have both a goal name and a goal reason. Since the majority of goals listed here are related to emergencies and
debt, it’s not surprising that the ‘reason’ provides some elaboration of those goals including paying off student
loan debt, paying off other types of loans, planning ahead in preparation for possible employment change, and
increasing the ability to handle unexpected expenses.
Table 2. Goal Name and Reason
Goal Name
Save for a vacation
Settle Old Debts
Build an Emergency Fund
Build an Emergency Fund
Build an Emergency Fund
Save for a vacation
Build an Emergency Fund
Settle Old Debt

Reason
Need to see the world
I would like to pay off my student loans.
To have money when unexpected issues come up.
I want to have options to deal with emergencies.
I'm paying off loans and would like to have something in case I switch
jobs in the near future.
To get out of the cold
Debt Free
Debt Free

(N=8)
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PayGoal Users
Figures 1 through 3 show select demographic characteristics of registered PayGoal users compared to individuals
that chose not to enroll in PayGoal (non-users). The differences between these groups were minimal. Both users
and non-users were largely female, which was expected given the main employer partners. PayGoal users tended
to be slightly younger and have slightly higher levels of education. The most notable exception is income –
PayGoal users tended to be slightly lower income – and in the number of dependents – PayGoal users were much
less likely to report having any dependents. The general similarity of the users and non-users signals a broad
appeal of the PayGoal product and trends to this point do not show any obvious “power users.”
Figure 1 shows the age of PayGoal users and non-users. Fifty-seven percent of PayGoal users were under the age
of 35 compared to 47 percent of non-users under 35. No PayGoal users were 55 years old or older.

Figure 1. Age of PayGoal Users and Non-Users
PayGoal Users

Non-PayGoal Users

40%

40%
33%

30%

24%

30%
30%
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22%
19%
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Under 25 25 to 34
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45 to 54
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older
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35 to 44

45 to 54

55 and
older

Age

Age
N=57; 20 missing

25 to 34

N=232; 29 missing
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Figure 2 shows the education level of PayGoal users and non-users. Nearly 70 percent of PayGoal users had some
college, a college degree or had completed postgraduate work compared to 47 percent of non-PayGoal users with
some college or more.
Figure 2: Education Level of PayGoal Users and Non-Users
PayGoal Users
38%

40%

40%
27%

30%
20%

Non-PayGoal Users
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Level of Education

Level of Education
N=37, 40 missing

N=135, 126 missing

Figure 3 shows the income levels for PayGoal users and non-users. Seventy-six percent of PayGoal users made less
than $2,500 a month. Just over half of non-PayGoal users made less than $2,500, but approximately 45 percent
made more than $2,500.
Figure 3. Monthly Income for PayGoal Users and Non-Users

PayGoal Users
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Select Survey Descriptive Statistics
Financial Actions and Behaviors
Figure 4 shows the response to the Beta survey questions regarding financial actions. The survey was
administered when a user was onboarded into PayGoal (baseline) and again approximately three months later.
There was an assumption that most PayGoal users would not already be taking these types of financial actions at
baseline. The thinking was that, as users engaged with PayGoal, they would move from mostly “no” answers at
the baseline point to mostly “yes” answers at the follow up point. Therefore, the number of “yes” responses is
somewhat surprising. This may indicate that early users of the product are more likely to already be engaging in
some of the financial behaviors/actions that PayGoal is intended to impact. However, due to small sample sizes, it
is too soon to speculate much on this.
Figure 4. Use of budget, ability to save, on-time bill payment, and automated transactions (N=20)
Do you currently automate any of your financial
transactions? For example, an automatic payment for any
bills or an automatic transfer of funds into savings.
In the last 3 months, have you been able to pay all your bills
on time? For example, without having to miss a payment or
pay late - with or without a late fee.
Do you set money aside, other than in PayGoal, for savings
on a regular basis?
Over the last 3 months, other than while using PayGoal,
have you followed a personal budget, spending plan or
financial plan?
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As seen in figure 5, users show a higher than expected confidence in their ability to achieve a financial goal. The
follow up survey data showed little to no movement on these measures.
Figure 5: Confidence in Achieving a Financial Goal (N=20)
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