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I. INTRODUCTION

Financial coaching and counseling are widely recognized as important services to
offer to promote household financial wellness and economic stability. Information
technology, management information systems, and evaluation are critical aspects
of nonprofit organizational capacity related to evidence-informed practice
(Despard, 2016). As such, nonprofit organizations increasingly rely on a variety of
digital platforms and tools to help deliver, monitor, and evaluate financial coaching
and counseling services.
In this report, we examine how a sample of these platforms and tools are
strengthening organizations’ capacity to deliver high quality financial coaching and
counseling services in the following ways:
1.

Guide service delivery by helping coaches organize sessions and
providing training materials for coaches and resources for coaches
and clients

2. Enhance and supplement one-on-one services by offering digital
tools clients can use to learn about and take action steps to achieve
their financial goals.
3. Integrate financial coaching services with other efforts such as
financial services, affordable housing, workplace benefits, and
workforce development.
4. Monitor and evaluate individual clients’ progress in achieving their
financial goals and assess outcomes for the program as a whole.
Goals of this report are to 1) raise awareness concerning the use of digital platforms
and tools to support financial counseling and/or coaching; 2) identify and
describe challenges and benefits of using these platforms and tools; and 3) issue
recommendations regarding how organizations providing financial counseling and/
or coaching, funders, and other stakeholders can further leverage technological
resources to improve financial coaching and counseling practice.
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BACKGROUND & CONTEXT
Financial coaching and counseling are services designed
to help individuals with an array of personal finance issues,
including budgeting, spending, using credit, managing
debt, and saving. Financial counseling services tend to
be directed by the counselor and focus on addressing
financial problems or pre-specified goals (Collins, 2015).
Services include credit repair, debt management, and
student loan, pre-bankruptcy, pre- and post-purchase
homeownership, and mortgage counseling. These
services are offered by nonprofit organization members
of the National Foundation for Credit Counseling (NFCC)
and Financial Counseling Association of America (FCAA),
both of which require members to be accredited by the
Council on Accreditation (COA).
Financial coaching is an emerging field in which coaching
techniques are applied to help clients achieve financial
goals, such as increased savings or reduced debt.
Coaches use active listening to help clients articulate
their financial goals and develop action plans, and hold
clients accountable for taking steps to achieve these
goals (Collins, 2015; Collins & O’Rourke, 2012). Numerous
nonprofit organizations, including large national networks
such as the Local Initiatives Support Corporation (LISC),
NeighborWorks, and United Way, are incorporating
financial coaching into their direct service programming.
While the full effectiveness of financial counseling is still
being studied and better evaluated, early evidence is
promising. (Collins & O’Rourke, 2010; Roll & Moulton, 2016)
In an experimental study, positive impacts of financial
coaching among low- and moderate-income (LMI) clients
were found for curing delinquent accounts, making

emergency savings deposits, increasing emergency
savings, and reducing financial stress (Theodos et al.,
2015).
As a newer intervention model, only a few studies have
assessed the impact of financial coaching on household
financial well-being. Financial coaching using the
MyBudgetCoach platform, which is profiled in this report,
has also been linked to reduced debt and economic
constraint, and increased ability to manage finances.
Results were similar for in-person and remote coaching
(Collins, Gjertson, & O’Rourke, 2016). Rental assistance
program clients who received financial coaching had
higher earned income, lower public assistance income,
greater credit score increases, and lower debt compared
to similar individuals who did not receive coaching (Geyer,
Freiman, Lubell, & Villarreal, 2017).
Building on Theodos et al.’s (2015) study of the Financial
Clinic in New York City and Branches in Miami, Florida, the
Consumer Financial Protection Bureau (CFPB) released a
brief outlining implications for practitioners. Lessons from
the study include designing flexible programs, targeting
individuals with financial goals who are not in crisis, and
making it easy to access and use services (CFPB, 2016).
Similarly, based on its experience through the Financial
Capability Demonstration Project, NeighborWorks
America (2014) offered a set of organizational guidelines,
such as securing buy-in from staff, integrating coaching
methods in existing programs and services, and creating
coaching contracts with clients.

Our sample is not representative of the total population of digital platforms and tools being used to augment and strengthen coaching and counseling
services. Some organizations contacted to be part of this assessment did not respond and surely there are other such platforms and tools being used of which
we were unaware.
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METHODS
A non-probability, convenience sample1 was drawn of
nonprofit organizations and social benefit corporations
that developed and/or offered one or more digital
platforms or tools to support and augment financial
coaching and counseling services. These platforms and
tools and their host organization or company include:

êê
êê
êê
êê
êê
êê
êê

êê

GENII (GreenPath Financial Wellness)

êê

MyBudgetCoach (Communally)

êê

Pathways to Financial Empowerment (National
Federation of Community Development
Credit Unions and Neighborhood Trust)

Change Machine (Financial Clinic)

êê

Credit Strength Framework and Roadmap (Credit
Builders Alliance)

êê

Debt Management Plan Client Portal (GreenPath
Financial Wellness)

êê

Trusted Advisor (Neighborhood Trust)

Family Financial Tracking template (LISC)

êê

Yellow Ribbon Compass (VeteransPlus)

êê

Wellness Wallet (GreenPath Financial Wellness)

Financial Fitness Companion
(GreenPath Financial Wellness)
Financial Health Check (Ideas42 and
Boeing Employees Credit Union)
Framework Homeownership (Housing Partnership
Network and Minnesota Homeownership Center)

Sharpen Your Financial Focus (National
Foundation for Credit Counseling)
Simple Payment Plan (GreenPath
Financial Wellness and EarnUp)

Representatives of the host organizations and
companies listed above completed an online survey,
participated in telephone interviews, and provided
additional documentation to describe their organizations’
development and use of digital platforms and tools. These
data were collected during fall 2017 and spring 2018.

Disclaimer: While the number of online and mobile personal finance tools that individuals can use to help
manage their financial lives seems to grow daily, this report only includes tools that are being integrated into
the delivery of financial counseling or coaching services—not tools that consumers can use independently. In
addition, characteristics and other information about the platforms and tools featured in this report may have
changed since the data were collected for this report.
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PLATFORM DESIGN & PURPOSE
Digital platforms and tools described in this report differ based on two primary characteristics: 1) orientation and 2)
availability. Orientation refers to whether the platform is organization-facing, or is also client-facing. Organization-facing
platforms are used to support the work of financial coaches and counselors and/or to track service delivery and program
outcomes. Platforms that are also client-facing offer online tools that supplement or support the one-on-one assistance
provided in-person or over the phone by the coaches and counselors.
Availability refers to whether the platform or tool was developed by a specific organization for internal use or for use by
affiliates or members of an association or other intermediary, or is available externally for any organization that wishes to
purchase or use the platform or tool. The chart below identifies the orientation and availability of each of the platforms
described in this report:

O R I E N TAT I O N
AVA I L A B I L I T Y

INTERNAL

•

Credit Strength Framework &
Roadmap

•

Debt Management Plan Client
Portal

•

Family Financial Tracking template

•

Financial Fitness Companion

•

Financial Health Check

•

Sharpen Your Financial Focus

•

GENII

•

Simple Payment Plan

Pathways to Financial
Empowerment

•

Trusted Advisor

•

Yellow Ribbon Compass

•

Framework Homeownership

•

MyBudgetCoach

•

Wellness Wallet

•

E X T E R N AL

O R G A N IZ AT IO N +
CL IE N T - FACIN G

O R G A N IZ AT IO N - FACIN G

•

change machine
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Platforms that are both organization- and client-facing
serve two important purposes: 1) to help financial coaches
and counselors use data entered by clients to better
understand clients’ goals and financial lives; and 2) to help
clients track their progress, gather information between
or after sessions with their coach or counselor, and
access additional guidance for making financial decisions.
Some client-facing platforms (e.g., MyBudgetCoach) are
designed to work exclusively with participating nonprofits and their clients. Yet Sharpen Your Financial Focus
and Yellow Ribbon Compass have components that are
available to the public, not just clients.

Concerning internal availability, LISC developed their
Family Financial Tracker platform with a workforce
development focus to meet the needs of affiliate
organizations. Similarly, the GENII platform is a proprietary
client relationship management (CRM) system used by
GreenPath Financial Wellness financial counselors and
coaches.
Conversely, licenses for Communally’s MyBudgetCoach
and Financial Clinic’s Change Machine can be purchased
by any interested organization. These platforms are used
by a variety of organizations across the country. However,
most of the platforms we describe in this report are only
used internally by host organizations.

PLATFORM PROFILES
Below we offer a description of each of the platforms or tools assessed for this report. Our aim in presenting these
profiles is to capture the following key characteristics and functions of each platform or tool:

Orientation: whether the platform or tool
is organization- or organization- and client-facing
Target population: the group of clients the platform or
tool is intended to reach
Key functions: what the platform or tool does to
augment and/or support financial coaching and
counseling services
# of organizations using platform: applies only to
platforms or tools that are shared outside of the host
organization and/or sold to other organizations

# of clients that benefit: rough estimates of the
number of coaching and counseling clients served in
some way through the platform or tool
Cost/license structure: applies only to platforms or
tools that are shared outside of the host organization
and/or sold to other organizations
Areas of financial wellness: types of financial
behaviors and conditions the platform or tool is
intended to affect
Program integration: types of human and/or financial
services into which the platform or tool is integrated

These profiles do not constitute an exhaustive examination, nor do we present data or information concerning the
effectiveness of these platforms in promoting client financial wellness outcomes.
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CHANGE MACHINE

offered by THE FINANCIAL CLINIC
The Change Machine platform is an online client relationship management (CRM), outcome measurement, and training
tool for financial coaches, available to all financial coaches. The Change Machine has three primary features. The first,
Learn, is an interactive, self-paced training tool that covers financial wellness content and coaching strategies. The
second function, client management, or Coach, supports financial coaches by providing interactive tools that guide
conversation with the client, collect client financial data, and measure outcomes. The third function, Share, is an online
social network of practitioners that allows coaches to share information with each other.

TA R G E T
P O P U L AT I O N

O R I E N TAT I O N

KEY FUNCTIONS

Client relationship management,

OR GAN I ZAT I ON - FAC I N G

Organizations seeking to integrate

outcome measurement, training and

financial wellness into existing

guidance for financial coaches, peer

programming and/or to enhance

learning, organizational development

financial coaching.

assessments and action planning, and
technical assistance.

# OF ORGANIZATIONS
USING PLATFORM
# OF CLIENTS THAT BENEFIT

COST/LICENSE STRUCTURE

AREAS OF FINANCIAL WELLNESS
PROGRAM INTEGRATION

302

20,000+

•

Community = $108 (access to peer community through
Share)

•

Basic = $505 (Share + tipsheets/worksheets, self-paced
training curriculum on Learn)

•

Coordinate = $588 (Basic + limited data collection and
management through Coach)

•

Coach = $708 (Basic package + data collection and session
management on Coach)

•

Manage = $1,548 (Coach package + reporting tools)

•

Network = $2,148 (Funders, intermediaries or large
multi-service organizations to monitor organizations or
departments using Change Machine)

Full financial coaching/counseling, asset building, banking, credit,
debt, financial goals, taxes
Workforce development, domestic violence, and other types of
human service programs.
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CREDIT STRENGTH FRAMEWORK AND ROADMAP
offered by CREDIT BUILDERS ALLIANCE (CBA)

The Credit Strength Framework and Roadmap is an online interactive financial coaching decision-making tool offered
to CBA members, designed to help financial coaches connect their clients’ asset-building goals with credit building
goals and lead them through the necessary steps to build credit. This framework is integrated with two other CBA credit
building programs, CBA Access and CBA Reporter. CBA Access gives members online access to credit reports and credit
scores from TransUnion and Equifax for the purposes of financial education, underwriting, and outcome tracking. CBA
Reporter gives nonprofit lenders the ability to report small business, micro-, and consumer loan data to the major credit
reporting agencies.

TA R G E T
P O P U L AT I O N

O R I E N TAT I O N

Low- and moderate-income and
un- or underbanked households and

ORGANIZATION -FACI N G

clients with poor, thin, or no credit
profiles, served by CBA member
organizations.

# OF ORGANIZATIONS
USING PLATFORM
# OF CLIENTS THAT BENEFIT
COST/LICENSE STRUCTURE

KEY FUNCTIONS

Financial coaching decision-making
tool focused on credit education
and building; access to client credit
reports and scores.

498

835,555

Offered to CBA member organizations only

AREAS OF FINANCIAL WELLNESS

Credit education and credit building

PROGRAM INTEGRATION

Financial servises, affordable housing
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DEBT MANAGEMENT PLAN CLIENT PORTAL
offered by GREENPATH FINANCIAL WELLNESS

The Debt Management Plan Client Portal, developed by GreenPath, offers clients continuous access to their debt
management plan and status to reassure and encourage clients concerning their progress in tackling debt. After a research
phase with Vectorform (Royal Oak, MI), the design and development phases were completed with Atomic Object (Ann
Arbor, MI). Using principles of human-centered design and behavioral economics, clients also receive nudges, progress
updates, just-in-time messaging, and badges for milestone achievements to promote healthy financial behaviors. The
portal also offers live chat support and tasks selected to address the unique needs of each client.

TA R G E T
P O P U L AT I O N

O R I E N TAT I O N

KEY FUNCTIONS

Provides debt management clients

OR GAN I ZAT I ON
+ C L I E N T - FAC I N G

GreenPath clients

the opportunity to track progress
and receive additional support and
encouragement.

# OF ORGANIZATIONS
USING PLATFORM
# OF CLIENTS THAT BENEFIT
COST/LICENSE STRUCTURE
AREAS OF FINANCIAL WELLNESS
PROGRAM INTEGRATION

N/A – proprietary platform

Offered to 40,000+ DMP Clients

N/A – proprietary platform

Debt management

Integrated with other services offered by GreenPath; serves as
platform for additional upgraded offerings
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FAMILY FINANCIAL TRACKING TEMPLATE

offered by the LOCAL INITIATIVES SUPPORT CORPORATION (LISC)
The Family Financial Tracking template is used to support LISC’s Financial Opportunity Center’s (FOC) model, which
integrates financial coaching and access to income supports with workforce development programs.2 The tool includes
a client relationship management (CRM) and outcomes measurement template, designed to help LISC affiliate
organizations measure performance. Financial coaches use the template to track changes over time using the Combined
Financial Assessment (CFA), which assesses clients’ financial wellness, budgets, balance sheets, credit report activity and
score, as well as progress towards goals and visions.

TA R G E T
P O P U L AT I O N

O R I E N TAT I O N

KEY FUNCTIONS

CRM, outcome measurement, training

ORG ANIZATIO N - FAC I N G

Low- and moderate- income clients of

and guidance for financial coaches,

LISC affiliate organizations.

financial education for clients through
coaches.

# OF ORGANIZATIONS
USING PLATFORM
# OF CLIENTS THAT BENEFIT
COST/LICENSE STRUCTURE
AREAS OF FINANCIAL WELLNESS

PROGRAM INTEGRATION

2

Over 800

20,000

Offered to LISC affiliates only

Full financial coaching/counseling, access to financial products,
credit building, homeownership, housing

Financial services, workforce development

See http://workingfamiliessuccess.com/wp-content/uploads/Elements-of-a-Successful-Financial-Opportunity-Center.pdf
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FINANCIAL FITNESS COMPANION

offered by GREENPATH FINANCIAL WELLNESS
Financial Fitness Companion (FFC) is a mobile-friendly journaling tool that is designed to help GreenPath’s financial
coaching and counseling clients record their challenges, successes, and experience in taking steps toward improved
financial wellness. Clients receive weekly automated email reminders to make entries in the FFC tool. These entries
are monitored by GreenPath’s Client Success Team to identify and respond to unmet needs by offering additional
support and resources, including nudges to take certain actions. This monitoring and response process acts as a sort of
motivational support system to help promote behavior change.

TA R G E T
P O P U L AT I O N

O R I E N TAT I O N

OR GAN I ZAT I ON +
C L I E N T - FAC I N G

Primarily Debt Management Plan

Financial behavior change journaling

(DMP) clients; also available to

and motivational support system for

financial coaching clients

clients.

# OF ORGANIZATIONS
USING PLATFORM
# OF CLIENTS THAT BENEFIT
COST/LICENSE STRUCTURE
AREAS OF FINANCIAL WELLNESS

PROGRAM INTEGRATION

KEY FUNCTIONS

N/A – proprietary platform

Offered to all 40,000+ DMP clients; uptake varies

N/A – proprietary platform

Full financial coaching/counseling, budgeting, credit, debt,
saving

Not currently, may be in future
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FINANCIAL HEALTH CHECK

offered by IDEAS42 IN PARTNERSHIP WITH BOEING EMPLOYEES CREDIT UNION (BECU)
Financial Health Check is a behavioral economics-inspired framework for financial service organizations designed to
help clients identify financial goals and take tangible action steps towards achieving those goals by initiating automatic
banking transfers—all over the course of one phone session. Ideas42 piloted this platform with Boeing Employees Credit
Union (BECU) from August 2015 through May 2016. The framework is designed to overcome customers’ intention gap by
helping customers articulate their financial goals, identify concrete action steps based on a review of customers’ monthly
budgets, and complete banking transfers such as automated savings transfers and/or debt payments to meet these
goals. BECU piloted the Ideas42 framework using a customized version of the Money Manager EX platform integrated
with their online banking platform and core processing system that allowed them to make real-time financial transfers
from the member’s account during sessions.

TA R G E T
P O P U L AT I O N

O R I E N TAT I O N

KEY FUNCTIONS

Financial coaching facilitation, client
relationship management (CRM),

ORG ANIZAT I ON +
CLIE NT -FAC I N G

Members of BECU (pilot)

outcome measurement, financial
education resources for coaches,
automated savings transfers/debt
payments.

# OF ORGANIZATIONS
USING PLATFORM

1 (pilot phase)

# OF CLIENTS THAT BENEFIT

1,291 credit union members to date; currently expanding pilot

COST/LICENSE STRUCTURE

Offered to affiliates; program staff use platform to work with

AREAS OF FINANCIAL WELLNESS

Financial coaching/counseling (single session), saving, debt,

PROGRAM INTEGRATION
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FRAMEWORK HOMEOWNERSHIP

offered by HOUSING PARTNERSHIP NETWORK AND THE MINNESOTA HOMEOWNERSHIP CENTER
Framework Homeownership is an online financial education tool for homebuyers and existing homeowners that includes
access to a national network of homeownership advisors for one-on-one advice. Housing Partnership Network and the
Minnesota Homeownership Center launched Framework in 2012 based on the fact that informed homebuyers are more
likely to be successful homeowners. For homebuyers, Framework offers an interactive online course that covers fixing
or improving credit, shopping for mortgages, home inspection basics, and the closing process. New homeowners have
access to Smart Start for Homeowners, a monthly educational newsletter.

TA R G E T
P O P U L AT I O N

O R I E N TAT I O N

OR GAN I ZAT I ON +
C L I E N T - FAC I N G

KEY FUNCTIONS

Homeownership education resources
First-time homebuyers

# OF ORGANIZATIONS
USING PLATFORM
# OF CLIENTS THAT BENEFIT

directly to clients and for coaches to
deliver

150

100,000

$75 (for full homebuyer course; other products have different

COST/LICENSE STRUCTURE

or no fee structure); organizations purchase licenses for their
clientele to use platform directly; clients can also access directly
online

AREAS OF FINANCIAL WELLNESS

PROGRAM INTEGRATION

Homebuying preparation, homeownership preservation, access
to financial products

Financial services
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GENII

offered by GREENPATH FINANCIAL WELLNESS
GENII is a proprietary client relationship management (CRM) platform developed by GreenPath and used internally for
over 15 years. GENII guides GreenPath Financial Wellness Experts through various workflows depending on the type
of session and the clients’ needs and goals to ensure all necessary topics and data are covered. These workflows can
be integrated with other information systems and sources (e.g., call center software, credit reporting agency data).
GENII also helps ensures that regulatory and creditor requirements are met with all necessary information and consent
obtained.
Leveraging data collected by GENII, GreenPath initiated Project Titan in 2017 to build a data repository that can enable
GreenPath and external partners (e.g., universities, consulting firms) to evaluate the effectiveness of interventions and
identify best practices to inform the financial coaching and counseling field.

TA R G E T
P O P U L AT I O N

O R I E N TAT I O N

KEY FUNCTIONS

Provides workflow support for financial
coaches and counselors to promote

ORG ANIZAT I ON +
CLIE NT-FAC I N G

All organization staff

greater responsiveness to client needs.
Also acts as a source for a data repository
used to evaluate effectiveness of
interventions.

# OF ORGANIZATIONS
USING PLATFORM
# OF CLIENTS THAT BENEFIT
COST/LICENSE STRUCTURE
AREAS OF FINANCIAL WELLNESS

PROGRAM INTEGRATION
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N/A – proprietary platform

150,000+ clients per year receiving services

N/A – proprietary platform

Full financial coaching/counseling, budgeting, credit, debt,
saving

Platform integrated with all direct services provided
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MYBUDGETCOACH (MYBC)
offered by COMMUNALLY

MyBudgetCoach is an online financial coaching platform that is designed to enhance financial coaches’ ability to work with
people in need. The platform was created by Communally, a certified B Corporation3 with a mission to address poverty
through innovative technology. MyBudgetCoach is offered directly to non-profit organizations who license the service
and provide access to financial data and resources to financial coaches and their clients. In between coaching sessions,
clients of participating organizations are also able to access financial education modules and a suite of budgeting,
financial management, and goal tracking tools including the MyBudgetCoach and MyExpenses tools. MyBudgetCoach
helps coaches facilitate financial conversations with their clients and offer online support between coaching sessions.
The platform also provides client and coach with outcome measurements and tracks progress towards goals.
A pilot evaluation of MyBudgetCoach conducted among 305 financial coaching clients of three organizations found
high client engagement with MyBudgetCoach, improvements in Financial Capability Scale scores, and a decrease in
the proportion of clients reporting monthly expenses that exceed monthly income. Outcomes were similar for clients
receiving in-person vs. remote coaching services (Collins, Gjertson, & O’Rourke, 2016).

TA R G E T
P O P U L AT I O N

O R I E N TAT I O N

O R GAN I ZAT I ON +
C L I E N T - FAC I N G

Low- and moderate-income families and
individuals served by licensee nonprofit
organizations

# OF ORGANIZATIONS
USING PLATFORM
# OF CLIENTS THAT BENEFIT
COST/LICENSE STRUCTURE
AREAS OF FINANCIAL WELLNESS
PROGRAM INTEGRATION

3

KEY FUNCTIONS

CRM, outcome measurement, financial
education resources for clients and
for coaches to deliver, training and
guidance for financial coaches

Just over 100

1,100

For sale to organizations (cost information not available); free to clients

Full financial coaching/counseling, credit repair, home buying preparation

Can be integrated with online public benefits applications and tax filing
services

See https://www.bcorporation.net
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PATHWAYS TO FINANCIAL EMPOWERMENT

offered by INCLUSIV (FORMERLY THE NATIONAL FEDERATION OF COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT
CREDIT UNIONS) AND NEIGHBORHOOD TRUST FINANCIAL PARTNERS
Pathways to Financial Empowerment is an online financial coaching and counseling platform specifically designed for
and made available to community development credit unions. Pathways helps facilitate in-branch financial coaching
and counseling sessions, tracks client data and outcomes, and connects clients with credit union financial products. The
Pathways platform is designed to connect with credit unions’ core processing systems to allow for the integration of
financial products and financial counseling services.

TA R G E T
P O P U L AT I O N

O R I E N TAT I O N

KEY FUNCTIONS
Facilitate financial counseling/

Low- and moderate-income, credit-

O RG ANIZAT I ON +
CLIE NT -FAC I N G

challenged credit union members seeking
financial counseling with affordable, small
dollar loan products

coaching, CRM, outcome
measurement, access to financial
products, financial education
resources for coaches to deliver,
training and guidance for financial
coaches

# OF ORGANIZATIONS
USING PLATFORM
# OF CLIENTS THAT BENEFIT
COST/LICENSE STRUCTURE
AREAS OF FINANCIAL WELLNESS

PROGRAM INTEGRATION
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12 credit unions (pilot phase)

2,000

For sale to member credit unions (cost information not available)

Full financial coaching/counseling, access to financial
products,home buying preparation, credit building

Financial services, workforce development, affordable housing
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SHARPEN YOUR FINANCIAL FOCUS

offered by NATIONAL FOUNDATION FOR CREDIT COUNSELING (NFCC)
This initiative consists of a variety of online tools designed to enhance traditional credit counseling services and help
match individuals with credit counselors from NFCC member organizations. The online system includes tools that collect
data, track client outcomes, and provide targeted financial education directly to clients. The client-facing tools include
MyMoneyCheckUp, a financial self-assessment survey, and Hands on Banking for Military, a financial education program
specifically developed to address the unique needs of service members, veterans and their families.

TA R G E T
P O P U L AT I O N

O R I E N TAT I O N

KEY FUNCTIONS
Connect clients to network of

OR GAN I ZAT I ON +
C L I E N T - FAC I N G

Low- and moderate-income families and
individuals, military service members and
Veterans through Hands on Banking

NFCC counselor/coaches, outcome
measurement, financial education
resources directly to clients and
for coaches to deliver, training and
guidance for financial coaches

# OF ORGANIZATIONS
USING PLATFORM
# OF CLIENTS THAT BENEFIT
COST/LICENSE STRUCTURE
AREAS OF FINANCIAL WELLNESS

PROGRAM INTEGRATION

65 NFCC member agencies

Not Specified

Provided to NFCC member agencies

Full financial coaching/counseling, access to financial products, home buying
preparation, student debt, small business

Not Specified
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SIMPLE PAYMENT PLAN

offered through GREENPATH FINANCIAL WELLNESS and EARNUP
GreenPath partnered with the financial technology company EarnUp in 2016 to assist GreenPath financial coaching and
counseling clients with fixed debt payments, such as mortgages, car payments, and student loans. GreenPath’s selection
of EarnUp to identify a debt repayment solution was facilitated by the Financial Solutions Lab project4 of the Center for
Financial Services Innovation (CFSI). EarnUp worked closely with GreenPath using “design sprints” to create the Simple
Payment Plan (SPP)—a debt repayment solution that automates and accelerates payments by aligning them with a
person’s pay schedule and due dates.5

TA R G E T
P O P U L AT I O N

O R I E N TAT I O N

KEY FUNCTIONS

Fixed debt payment app offered to

O RG ANIZAT I ON +
CLIE NT-FACI N G

financial coaching and counseling
All clients with fixed debt payments

clients to help align debt payments
with clients’ pay schedules and
accelerate payments

# OF ORGANIZATIONS
USING PLATFORM

Exclusive to GreenPath

# OF CLIENTS THAT BENEFIT

All financial counseling, coaching, and debt management clients are eligible;

COST/LICENSE STRUCTURE

EarnUp is offered to the public for $19.95/month; GreenPath clients receive a

AREAS OF FINANCIAL WELLNESS
PROGRAM INTEGRATION

approximately 600 have enrolled in the first few months of the pilot.

free year due to external funding

Debt management

Platform is offered across service offerings, not yet integrated into other
platforms

See http://finlab.cfsinnovation.com/
For an in-depth case study of the GreenPath-EarnUp partnership as an illustration of nonprofit-financial technology collaboration, see https://www.
greenpathpartner.org/Docs/Successful_Partnerships.pdf
4
5
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TRUSTED ADVISOR

offered by NEIGHBORHOOD TRUST FINANCIAL PARTNERS
Trusted Advisor is a workplace-based financial wellness program that provides employers with a customized financial
wellness benefit for their employees that includes online money management tools and individual financial counseling
services offered by Neighborhood Trust. Trusted Advisor is supported by a data and evaluation framework based in
Salesforce to track counseling sessions, employee engagement, actions to achieve goals, and outcomes related to use
of financial services, debt, credit and credit scores, and savings.

TA R G E T
P O P U L AT I O N

O R I E N TAT I O N

OR GAN I ZAT I ON +
C L I E N T - FAC I N G

Low-income employees of participating
companies and organizations

# OF ORGANIZATIONS
USING PLATFORM
# OF CLIENTS THAT BENEFIT
COST/LICENSE STRUCTURE
AREAS OF FINANCIAL WELLNESS

PROGRAM INTEGRATION

KEY FUNCTIONS

Financial education resources directly
to clients and for coaches to deliver,
CRM, outcome measurement

Data not available

3,500

For sale to employers; free to clients

Full financial coaching/counseling, access to financial products, debt, credit
repair, savings

Integrated with employer-based services
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YELLOW RIBBON COMPASS
offered by VETERANSPLUS

Yellow Ribbon Compass is an online money management tool and financial coaching platform dedicated to service
members, veterans, and their families that connects to over fourteen-thousand banks, credit unions, financial institutions,
auto loan, investment, and retirement fund management systems. Through Compass, users can visualize transactions,
create spending plans, create savings goals, and manage bill payment reminders. Compass also connects clients to
VeteransPlus financial counselors who work with clients to develop action plans and track their progress over time.

TA R G E T
P O P U L AT I O N

O R I E N TAT I O N

KEY FUNCTIONS
Facilitate financial coaching/
counseling, CRM, outcome
measurement, financial education

O RG ANIZAT I ON +
CLIE NT-FAC I N G

Service members, veterans, survivors,

resources for clients and for coaches

caregivers, and their families

to deliver, training and guidance
for financial coaches, home buying
preparation, financial account
aggregator.

# OF ORGANIZATIONS
USING PLATFORM
# OF CLIENTS THAT BENEFIT
COST/LICENSE STRUCTURE
AREAS OF FINANCIAL WELLNESS
PROGRAM INTEGRATION
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10,000 to 15,000

Offered to affiliates

Budgeting, money management, financial goal setting

Financial services, affordable housing, military transition
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WELLNESS WALLET

offered by GREENPATH FINANCIAL WELLNESS
Wellness Wallet was designed by MX Technologies to allow financial coaching and counseling clients to view all their
financial accounts in one location, including account balances and recent transactions. Transactions are automatically
categorized to enable clients to monitor their spending relative to their budget. Visual elements include spending pie
charts and “budget bubbles” to help clients easily track spending compared to budgets. Clients can also track monthly
changes in assets and liabilities to help monitor net worth. A very similar platform, BluePrint, is used by Homeownership
Preservation Foundation, a GreenPath strategic partner.

TA R G E T
P O P U L AT I O N

O R I E N TAT I O N

KEY FUNCTIONS
Account aggregation, money

OR GAN I ZAT I ON +
C L I E N T - FAC I N G

Still in pilot phase—to be determined

management, and budgeting tool
to augment financial coaching and
counseling services.

# OF ORGANIZATIONS
USING PLATFORM
# OF CLIENTS THAT BENEFIT
COST/LICENSE STRUCTURE
AREAS OF FINANCIAL WELLNESS
PROGRAM INTEGRATION

N/A – proprietary platform

Still in pilot phase

N/A – proprietary platform

Budgeting, spending

None
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TARGET POPULATIONS
Most platforms profiled above support financial coaching and counseling for the public—primarily low- and moderateincome individuals and families—though some platforms are targeted towards specific communities. For instance,
Framework Homeownership is an online financial education tool geared specifically toward first-time home buyers and
has recently expanded to offer support to existing homeowners. Yellow Ribbon Compass, developed by VeteransPlus,
covers a wide array of financial topics that includes budgeting and goal-setting, but is designed specifically for veterans,
service members, and their families. Other target populations are specified based on credit union membership,
employment with a company that offers financial wellness benefits, or enrollment in debt management plans. None of
the platforms described above target non-English speakers.

PLATFORM FOCAL AREAS AND KEY FUNCTIONS
Most of the platforms and tools described above support or augment financial coaching or counseling services that
address budgeting, debt reduction, credit repair, and savings. However, some platforms focus on providing support
around a specific financial topic. For instance, Framework offers support specifically for those individuals looking to buy
their first home, while Credit Builders Alliance (CBA) provides tools specific to credit building and credit repair.
Focal areas varied across platforms and included one or
more of the following, summarized in the table below:

êê

Financial coaching/counseling services to set
goals, track action plans, and address several
financial capability topics e.g., budgeting, saving;

êê

Financial products and services (e.g., automated
account transfers, account aggregation);

êê

Credit repair and building;

êê

Homeownership, including buyer preparation
and homeownership preservation.
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P L AT F O R M P R I M A R Y F O C A L A R E A S
PLATFORM

Change Machine

FINANCIAL
COACHING/
COUNSELING

FINANCIAL
PRODUCTS
& SERVICES

CREDIT
BUILDING,
REPAIR

∙

Framework/
Roadmap
Debt Management

∙

Plan Client Portal

Tracker
Financial Fitness
Companion
Financial Health
Check

∙
∙
∙

∙
∙

Framework

∙

Homeownership

GENII

∙

MyBudgetCoach

∙

Pathways
to Financial
Empowerment
Sharpen Your
Financial Focus

∙

∙

Plan

Yellow Ribbon
Compass

Wellness Wallet

∙

∙

∙

Simple Payment

Trusted Advisor

HOMEOWNERSHIP

∙

Credit Strength

Family Financial

DEBT
MANAGEMENT/
SETTLEMENT

∙

∙

∙

∙

∙

∙
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PLATFORM KEY FUNCTIONS
ORGANIZATION-FACING FUNCTIONS
The organization-facing platforms described above offer a range of functions including:
1.

CRM and data tracking;

2. Outcome measurement;
3. Facilitation of financial coaching sessions
i.e., guiding the coach or counselor through
the workflow of a session;
4. Communication tools (e.g., automated text
messages, emails) to help coaches and
counselors keep in touch with and provide
encouragement to and accountability for
clients after or between sessions;

5. Access to financial products and services
for clients (e.g., bill payment, account
aggregation);
6. Access to credit reports;
7. Training and financial education resources
for coaches, counselors, and in some cases,
clients; and
8. Social media forums for coach and
counselor education and support.

These functions (see corresponding number above) are listed by platform in the following table:
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P L AT F O R M K E Y F U N C T I O N S
PLATFORM

1

2

Change Machine

∙

∙

Credit Strength

3

Roadmap
Debt Management

Financial Fitness
Companion
Financial Health
Check

∙

∙

∙
∙

Empowerment

∙

∙

∙

∙

∙

∙

∙

∙
∙

∙

∙

∙

Plan

Wellness Wallet

∙

∙

Simple Payment

Compass

∙

∙

∙

Financial Focus

Yellow Ribbon

∙

∙

∙

Sharpen Your

Trusted Advisor

∙

∙

GENII

to Financial

8

∙

Homeownership

Pathways

7

∙

Framework

MyBudgetCoach

6

∙

Plan Client Portal

Tracker

5

∙

Framework/

Family Financial

4

∙

∙

∙

∙

∙
∙

∙

∙

∙
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CLIENT-FACING FUNCTIONS
Each of the platforms with client- and organization-facing components have some combination of the elements listed
under the organization-facing section above as well as one or more of the following tools that the client can access
directly:
êê

Financial education resources, often
organized in topic-specific modules;

êê

Financial self-assessments, designed to
help clients develop goals and inform
organizations about client needs;

êê

Budgeting tools;

êê

Financial account organizers/aggregators that
allow clients to link accounts to the platform
and view all account information against
budget-related, savings, or other goals; and

êê

Access to networks of financial
counselors or coaches.

For example, GreenPath's Debt Management Plan Client Portal offers clients ongoing access to their debt management
plans and status, while Veterans Plus' Yellow Ribbon Compass lets clients view transactions, develop spending plans and
savings goals, and receive bill payment reminders.

PROGRAM INTEGRATION
Many of the platforms were designed to be integrated into existing social service programs or other types of
organizations. For example, Trusted Advisor brings financial counseling into the workplace, the Family Financial Tracker
platform is integrated with workforce development programs, and the Pathways to Financial Empowerment platform
integrates financial counseling into credit unions’ products and services. Other areas of program integration include
homeownership, military transition, and accessing public benefits.
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CLIENT ENGAGEMENT, TRAINING,
REACHING TARGET POPULATIONS

II. FRONT END:

CLIENT ENGAGEMENT,
RETENTION AND IMPACT
Service uptake and client retention over multiple sessions is a commonly
reported challenge for financial coaching programs. Organizations shared
a variety of best practices in client engagement.
Many suggested that successful client engagement might look different
from one client to the next. While many organizations maintained the belief
that long-term one-on-one financial coaching was ideal for achieving
sustained behavioral change and deeper impact, others viewed one-time
and low-touch interventions and services as effective for some clients.
Many of the online platforms and tools described in this report include
components designed specifically to enhance client engagement and
retention. For instance, programs that allow coaches and clients to share
the client’s financial details online may enhance or supplement the clientcoach relationship. These shared financial details may provide a springboard
to help initiate the first session with the coach or to keep clients engaged
between sessions. Many programs also use automated text and e-mail
appointment reminders designed to encourage client participation and
retention over time, with minimal staff resource allocation.
Alternatively, Ideas42 developed a one-time only financial coaching session
workflow to help clients identify and execute banking-related actions
steps. Designed to overcome the intention-action gap, which is a common
challenge associated with financial coaching, the Financial Health Check
is meant to help clients identify goals and take tangible actions steps to
achieve those goals in a single session, thereby eliminating the challenge
of long-term retention.
A few of the organizations suggested that client engagement was helped
by coupling the coaching services and other tools with other sought-after
program elements or by offering incentives. Some programs achieved
higher participation rates by setting a coaching session or an online financial
education class as a prerequisite to mortgage or auto loan application
approval. Other organizations emphasized the importance of developing
a strong client-coach relationship and tapping into a client’s motivations
early in the relationship.
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INSIGHTS FROM THE FIELD:
Client Engagement and Retention

“
“
“

We also focus on helping clients articulate why they
have engaged with coaching in the first place...
Sometimes it's either passion or fatigue and people
do need to acknowledge that to themselves, that
there's a reason today why [they chose to engage
with the program]. It's been a long time that they've
been receiving the debt-collector calls. There's been
a long series of envelopes that went unopened. But
there's something that happens on a particular
day in a particular moment why you engage with
a coach. It doesn't mean you're prepared to do all
of it, but I think talking with each other about what
that thing is can be the difference why people stick
with it.”

The ability to have those real-time alerts to keep
things going while they’re not meeting, it keeps the
fire burning.”

For some people, they may want to be checking
in with the coach every time they make their next
decision. For other people it might be, okay, I’ve got
the baseline... Different people do things differently,
so it would be moving beyond a metric of do we
need repeat coaching or do we just need people’s
improved financial lives.”

“
“
“

We have found that there are certain coaches
who are seemingly brilliant content experts who
might not be culturally relevant or sensitive in
their coaching… So even if we provide training, and
even if our coaches are brilliant and have content
knowledge, the reality is that you need to be able
to connect with your coaching clients in order to
maintain something long-term. And some people
have it and some people don’t, it seems.”

We have been really successful, but we’re successful
with the people who want to stick with it. You need
to meet with the financial coaches a certain number
of times, I think, to really have the time and the
resources, the know-how and the support to make
some of those really big decisions and ongoing
decisions to demonstrate knowledge change and
also action change or behavior change... We don’t
always view [our retention rate] as a problem, per
se, because people who want to engage in coaching
will engage in coaching.”

Long-term engagement is relative to each particular
situation, and what it takes going forward is an
unknown until the original assessment is complete.”
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II. FRONT END

ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTAGES
OF MULTIPLE PLATFORMS AND TOOLS
We asked organization representatives about the advantages and disadvantages of the existence of multiple platforms
in the financial coaching and counseling field. While some pointed out that a proliferation of platforms offering the same
or similar services could lead to confusion among consumers and inefficiency, others pointed out that multiple platforms
and tools are needed to reach specific populations. Yellow Ribbon Compass was developed by VeteransPlus to support
military service members, veterans, survivors, and their families. Though MyBudgetCoach, was developed for a general
audience, Communally customized their platform in a program called Wounded Warrior specifically for veterans who are
homeless or near homeless.
In addition, some of the platforms and tools were customized to integrate with other programs or services. For instance,
the Pathways to Financial Empowerment platform integrates financial coaching and counseling with the use of financial
products and services offered in credit unions.
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INSIGHTS FROM THE FIELD:
What do you see are the advantages of multiple platforms that are tailored to

“
“
“

specific needs from the user perspective and from a provider perspective?

I think one advantage [to targeted programs] is
that you can really convey the message that this
program is for people like me and so that would
help to ease some of the stigma that might exist
around accessing these services and relatedly, for
the providers, it really gives you some ground to
stand on in terms of building trust and reciprocity...
I do feel like if it gets a little bit too specialized,
where it’s just about the mortgage or just about the
debt side of your finances, it could be easy to miss
the core of the basic budgeting or the basic saving
and building up liquid savings and addressing the
checkboxes that everyone should do for financial
health.”

From the provider perspective it seems like having a
platform that supports the context of where you’re
delivering the coaching is helpful... The context and
the environment really matters... Having platforms,
whether it’s multiple different platforms that suit
different population needs or just platforms that
can [be customized], I do think really does help in
that user context.”

I think it’s complicated because obviously if you
have a massive proliferation of systems then it
inhibits… standardization and adoption of some
best practices. But at the same time, when you’re
providing counseling and you’re integrating into
certain contexts, the more integrated it is into that
context, I think the more powerful the counseling
can be... So I think the model of a service that is
seamlessly woven into a particular setting that
makes the services really trusted and efficient…
is really, really important… Multiple platforms in a
particular setting seems really concerning but the
idea of specialization around particular financial
goals is also really important.”

“

“
“
“

The expense of building these [more specialized]
platforms is considerable, so you want to be able
to at least go after the widest market. Financial
coaching is not the most enormous market in the
world, so you want to be able to attach it in several
different ways.”

We also see the need to serve specific target
markets and we’re doing that in a lot of ways. We’re
creating toolkits that are specific to returning
citizens, people coming out of incarceration who
are wanting to start small businesses and need to
build credit… We have this huge membership and
they’re serving all different kinds of populations
and so we’re always able to gather perspectives
from them to really be able to provide that more
culturally specific insight when needed.”

Multiple platforms tailored to specific users only
strengthen the community vision to help end
veteran homelessness, weather job loss and create
financial security… Too many nonprofits believe that
their platform or program is the single answer.”

The basic principles of financial security are
universal... Everyone can benefit from establishing a
savings plan and sticking to it over time.... [However]
I think you need to use specific language to make
sure that’s reflected in [the user] experience,
whether it’s the platform or the training. So I do
think adaptability, even amongst universal themes,
is helpful... A caseworker in a domestic violence
shelter just sees different things. Their presenting
issues tend to be more pronounced maybe for
identity theft or financial abuse.”
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II. FRONT END

MARKETING STRATEGIES AND CHALLENGES
Nonprofits and the companies that serve them may face a disadvantage in marketing their services when compared to
for-profit companies with larger marketing budgets that offer platforms and tools not necessarily tailored to the specific
needs of lower-income populations. The organizations that we interviewed acknowledged the challenge of competing
with marketing budgets of larger for-profit companies.

INSIGHTS FROM THE FIELD:
What do you see are the advantages of multiple platforms that are tailored to
specific needs from the user perspective and from a provider perspective?

“
“

Once you can… find those opportunities to hook
people into the services, they see the benefit
of working with the nonprofits and seeing what
they can offer but it’s just that you don’t have
the best mechanisms to hook people like these
competitors do in that space where they have all
these resources.”

We do know that our members are faced with
challenges of predatory services and deceptive
marketing schemes that are out there and
available and so that is a reality. There’s not a
concerted effort but I think what we’re trying to do
is put this [tool] as a value and certainly as a free
service to our membership so that they stay within
our [traditional financial services] border.”
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“

If you are a nonprofit, most likely you are independent
and not steering towards a specific financial product.
That is very difficult when you have [companies]
that have really big budgets and are aggressively
competitive… That said, I think there is still room
to play online. And we have to be talking about
online because that is the future of marketing and
advertising. Reaching the audience is really critical…
The competition is fierce. We find messaging that
will resonate and provide content that meets their
needs…We address those low-quality predatory
programs head on… We educate our customers
about the things to look for.”
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LEVERAGING AFFILIATE AND MEMBERSHIP
COMMUNITY CONNECTIONS
Those who offer their platforms to their affiliate or membership organizations rely on the often-well- established
community and client relationships that their membership organizations have in place.

INSIGHTS FROM THE FIELD:

“

They know their markets. They know the
families. They know their communities. Far be
it for me in Philadelphia to tell somebody, we
have an affiliate in Sacramento. I’m not going
to advise them on how to reach folks in that
community.”

“

It came up over and over again in conversations
that [the affiliated financial institution] was a
trusted partner and that people felt comfortable
talking at very personal levels about their finances
and trying to understand what steps could they
take in order to get into a better financial position,
and that’s something that I think few people
would have that level of candor with a traditional
financial institution.”
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II. FRONT END

STAFF TRAINING AND CERTIFICATIONS
FOR FINANCIAL COACHES AND COUNSELORS
Staff training and certification is a broader issue underlying the use of online financial coaching and counseling platforms
and tools. Though organization representatives agreed coaches and counselors must be well-trained to be successful,
views and policies differed concerning requiring specific certifications.
When asked whether there should be universal training and certification standards, two organization representatives
identified the certification programs offered by the Association for Financial Counseling and Planning Education (AFCPE)
as high quality. Other representatives identified the challenge of comparing the quality of various certification programs.
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INSIGHTS FROM THE FIELD:

“

“

“

Yes, absolutely there should be a universal
standard… Staff training is vital. We offer training on
the technology, but we don’t train people how to be
a coach or a counselor. They need that background
to really be successful.”

The importance of staff training in coaching
certifications cannot be emphasized enough. As far
as universal standards are concerned, we feel that
AFCPE is the pinnacle of our education delivery.
Of course, we carry other certifications such as
NeighborWorks and an NFCC, but that is simply
to meet the criteria that some outreach requires
us to have in order to teach, because our coaches
and counselors conduct online education with our
clients, families.”

In terms of should there be universal standards, I
don’t know exactly what that means and who would
standardize things. I know that one of the challenges
of when you have certification programs is there’s
lots of certification programs and so how do you
compare? You’re comparing apples to oranges and
how do you know what’s good and what’s not good?
So maybe yes, there should be universal standards
but who is going to standardize things?”

“
“

We are walking people through a consistent
deliverable, so... [as long as the training] covers
the basics and people go through and get enough
content that they’re comfortable engaging in
conversations about people’s financial lives, I think
I’m… pretty agnostic as to whether there’s a set
model that’s better than another. As long as we know
that it’s a pretty good basic training, we’re good.”

I do feel really strongly that staff training... and
certification is essential because the field is relatively
young, and we should have the bar super, super high
for our field... We’re trying to do it. We don’t think
we do it very well. We’re not really investing in the
sort of certain standards and we don’t even know
how. You could get away with a lot when a field is
young and there aren’t standards around what is
considered excellence and that could really harm
the field. I think staff training and certifications is
really, really, really important... We put so much
effort into the entire infrastructure that goes into
the hiring, training, testing, supporting, screening,
monitoring, incentivizing counselors, but it should
be standardized.”
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RESOURCE ALLOCATION AND
OPPORTUNITIES FOR COLLABORATION

III. BACK END:
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RESOURCE ALLOCATION:
TECHNOLOGY VS IN-PERSON
COACHING AND COUNSELING
We asked organization representatives whether they worried that
technology might supplant in-person coaching and counseling services.
To the contrary, most said they were using technology to enhance, rather
than replace, the scale and impact of in-person services. the importance
of developing a strong client-coach relationship and tapping into a client’s
motivations early in the relationship.

III. BACK END

Online Platforms and Tools to Support
Financial Coaching and Counseling

39

INSIGHTS FROM THE FIELD:

“
“

I honestly think that there is more opportunity to
grow coaching programs [and] to enhance them
with some of the online pieces… If there was an
easier way for people who have busy lives and kids…
to connect with their coach. Maybe they make it
to one appointment but then they can follow up
through some kind of online option where they
can still connect with that coach. I think there’s a
lot of opportunity there. I don’t think the mobile
and online services is going to decrease the impact
of or decrease different organizations’ needs for
coaching. I think it just needs to change, shift.”

The vast majority of people… need human
interaction. I don’t think technology; the rise of
technology eliminates that. I think it makes it much
more effective, but from what we do and what I
can see in the future, it makes it more effective and
more efficient, and in fact, when it’s more effective
and more efficient, the funders will see the benefits
more clearly and hopefully pour in resources instead
of drawing back.”

“

We’re very focused on mobile and online as a way
to maintain or enhance impact while we improve
efficiency… I think the agenda is holding impact
constant and I think everyone is very focused on
data that proves impact… We’re not going to pick
scale over impact.… There’s an opportunity for that
technology to help us reach clients and gather
information in a more effective way, so that the
counseling session itself is more powerful because
we’re using information, we already have information
before the session starts or we’re able to segment
our clients more efficiently on the front end so that
the counseling that they’re getting is more targeted.
I think that there are a lot of ways that it’s not just
about a lighter touch service… The challenge for us
is to ratchet up the effectiveness.”
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OPPORTUNITIES FOR COLLABORATION
We asked organization representatives whether they would see any advantages in sharing common technological
resources with other organizations. Most expressed interest in collaboration and learning from each other wherever
possible, especially concerning outcome measurement, which was cited most frequently. Other potential areas
mentioned included student loan debt and liquid savings.
Several organizations mentioned specific partnerships in which they were engaged, citing the advantages of leveraging
others’ expertise and relationships. Others mentioned nonprofit Leaders in Financial Technology (nLIFT) as a successful
model in helping organizations come together to work on systemic issues and develop ideas.

INSIGHTS FROM THE FIELD:

“
“

We’ve really found a lot of success in our partnership
with the Change Machine… We don’t see a need to
duplicate what they’re already doing really well
but we do see that we have a role in the space in
that we’re able to leverage our credit industry
relationships to provide really up to date, ongoing,
specific information about changes in the industry...
Then we can partner with organizations like the
Change Machine to be able to supplement what
they do by participating in their forums and they
can supplement what we do by providing really,
really high-quality coaching advice.”

We have been asked by so many, how are you going
to address [the student loan debt burden]… We just
announced this exciting partnership with NFCC and
they are really focusing on student loan debt and
counseling around student loan debt and we are
working with them to think about how we might
best share resources in that area for our shared
customers.”
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“
“

We’re partnering with a financial technology
company called Flex Wage and we’re really interested
in linking our financial counseling services with their
technology that plugs into the payroll system…
They’ve already spent years building the backend…
This is this beautiful opportunity for collaboration
where we can just leverage what they’ve already
built and plug in.”

I think as practitioners… [it’s important] to just
not reinvent the wheel and to share lessons on
what’s worked and what hasn’t... [One] area where
there is alignment or there could be alignment...
[is] around savings and liquid savings, emergency
savings. I think there is an opportunity there even
though some of the platforms are very specific to
certain populations or to a certain goal or issue that
somebody is trying to resolve. I think everyone can
relate back to a very haunting statistic of what, like
forty-seven percent of Americans not being able
to come up with four hundred dollars in case of an
emergency.”

III. BACK END

“

I wouldn’t know how that would work. We’ve seen
many platforms come and go in the five years we’ve
been around, and most of them duplicated what we
do, or covered just a part of them. Many of them
incorporated an aggregator-type budgeting tool, or
dealt with a very specific thing like homeownership
and financial coaching. I haven’t come across one
yet that’s truly a financial coaching tool that I would
need to share resources [with]. That said, if we’re
looking broadly enough that it’s incorporating
things like a Change Machine… They’re really a coach
training resource, which certainly there is a need for
that. I could very easily see the combination of the
two being a very powerful weapon.”
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When we created the partnership, Inclusiv [formerly
the Federation] were really the strong experts in the
credit union market and credit union operations and
we brought the expertise of how do you incorporate
counseling and weave them into those operations
and then what kind of technology platform is
going to help you support that. Our role has been
to really lay out the design of the platform to think
about bringing best practices into the credit union
context, training counselors, training credit union
staff, thinking about how to create a system that is
flexible for the very different types of context that
you can have.”

INSIGHTS FROM THE FIELD:

“
“

A Need to Coordinate Outcome Measurement

The biggest disadvantage is that everybody is
tracking different things and I do think we need
to drive the conversation… [and] start tracking
consistent metrics because we need to start
developing more universal apples to apples… It’s
not like apples and oranges. It’s all just different
apples. We’re very close but how we define things
is nuanced.”

If we as an industry could come together and say,
these are the ten data points… I would love to see
the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau come
out and say, these are the ten things... I might even
disagree with some of those things... but at the end
of the day, it would be worth it to be able to have
that standardization over the industry.”

“
“

We have a particular interest in standardized
outcome data just so when we do talk about sharing
those resources and being able to talk about best
practices, there’s an evidence base to look back on.”

Our problem is actually not lack of data. It’s actually
that we have lots of data and we don’t have a good
way to do anything with it. We get a huge amount
of data from our members who are reporting loans,
which we think there’s huge potential for learning
from. But we’re not capturing it in a way that’s
easy to assess what would be interesting and what
research potential there might be. So yeah, I think
our problem is definitely not lack of data. It’s a lot
of data but it’s not having the capability to really
analyze it.”
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CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS
The online platforms and tools described in this report hold the promise of strengthening financial coaching and counseling
client engagement and outcomes. The predominant function of these platforms and tools is performance management:
to help coaches and counselors deliver services more efficiently and effectively, and to measure outcomes. Further,
these platforms and tools enable coaches and counselors to communicate with clients in between sessions, provide
clients with tools to build their financial capabilities, and provide a digital interface with financial products and services.
As organizations continue to seek out and leverage technology to strengthen financial coaching and counseling services,
there are several important challenges and implications to consider.

Information Technology Resources

Many of the platforms described in this report were built
using Salesforce, a cloud-based CRM software system
that organizations can customize. Through the “Power of
Us” program, Salesforce provides 10 donated subscriptions
for eligible nonprofit organizations.
Organizations that need different functionality than what
is offered by Salesforce may need to turn to software
development and financial technology firms. Firms should
be carefully vetted in various ways, including assessing
long-term viability, whether the software solution is open
source, the firm’s experience in developing solutions for
human service organizations serving low- and moderateincome clients, responsiveness during the design and
development phase, and flexibility to accommodate
the financial constraints most nonprofit organizations
experience.
In terms of coordinating outcome measurement, initiatives
such as nLIFT provide opportunities for organizations to
identify or develop online platforms and tools that can
be used across organizations and allow them to collect
similar data. Examples from this report that standardize
data collection include Change Machine, Family Financial
Tracker,6 and MyBudgetCoach.
Whatever the software system, data security is an
important consideration, given recent and well- publicized
breaches and the fact that organizations in this field
collect and maintain personally identifiable information

6
7
8

and sensitive financial data. To use and leverage online
platforms and tools to strengthen financial coaching and
counseling services, nonprofit organizations need greater
unrestricted funding from donors and foundations, and
to be able to include information technology as a cost
directly associated with providing services.7

Design

Digital platforms should be created with the end user
in mind, which is a basic principle of human-centered
design. 8 Whenever possible, organizations offering
financial coaching and counseling should engage coaches,
counselors, and clients (i.e., the end users) in the process
of selecting or designing online platforms or tools. Digital
platforms and tools should be built to support and not
disrupt coaches and counselors’ session workflow. For
example, a platform or tool that requires a coach or
counselor to pause for lengthy periods to enter data or
search for information during a session may harm client
rapport.
GreenPath Financial Wellness engages in “design
sprints” in which staff generate ideas and potential
solutions informed by behavioral science, and develop
and test prototypes with end users, being careful not to
commit major resources to initial prototypes that may
prove ineffective. Initiatives such as Duke University’s
Common Cents Lab and the Center for Financial Services
Innovation’s Financial Solutions Lab offer opportunities
for organizations and companies to design and test ideas
and solutions to promote financial capability and health.

Limited to LISC affiliate organizations.
As opposed to funders considering information technology as an indirect cost subject to overhead funding restrictions.
See https://ssir.org/articles/entry/design_thinking_for_social_innovation
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Human Resources

An important consideration for organizations using
platforms and tools to support financial coaching
and counseling is the question of how to distribute
responsibilities related to development, administration,
and technical support of the platform or tool. Further,
if the platform or tool was designed internally and/or
customized through an external provider, it is important
for organizations to ensure that knowledge concerning
how to maintain and continue to enhance the platform or
tool does not leave the organization if a designated data
and evaluation staff person leaves.

Program Evaluation

Organizations’ growing use of digital platforms and tools
provides an excellent opportunity to strengthen program
evaluation efforts by systematically collecting data
that can be analyzed to assess client engagement and
outcomes. Important considerations in this regard include
ensuring that:

1.

Sufficient data are collected to measure
client characteristics and engagement.
Variation in characteristics and the degree
of engagement may help explain variation
in outcomes. For example, an organization
may discover that clients without children in
the household and/or those who are digitally
engaged in between coaching or counseling
sessions are more likely to achieve certain
outcomes. Collecting more data would allow
that organization to tease out which client
characteristics are more highly correlated with
certain outcomes. Measuring engagement
is especially important for platforms that
include client-facing components and tools
to assess whether use of these components
and tools affects outcomes.

2. Data collected reflect outcome objectives.
If an organization has a financial counseling
outcome objective concerning improvements
in credit, data such as credit scores and
derogatory debt items should be collected.

Online Platforms and Tools to Support
Financial Coaching and Counseling

43

For each objective, one or more meaningful
data indicators collected through the
platform should be identified.
3. Data are collected with a sufficient level
of granularity. Data fields should be set up
to capture the greatest level of detail as
possible. For example, a data field that is a
simple binary (yes/no) indicator of whether
clients increased their credit scores after a
certain number of sessions yields far less
insight than a data field that captures credit
scores at multiple time points.
4. Use data to refine and modify outcome
objectives. An advantage to collecting a lot
of data concerning clients’ financial behavior
and circumstances is the opportunity to
revisit outcome objectives after establishing
baseline indicators and evaluating outcomes
relative to these indicators. For example, an
organization may learn that an objective
that at least 50% of clients will establish
an emergency savings fund equal to three
months of living expenses within six months
is very difficult to achieve. Data should
be used to paint a clear picture of clients’
financial lives and what they can reasonably
expect to achieve given factors beyond their
control (e.g., lack of living wage jobs, scarcity
of affordable housing).

A larger challenge for the field of financial coaching and
counseling is to develop a set of core data standards to
enable organizations providing very similar services with
very similar client populations to collect the same data
through a common platform or multiple platforms that
incorporate core data standards. Another challenge is
helping organizations build program evaluation and data
analysis capacity. Platforms that collect rich data are
useless if the data are not analyzed in a way that yields
insights that can be used to improve services, such as by
assessing outcomes in relation to service engagement,
client demographics, and financial circumstances.
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