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What is the Financial Opportunity Corps?
The Financial Opportunity Corps (FOC) is an innovative financial coaching program developed by Points 
of Light in partnership with Bank of America and the Corporation for National and Community Service. The 
Financial Opportunity Corps mobilizes AmeriCorps VISTA members, Points of Light Fellows, and community 
volunteers to deliver financial coaching and asset-building services in economically disadvantaged 
communities. Through one-on-one and small group interaction with volunteers, the program helps clients 
increase their financial knowledge and develop strategies to reduce debt, improve credit, start saving for 
emergencies, access benefits and build assets.

What is Financial Coaching?
Coaching consists of regular one-on-one sessions with clients in order to coach performance improvements 
to meet goals set by the client. Coaching is fundamentally about supporting and empowering clients to 
create better habits. Coaches

• Listen and ask powerful questions.

• Help clients set, refine and achieve their own goals, objectives and strategies.

• Hold clients accountable.

Financial coaching is widely recognized in the economic opportunity field as a strong way to change 
behavior. It differs from financial literacy, which is passive. Financial coaching is client-centered; clients decide 
what needs to change and the coach becomes the accountability partner. Coaching recognizes clients as 
resourceful, whole and naturally creative.

How does the FOC work?
Financial coaching integrated with other services, increases program sustainability while increasing financial 
well-being. Points of Light works with non-profit organizations to pair financial coaching and financial literacy 
with other services, such as: free tax assistance, income supports, job training, IDAs, veteran services, and 
child care services. 

The key program elements of the Financial Opportunity Corps include:

• Establishing a local volunteer implemented financial coaching program. 

• Engaging traditional, resident and skills-based volunteers as volunteer coaches, mentors and trainers.

• Creating program sustainability in part by instituting Points of Light’s Neighboring Principles to impart 
the necessary skills and training techniques that will “live” in the community through the training of low 
to moderate income community members.

FINANCIAL OPPORTUNITY CORPS EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

http://www.pointsoflight.org/financial-coaching
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• Improved knowledge

• Empowered decision 

making

• Better financial habits

• Behavioral change

• Control over month-to-month finances

• Tracking to meet financial goals

• Smart money management

• Debt Reduction

• Improved credit profile

• Increased Savings

• Economic mobility

• Increased stability

• Capacity to absorb financial shocks 

• Tracking to financial goals 

• Wealth creation

• Personal and professional 

development

• Community engagement

• Sense of purpose

• Expanded capacity

• Programmatic integration

• Complementary services

Client

1:1 Financial Coaching for Working Poor
(when paired with other financial stability supports) 

Volunteer Coaches POL Partners/Host Sites

Short Term Outcomes Long Term Impact

INTERVENTION

RESULTS

LEADS TO

What makes the Financial Opportunity Corps different? 
The Financial Opportunity Corps is different because it is community-driven and volunteer-led. Because 
the program is developed in partnership with a community-based organization in each location, financial 
coaching services can be customized to meet the specific needs of its residents. Since the Financial 
Opportunity Corps program is volunteer-led, it is designed to be sustainable.

What is Points of Light’s role? 
Points of Light (POL) believes that by effectively engaging people in addressing critical community problems, 
we create systemic change and foster compassionate and empowered individuals. Points of Light created 
a Financial Opportunity Corps that relies on AmeriCorps VISTA members, Points of Light Fellows, and 
community volunteers to deliver financial coaching and asset-building services in low and moderate income 
communities.

FOC Theory of Change
Volunteers expand access to coaching which is effective at helping individuals achieve economic well-being.



The Points of Light Financial Coaching Program successfully trains nonprofits to manage volunteer financial 
coaching programs which improve the money behaviors of low-income families. The third year of Financial 
Opportunity Corps (FOC) again harnessed the power of a corps of AmeriCorps VISTA members and Fellows 
to recruit, train, and manage community volunteers to deliver financial coaching and asset-building services in 
low and moderate income communities.
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Points of Light administers the program from a national level, supporting local host sites, VISTA members, 
and POL Fellows as well as maintaining strong relationships with partners such as CNCS and corporate 
sponsors. Points of Light works with Lutheran Social Services to deliver training to all VISTA members, 
Fellows, and site supervisors to ensure consistent implementation across sites and provides ongoing training 
and technical assistance to VISTA members and Fellows throughout their service terms. Additionally, the 
Points of Light team collects best practices and program modifications from the local sites to improve the 
overall FOC program.

The Points of Light Coaching Model

Volunteers create scale and depth, ensuring that every client, with support from a coach, improves his/her 
financial habits.

Points of Light partners with local organizations 
that serve low-income individuals and families 
seeking economic stability.

Financial Coaching Fellows or AmeriCorps VISTA 
create sustainable pipelines of volunteer coaches.

Trained volunteers and community professionals 
offer their skills to coach clients one-on-one.

Clients learn to make sound financial choices 
for their households and build the skills they 
need to achieve their financial security goals.



Coaching Clients:
• 1,275 clients were matched with a financial coach.

• 6,594 people participated in financial workshops.

Coaching Client Results:1

• Nearly 90% of clients exhibited improved money habits including putting money aside for savings, 
using direct deposit, and creating a budget.

• Over 40% reported feeling more in control of their finances and prepared for the future as a result of 
financial coaching. 

• 61% of clients ended their coaching relationship with between $1 and $1,500 in savings, up from 54% 
at the beginning of their coaching relationship.

• 64% of clients reported improved financial knowledge from attending a financial education workshop.
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“Obstacles can be overcome, but you have to turn them into opportunities. Sometimes 
you need that person to walk alongside you to help you turn those obstacles into 
opportunities. Being a financial coach does not just change one person’s life. Working 
with a parent who will pass those skills on to her children could change the trajectory 
of an entire generation." 

- Tish, Financial Opportunity Client, Tarrant County, TX

About Coaching Clients

• 55% of respondents are between 25-44 years old.

• Nearly 64% are African-American/Black.

• More than 78% of respondents are female.

• 3/4  of respondents work at least part-time and 55% work full-time.

• 76% are single/unmarried.

• 90% fall into the Low to Moderate Income/Economically Disadvantaged categories.

• 40% have a bachelor’s degree or higher.

FOC coaching clients are starting to become financial coaches.
Across three years of the program, 13 former coaching clients have progressed to becoming financial coaches. 
Eight of the clients became coaches in year 3.

COACHING CLIENTS

1Coaching clients results based on program year 3 data only.

To date, FOC has trained over 1,000 volunteer financial coaches, matched almost 1,300 
coaching clients, and engaged over 6,500 individuals in financial education courses.

CUMULATIVE PROGRAM RESULTS
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“Each client is so different, so each coaching session is so different, but if you 
stick with your clients, you see the power they receive when they make small 
achievements and large ones. The power comes from making positive smaller 
actions that result in changes, then they feel empowered to make better choices.”

 - Marlene Ware, financial coach from United Way, Suncoast, Tampa FL

Volunteer Coaches:
• 1,096 volunteers were trained as financial coaches and workshop facilitators.

• 751 volunteers were matched with coaching clients.

• 90% of volunteers who were recruited moved on to become trained financial coaches.

• 69% of trained volunteer financial coaches were matched with a financial coaching client.

VOLUNTEER COACHES

Over the past three years, Points of Light has improved its internal capacity to deliver tools to host sites to 
create strong financial coaching programs in their communities. Our most mature FOC sites are sustaining 
financial coaching in their organizations, and our newest FOC sites are more quickly developing and 
delivering financial coaching programming. 

Financial Opportunity Corps provides participating nonprofits the opportunity to deliver cost-effective, 

financial coaching to their consumers. It costs nonprofits an average of $52,0002 to support a full-time 
financial coach. In year 3, volunteer financial coaching has saved FOC nonprofits over $571,000.

Financial Opportunity Corps strengthens the capacity of participating nonprofits to provide financial 
empowerment services. FOC nonprofits report that developing a financial coaching program has made it 
possible for them to engage their clients beyond short term episodic interactions to long-term relationships, 
improving the probability of sustained financial behavior change. The FOC Supervisors at United Way 
Suncoast and Clarifi share poignant examples of how financial coaching has changed their organizations:

BENEFIT TO NONPROFITS WHO HOST FINANCIAL OPPORTUNITY CORPS

• The AmeriCorps VISTA program has provided UWS an opportunity to launch a financial coaching 
program that was long on our radar as a community need but one we were unable to staff. We believe 
the program has been invaluable as we further our work in financial stability area. The financial coaching 
program ties together many of the shorter-term pieces of work in which we engage such as VITA or 
financial classes/workshops that are offered. We also fund emergency cash assistance programs and 
utilizing a financial coach residents receiving that support have a better chance of long-term success. 
The feedback from both volunteer coaches and clients receiving the service has been extremely positive. 
One story from a client was particularly heartwarming: she and her coach were meeting bi-weekly as she 
wanted to learn how to make her paycheck last and not overdraw her checking account. After meeting 

United Way Suncoast
Benefit to Nonprofits Who Host Financial Opportunity Corps

2Glassdoor. 10.2016. https://www.glassdoor.com/Salaries/financial-coach-salary-SRCH_KO0,15.htm
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Clarifi

• We are grateful to Points of Light and the very talented VISTAs we’ve been lucky enough to attract 
over the last three years to build our coaching program. We could not have built the processes training 
and technology without this support; it has been invaluable. Our coaching program is now completely 
merged with our boot camp program meaning that coaching is one of a number of supportive services 
we offer to clients who are seeking to make financial strides over a six month period. Not only have our 
boot camps grown since we introduced coaching to the model they also show great impact for clients 
and have become a flagship program for Clarifi. We are very proud of our programs and grateful for the 
support of POL. We are in the process of creating processes and procedures for record keeping which 
would include housing contact information for volunteers and clients in Clarifi’s salesforce system either 
instead of or in addition to the Points of Light Salesforce. We are also currently making improvements to 
the Clarifi Salesforce portal to include features similar to the POL Salesforce so the transition would be 
smooth. […] In early 2016 we secured funding for and hired a program manager to oversee all aspects 
of our boot camps including the coaching program. The hiring of the program manager was primarily 
to ensure the boot camps had adequate leadership so that they could maintain their impact while they 
grew. We also expected that a dedicated program manager would reduce our dependence on the VISTA. 
Without finding the funding to hire this program manager it would be very difficult for us to continue the 
coaching program next year without the support of a VISTA. Even with the program manager we could 
not continue the coaching program as it is now without the support of a Fellow and we hope that Points 
of Light continues to cost share that resource in the future.

with her coach for about two months the coach received a text from her that said I did it! I made it to 
payday and had $5 left in my account!! That sort of reaction was uplifting for the coach and clearly 
demonstrated the value of the program to the client someone who had struggled financially will likely 
again but who learned valuable techniques and felt she had the support of someone behind her to be 
successful. This sort of outcome is not achievable with a one-time financial literacy class and shows the 
value of the long-term investment needed to effect behavior change.

The remaining sections of this report details the results from Year 3 of the FOC program, which is 
administered at the national level by Points of Light through generous support by Bank of America and the 
Corporation for National and Community Service.

Results for Volunteer Recruitment and Retention

Similar to the second year of the program, the collective results for volunteers exceeded the target set at the 
onset of Year 3. FOC sites trained more coaches and more workshop facilitators and matched more coaches 
with clients, as shown in Table 1. Clients described coaches as “accountability partners” who are “instrumental 
in helping” goal achievement. 

Table 1 Volunteer output targets and results

Volunteers trained as financial coaches or workshop facilitators

Financial coaches trained and matched with clients 

390

480

325

427

Target    Result

2015-2016, YEAR 3 PROGRAM SUMMARY
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Figure 1 Number of coaches by program status by year

Coach status

Recruited

Trained

Matched

Year 1

441

320

203

Year 2

436

342

302

Year 3

489

469

427

Figure 2 displays another look at coach retention. The trend discovered last year, where the percentage of 
coaches that move further along the continuum increased, not only held true but increased in magnitude. In 
year 3, sites were intentional to create close ties with volunteers throughout their coaching experience, from 
volunteer recruitment and training to the end of the coaching relationship. Steady communication between 
the host sites and volunteers increases the likelihood of volunteers becoming matched and then having a 
strong client and coach relationship. The process of volunteer recruitment and screening has become more 
thoughtfully designed. Host sites are instructed to be mindful of selecting volunteers as coaches who exhibit 
cultural awareness and commitment to engaging with clients over a five to six-month period.  As seen, the 
training to match rate is substantial, perhaps also underscoring the “ready” -pool of clients awaiting to be 
matched with a coach. 

3Includes: Match start date of any time but end date in program period (i.e., started before year 3 but ended in program period); Matches 
with a start date in program period with no end date (i.e., still active); Matches with a start date that begin and end in program period

Three major elements in the FOC coach experience are defined as: 1) recruited, 2) trained, and 3) matched. 
Figure 1 displays the number of coaches that achieved each benchmark, with Year 3 exhibiting a steady 
increase in all areas3.

Figure 2 Percentage of coaches by program status by year

Year 1

Year 2

Year 3

Recruited
100%

Trained
72.6%

Matched
63.4%

Recruited
100%

Trained
78.4%

Matched
88.3%

Recruited
100%

Trained
95.9%

Matched
91.0%
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Once again, two subsets of volunteers have been tracked since the program’s inception, Bank of America and 
resident volunteers.  Figure 3 displays the results for Year 3, with a substantial upsurge in volunteers from 
Bank of America. Three host sites emerged as leaders in creating robust corporate volunteer program: United 
Way of Greater Atlanta, United Way Suncoast, and United Way of Tarrant County. Resident volunteers -- an 
indicator that showcases the potential to activate from within the communities being served, leveraging time 
and talent of neighbors and community members dipped slightly. Further investigation is need to determine 
if the slight dip in resident volunteers can be attributed to the use of remote methods of working with clients. 
The 2015 Financial Coaching Census reveals that telephone coaching is the most widely used coaching 
delivery method4. 

Figure 3 Percent of trained coaches by subtype5

4 http://assetfunders.org/documents/AFN_Financial_Coaching_Census_2015.pdf
5 % calculated from known data; if not labeled for type, the case was not included in the analysis
6 May include duplicate counts; not tracked at case level 

Results for Coaching Clients

“I'm proud of finally taking my finances into my own hands. Now that the garnishments have ended, I'm 
surprised with how much money I am able to maintain in my bank account month to month. The knowledge 
I gained in the program I’ll be able to use the rest of my life and will positively impact any endeavor involving 
money. The future is looking clearer and bright!” 

– Josh, coaching client, Innovative Changes, Portland, OR

Client intake and matching services provided by FOC sites also outpaced program targets. As displayed in 
Table 2, more clients than anticipated attended financial education workshops and were matched with a 
coach to delineate and track financial goals.  FOC concentrates services on individuals who are economically 
disadvantaged (ED) – they qualify for federal assistance programs or report credit issues – and low to 
moderate income (LMI), whom research shows traditionally report a lack of knowledge to make solid financial 
decisions in an increasingly complex environment. In Year 3, FOC surpassed the target to reach low income 
coaching clients. 

Y3         Y2

BofA (Y2=295; Y3=296)

Resident (Y2=311; Y3=239)

26

31
27

Table 2 Client output targets and results

Target     Result

Clients qualifying as ED or LMI provided financial education through workshops6

Clients, matched with a coach, qualifying as ED or LMI

Clients matched with a financial coach

1,300   

390

325

2,679   

549

411
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This is a measure of the percentage of coaching clients who, as reported by their coach, completed at least 
one action step toward improved financial behavior, which is utilized in the evaluation as a proxy for improved 
money behavior. The data were sourced from an “interaction tracker” that coaches completed following each 
client session.  More than 1,100 interaction trackers were submitted for 374 individuals. Of these 374 clients, 
333 were reported by their coach to have completed an action step. Financial goals are the broad categories 
used in the tracker to frame action steps assigned and completed by clients. Table 4 shows that most often, 
develop and maintaining a budget is reported as at least one of the goals being addressed through the 
coaching program (n=2198).

Table 3 Client outcome targets and results

Table 4 Financial goals cited in coaching sessions

Target    Result

Improved money habits reported by coaching clients

Improved financial knowledge reported by workshop attendees

60% 

80%

89%   

64%

%

Develop/Maintain a Budget

Reduce Debt

Other Financial Goal

Improve Credit

Open/Maintain Checking Account

Open/Maintain a Savings Account

Reduce Reliance on High Cost Lending Options

32

21

18

17

11

1

1

Data from Y3 indicate traction on early outcomes including improving money habits through the completion 
of positive action steps and increasing financial knowledge. Table 3 provides an overview; the following sub-
sections outline more detail on each rolled up measure.

Improved money behavior reported by coaching clients.
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Another source of evidence that may indicate an increase in better money habits is in the post-program 
survey. Respondents were prompted to describe a change that they have implemented as a result of program 
participation, and these descriptions fell into the major thematic areas of spending, saving, and managing 
money.  Figure 4 uses these themes to categorize some examples of written comments, which illustrate the 
very practical actions completed to improved financial health and stability.

Figure 4 Major theme and supportive quotes from “describe changes you made in your financial behavior as a result of participation in FOC”

Improved financial knowledge and confidence by coaching clients

Spending Money Saving Money Managing Money
• I always consider things before 

buying. I check what I have in my 

bank first before making a buying 

something.

• I am trying to change my habits and 

be more aware of things I spend my 

money on.

• I rarely eat-out, make all my food at 

home, save on gas only driving when 

I need to.

• Increased opportunities for saving...

strategy to work towards debt 

reduction.

• My changes have been to save and 

start a savings that is doable. My 

coach has taught me to develop 

financial discipline...

• I stopped buying lunch everyday. I 

kept a log of my spending. I sacrificed 

my time with doing other hobbies 

instead of spending money on leisure 

things.

• Trying to not be fearful; calling 

debtors to arrange payment plans...

• I set aside a certain amount for fun 

spending in cash.  I keep all receipts. 

I am aware of my grocery purchases.  

I stopped shopping for emotional 

/ fun needs. My husband and I talk 

over purchases. I re-negotiated my 

insurance. I cut my [cable] bill.  I 

didn't get a new phone but instead 

let the equipment charge 0 out and 

kept my old phone. I created an excel 

spreadsheet to be aware of finances.

A pre-test post-test model was implemented to look at changes in financial knowledge and confidence 
exhibited by coaching clients to enhance knowledge about program outcome7.   In the pre-survey, basic 
demographics are tracked. Most respondents (72%) are between 25-44 years; nearly 60% are African 
American/Black; and 86% stated they are not Hispanic or Latino. More than 85% of respondents are female. 
Of the group, about 3/4 of them work at least part-time and manage money in the household on their own. 
Half of them are single and 88% fall into a LMI/ED designation. At the median, time spent in program was 5.6 
months; the average was 4.1 months.

Table 5 displays how respondents’ financial confidence changed from the start to the end of their time with 
FOC. As shown, confidence increases on all items with especially large gains for knowing how to budget 
money, feeling in control of finances, and feeling financially prepared for the future. The data from Year 3 
show that all differences from pre- to post- are significant, suggesting that the systematic shifts can be 
related to FOC participation and not to chance (p<.05). 

Table 5 Financial confidence

Items Pre-survey % Post-survey % Difference %

Feel in control of my finances

Know how to budget and manage my money

Confident in ability to achieve financial goal I set for myself

Feel prepared for a financial emergency (ex. job loss, car repair, etc.

Confident in ability to read and understand my credit report

Know how to generate additional income

Feel financially prepared for the future

35.3

42.9

70.6

8.6

57.1

60.0

11.4

79.2

91.7

91.7

50.0

87.0

78.3

54.2

43.9

48.8

21.1

41.4

29.8

18.3

42.7

7Analysis based on 36 matched pairs
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To measure uptake of good money habits, respondents were asked several questions about their financial 
behavior. Table 6 shows that between 5.7% and 32.4% of respondents reported having good written financial 
planning habits when they entered the FOC program.  After participating in the program, between 40.0% and 
68.6% of respondents adopted written financial planning habits to address budgeting and spending, saving 
for emergencies and alleviating debt.  The most implemented good money habit (and the greatest percentage 
point increase from pre- to Post-survey %) was having a written budget or spending plan.

Table 7 Positive banking behavior

Table 6 Written financial plans

Written debt-alleviation plan

Items Pre-survey % Post-survey % Difference %

Written budget or spending plan

Written financial plan to save for emergencies

32.4

17.1

5.7

68.6

51.4

40.0

36.2

34.3

34.3

Items Pre-survey % Post-survey % Difference %

Put money aside for savings

Used direct deposit

72.4

86.2

77.1

91.4

4.7 

5.2 

*Percentage that responded yes, and I follow it 

Table 7 displays the percent of respondents who participated in two distinct positive financial practices 
at least one time in the last three months. As shown, the rate increased on these items, which began at a 
relatively high rate of practice to increase further. 

*Percentage that responded one or more times

Clients also reported estimates of the amount of debt and savings they and their spouse/partner had in 
total which allowed us to compare their perceptions of their debt and savings with their debt and savings 
habits. The most notable change occurred in those moving from over to below $6,000 in debt, with 15% 
fewer respondents reporting more than $10,000 in debt at the close of FOC participation. Additionally, 8% 
more respondents cited having at least some savings at the end of the program (i.e., not none). About 3/4 of 
respondents saved between $1,000 and $4,500 at post-test, compared to 64% at the time of pre-test.

Table 8 Debt estimates

Over $6,000

Debt Range Pre-survey % Post-survey %

None

Less than $6,000

3

19

81

7

32

68
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At the close of each workshop, attendees were asked to rate their knowledge and skills on the subject matter 
before and after the session.  In Figure 4, it is shown that about 30% more people reported an increase in 
knowledge and skills rather than no change (or even a decrease).

Figure 5 shows participation outputs and short-term outcomes for workshop participation by year, showing 
that the number of workshop attendees increased demonstrably in the third year of the program. The slight 
drop in early outcomes displayed for the most recent iteration of program likely has to do with low response 
rates (this may not be a reliable representation of the program) and may contribute to selection bias at the 
site or respondent level (how are sites different that do or not do the survey?).  

Figure 4 Perceived change in knowledge and skills as reported by workshop attendees (N=633)

Figure 5 FOC workshop participation and early outcomes by year

Year 1
1,096

particpants

73% 
reported 

skills increase

72% 
reported 

skills increase

64% 
reported 

skills increase

1,723
particpants

3,524
particpants

Year 2

Year 3

Increase

No change or decrease 35.9%

64.1%

Improved financial knowledge and confidence by coaching clients

To close out the post-survey, respondents had the opportunity to write about their greatest accomplishment 
while enrolled in FOC. Many of them detailed very concrete accomplishments with potential for long-term 
implications. Notably, there is a range in the degree of accomplishments. In some comments, for example, 
respondents describe smaller increments of deb paid off or increases in credit score. At first blush, these may 
pale in comparison to some of the splashier increases noted. However, all represent solid progress infused 
with greater accountability and confidence to make more informed financial decisions:

• A referral from my Financial Coach to a Tax Clinic lead to free Pro Bono Legal Service that and assisted 
in helping me eliminate 35,000 worth of debt.

• I was able to pay down my $15k credit card to about $13,850.  I'm proud of that for sure.

• My credit score increased 70 points!

• Paid off 3 credit cards, and I negotiated a zero finance with a payment I can handle until my balance is 
paid in full on a credit card that the account was closed by the creditor. All except for one credit card is 
an auto payment set up.

• Saving more than $250 in my savings.
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Darlene, pictured below with VISTA Moses, is taking charge of her finances with help from Baltimore CASH 
volunteers and partners! As a participant in Group Financial Coaching at My Sister's Place Women's Ctr 
Fund she learned about and took advantage of a free screening for public benefits through EarnBenefits and 
attended Financial Education Workshops! At Money Power Day® 2016 she got free tax help, a free credit report, 
and met with a Guidewell Financial Solutions Credit Counselor who helped her make a plan to improve her 
credit. Since Money Power Day she got a secured credit card, paid off TWO DEBTs in full, and automated her 
monthly bill payments. She looks forward to achieving her ultimate goal of home ownership by July of 2017!

For more information please contact:

Paul J. Hollahan
VP, Corporate Partnerships
Points of Light
404-574-5373
phollahan@pointsoflight.org

 mailto:phollahan@pointsoflight.org
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