
Opportunity Fund: Start2Save and the Journey of Product 
Development  
 
Introduction 
No journey is without its surprises, unexpected challenges and well-earned successes, even 
within nonprofit organizations.  Starting with an idea, organizations move forward into the 
unknown in hopes of promoting client success – we have seen it many times. However, not all 
new program journeys meet their intended goal.   
 
This is a story of how an organization not only achieved success, but surpassed expectations. 
Like any positive and on-going evolution, this journey required the flexibility and willingness to 
change, and an unwavering understanding of the desired end goal – increasing client financial 
capability.   
 

Start2Save 1.0 – Implementing the Idea  
Since 1994, Opportunity Fund has provided microloans to small businesses and microsavings 
to students and families around the Bay area and greater Los Angeles.  With over $83 million 
deployed since its origins, Opportunity Fund is California’s leading microfinance provider.  With 
a model built on understanding client needs, staff at Opportunity Fund developed a deep 
knowledge of the unique and specific reasons people were in need of savings. Many of the 
individuals utilizing their services were unable to weather unplanned yet common place 
economic hiccups such as car or house repair, or medical treatments. Opportunity Fund knew 
that this lack of economic resilience in the face of life’s ups and downs could be addressed 
through the establishment of an accessible and flexible savings account.  
 
But how can a consumer who is already struggling to cover monthly expenses take that next 
step to save money?  
 
The first steps of the journey 
Opportunity Fund understood that savings was a critical factor in helping low-income consumers 
weather short and medium term financial hardships and achieve long-term financial success 
and that matched savings could be a powerful and successful intervention to help vulnerable 
families and individuals build that safety net. So, in 2011, Start2Save (S2S) launched as a 
matched savings program designed to help clients establish $1,500 worth of emergency 
savings.   
 
Now, matched savings, or Individual Development Accounts (IDAs) were not new to the 
organization, having offered different types of such products since 1999, pairing the 2:1 match 
with financial education.  However, Start2Save had several innovative features, designed to 
further promote and increase financial health, including: 
 

 Non-Custodial Account Model: The majority of IDAs are escrow accounts, or “custodial” 
accounts, which are immediately closed after participants complete their savings goal. 
But S2S began as a “non-custodial” account, allowing clients to keep their account open, 
increasing their capacity for long-term behavioral changes in their savings habits.  

 Use of Funds: While traditional IDAs restrict the use of saved funds, S2S allowed 
participants flexibility and agency in determining how to use the money – coaches 
suggested that individuals keep their savings for use in case of emergencies  

 Attainable Goal Setting: Savings goals were lowered, fostering increased client success 
   



The Financial Capability Institute — created and managed by the Center for Financial Services 
Innovation — wrote about the beginnings of the program in this Opportunity Fund Case Study.  

 
Start2Save 2.0 – Communicating for Deeper Impact  
While the program was met with initial success, S2S staff took note of client behavior 
throughout the life of the program and began wondering what modifications could further 
promote success.  During the second leg of this product’s journey, Opportunity Fund turned its 
focus on coaching, messaging, and a bold expansion of product offerings. Additionally, a 
change in account ownership was made in the hopes of increased participation.  
 
First, to strengthen their communications with clients, Opportunity Fund added another coaching 
session into the program; S2S 2.0 offered one session at the start of the program, and another 
at the end when clients were graduating. But more communication doesn’t necessarily mean 
better communication. Opportunity Fund didn’t just increase their messaging, they refined it.   A 
perfectly designed program might fail if its messaging confuses potential clients or stimulates 
negative connotations.  
 
What is the message?  
 
The Meaning of Emergency 
When the program started, clients were told to use the savings in case of emergencies. What 
staff hadn’t realized was the psychological effect that word would have on the success of the 
program and the clients’ financial health.  “From the beginning we wanted people to have 
access to their savings, to make their own decisions and continue saving after graduating from 
the program,” said Shannon Holdeman, Senior Savings Program Associate.  What Opportunity 
Fund didn’t realize was how difficult it was for potential clients to think about saving for as-yet-
unknown future emergencies.  If the program couldn’t help them save (and earn match) for 
unplanned expenses that they already knew about, such as a medical bill or rental increase, 
they preferred not to sign up.    
 
For S2S 2.0, Opportunity Fund shifted the focus of the messaging. Rather than talking about 
intangible ideas of emergencies, messaging was directed towards specific uses of funds, such 
as paying off a payday loan or leveraging tax season to boost savings. The changes garnered 
positive feedback from clients, encouraging Opportunity Fund to continue refining its messaging 
and coaching.   
 
Real or Gimmick?  
As Opportunity Fund was able to reach ever more vulnerable populations with S2S, they also 
came across a higher degree of skepticism from would-be clients.  Their partners would 
organize potential clients for an orientation, at which time Opportunity Fund staff would present 
and “sell” the program. Rightly so, clients questioned who they were and why they were offering 
this program; where the matching funds came from, etc. Their relationship and trust was with 
the partner, not Opportunity Fund.    
 
Automated Alerts  
Opportunity Fund also explored an automated text messaging system as a way to encourage 
clients to save more and remind them of their progress, as well as when deposits were missed. 
Text messaging platforms have successfully engaged low- to middle-income consumer clients 
to be more active in financial capability programs, and, in some cases, this was the case with 
Start2Save.  However, the uptake rate was too low to allow the system to be an efficient way to 
communicate with all clients.  Email and phone outreach continued to work well with clients 



while plans were underway to install a text messaging (not automated) as an additional way to 
reach clients.   
 
Product Expansion   
Beyond targeted messaging and increased coaching sessions, S2S 2.0 added two major 
features at program graduation:  a secured credit card, and the ability to continue or set up 
electronic deposits from other accounts.  Almost half of S2S clients lacked a credit score, and 
the secured credit card would provide a way to build credit for the future. Since the non-escrow 
savings account that clients kept at graduation came with an ATM card, but not a debit card, the 
secured credit card also provided them with easy access to their savings, in case of an 
emergency.  
 
“We wanted to give them avenue to start building credit and to provide them access to their 
money wherever they were,” said Holdeman.  
In the initial roll-out, clients first heard about the secured card at program graduation, during the 
second and final coaching session. Of the 25% of program graduates that opted into the 
secured card, only 20%completed the application process and opened their card.  Of these, 
about 1/3 maintained card usage at30% or below and focused on credit building.  The other 2/3 
have usage rates between 50% and 100% and used the card to cover unexpected expenses.  
 
Custodial Accounts  
Opportunity Fund realized the challenges in running this program through individual, or non-
custodial accounts. Account restrictions, residency requirements, and psychological mistrust of 
large financial institutions made it difficult for vulnerable populations to take the steps towards 
uptake, even if they had expressed interest with a coach. Program staff made the decision to 
open all accounts through an escrow model to attempt to limit these barriers to savings.  This 
was implemented as part of S2S 3.0, where clients had to open the non-custodial account at 
graduation.  
 
Start2Save 3.0 – Transforming Delivery and Building Relationships  
 
Redefining Roles  
Since its inception, S2S had worked directly with individuals, as well as with partnering local 
organizations serving clients in need of a financial safety net.  Other agencies were seen as 
ways to deliver the ready-made S2S product.  However, as the diversity of partners increased, 
Opportunity Fund realized, as the provider of the product, they did not have the trust of the 
clients, the way their partners did.  Additionally, while Opportunity Fund knew how to design 
products, they knew less about what might motivate the homeless or unemployed populations 
that their partners were serving.  It continued to be a hard sell until Opportunity Fund redesigned 
the outreach and enrollment process and put our partner in front of the client throughout the 
outreach, orientation and enrollment process, pitching it as an integral part of their program.   
 
“This was a turning point for us,” said Ingrid Holguin, Savings Program Director. “We stepped 
back and looked at the program with fresh eyes and saw that maybe we weren’t right about 
whom exactly our clients were. With S2S 2.0 we were looking at the nonprofit agencies as our 
partners, rather than our customer. We were giving them an ‘out-of-the-box’ program, with the 
assumption that their clients would want to buy in,” said Holguin. “But we weren’t really 
addressing any of our partner’s program goals, nor the reason their clients were coming to them 
for service in the first place. For example, clients are going to a transitional housing shelter 
because they are homeless, not because they want to start saving for an emergency. These 
clients are already living their emergency.” 



 
In 2013, working with 8 partners, S2S attracted 530 applicants and 152 accounts were opened. 
In 2014, 12 partnerships have been established, and while only 123 applications were received, 
108 of them were approved, signifying a better connection with clients and their needs through 
the partnership model.  
 
“With these changes, the product is doing so well that agencies are seeking us out instead of 
the other way around,” said Holdeman. “And though the clients work with the nonprofit, the long-
term relationship stays with Opportunity Fund.”  
 
Continued iteration and relationship building 
Evolving from the lessons learned around messaging and financial needs, Opportunity Fund 
again redesigned the Start2Save use of funds. They wanted to promote more than just 
economic survival. Encouraging economic growth and empowerment, the latest iteration of the 
program allows clients to split their savings into two buckets: one for aspirational goals (up to 
$1000) and one for emergency savings (minimum $500).   
Staff also realized the need for more client communication, adding a third financial coaching 
session, when clients are about halfway through the program. S2S 3.0 now includes three 
financial coaching sessions during which coaches and clients discuss the details of the program 
and prepare participants for options at graduation.   In order to make this added service cost-
effective for Opportunity Fund and time-effective for clients, they reduced the number of hours 
required for financial education from 8 – 10 to about 4.  
 
Custodial Hybrid Accounts  
One final and critical modification, related to the kind of account individuals were offered.  
Start2Save started as a non-custodial account, and then transitioned to a custodial account. 
There were advantages and disadvantages to both models and Opportunity Fund wanted to find 
a way to leverage what worked from each.  In its latest iteration, Start2Save retains custodial 
accounts for participants throughout the life of the program. However, when the client has 
completed the program, including reaching the $500 savings goal, individuals transition to 
holding their own account. While this modification created additional administrative work for the 
program staff, Opportunity Fund is committed to long-term client financial health. “Preparing 
clients for the future is key because clients will maintain ownership of their savings account,” 
said Holdeman. 
 
Looking Forward 
While Start2Save has grown and evolved in incredible ways since inception, the financial health 
and economic empowerment of individuals has always been the North Star, guiding the 
program team through iterations and modifications. “S2S continues to be a journey, said 
Holdeman. “There is always room for improvement and so there may be a S2S 4.0 if the needs 
of the clients demand it. The needs of the clients have always come first.”  
 
The next frontier of exploration for the team is graduation and product expansion. There was 
much to be learned when the first secured card was offered in model 2.0.  Now, Opportunity 
Fund, along with the help of CFSI’s Financial Capability Institute, looks toward new products 
and integration models in order to build on the clients’ success at graduation.   
 
Together with CFSI’s Financial Capability Institute, S2S continues its journey toward helping its 
consumers increase their savings for a healthier financial future. Click here more about 
Opportunity Fund and Start2Save.Click here for more about CFSI’s Financial Capability 
Institute. 


