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FEATURE ARTICLE

How an organization develops a financial education 
program depends on its goals and audience. These 
best practices, excerpted from an International 
Foundation report, offer guidance.

Financial 
Education  
Best  
Practices

Reproduced with permission from Plans & Trusts, Volume 35, No. 1, March/
April 2017, pages 20-25, published by the International Foundation of 
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not necessarily represent the views or positions of the International Foundation, 
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financial education

W orkplace financial education often is con-
fused with handing out brochures, putting 
posters in the lunchroom or providing links 
to some great websites. But distributing in-

formation is only one element of an effective program.
Think of financial education as an ongoing process that 

helps individuals acquire the knowledge, skills, values, beliefs 
and habits that will help them improve their financial well-
being. They need information, tools and strategies for mak-
ing money-management decisions. 

You needn’t be a financial education expert to develop a 
comprehensive program. However, you should apply some 
basic principles, which include finding the right materials 
and providers. Important steps include:

• Get leadership support early. This may require data 
showing why a program is needed and how it will ben-
efit your organization; e.g., when workers are less wor-
ried about their financial health, productivity may be 
higher and health care costs lower.1

• Identify and prioritize what employees need and 
how they prefer to get it. Surveys are just one of 
several strategies that can help you accomplish this 
step.

• Develop a plan. Select content, educational materi-
als, delivery methods and providers. Make a plan for 
marketing and program evaluation, and establish a 
budget. 

Getting Leadership Support
Return on Investment

The Personal Finance Employee Education Fund (PFEEF) 
says a quality employee financial education program pays 
back at least $3 for every $1 invested, plus the value of in-
creased worker and community goodwill from providing 
such a program.2

Liability

Some leaders fear their organization will be held liable for 
providing poor financial advice to workers. Dispel this con-
cern by explaining that a financial education program fo-
cuses on basic concepts and the “how-tos” of money man-
agement. Plan participants are given information and tools 
to make their own decisions based on their personal circum-
stances. Such efforts are not considered financial advice. 
When advice is given (e.g., in one-on-one sessions with a fi-

nancial counselor or planner), organizations have learned 
how to provide this assistance by using credentialed third-
party professionals and proper vetting.

Scope

If leaders still hesitate to launch a financial education pro-
gram, consider starting with a pilot program with just a few 
objectives. 

Offer one class, or limit the number of individuals who 
can participate (e.g., 20, 30 or 50 employees) to those who 
sign up first. This is a way to gauge participant interest and 
control how much is spent.

Alternatively, target those who need it most. Managers or 
supervisors may know of employees who are struggling fi-
nancially. Tell potential participants discreetly that the pro-
gram is available. 

Assess Worker Needs and Preferences
To identify the financial needs and preferences of work-

ers, look to the workers themselves and vendors. Gather in-
formation through a combination of: 

• Interviews
• Focus groups
• An advisory group
• Mailed, e-mailed or in-person questionnaires
• Questions submitted to HR, the plan office or vendors
• Data on the use of website content and other informa-

tion/education efforts
• Discussion and questions at meetings.
The focus of information gathering might be:
• The financial goals of workers and their families 
• The obstacles workers have experienced in realizing 

these goals 
• The financial knowledge, attitudes and behaviours of 

workers 
• The content workers say they want a financial educa-

tion program to address 
• Worker preferences in program location and delivery 

methods
• Worker willingness to share program costs.

Content Preferences 

When asking workers which topics they would like cov-
ered, offer a range of possibilities. How well workers under-
stand and take advantage of benefit programs is connected 
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financial education

with other financial education topics. 
For example, saving for retirement de-
pends on a worker’s ability to live 
within his or her means and under-
stand investment basics. Topics such as 
insurance, buying a home and estate 
planning also make the point to poten-
tial participants that everybody needs 
financial skills.

Privacy

Given the highly personal nature of 
the information collected, it is critical 
that participants’ privacy be protected. 
Respondents must be assured informa-
tion gathered will be treated with the 
utmost confidentiality.

Establish Program Objectives
Base program objectives on the most 

common worker needs and preferences. 
These objectives are what participants 
will learn and/or be able to do as a result 
of the education. To assist later in mea-
suring program success, objectives 
should have a SMART format:

• Specific—Target a specific group/
content area for change or im-
provement.

• Measurable—Attach a number, 
or at least suggest what will indi-
cate progress.

• Achievable—The results can re-
alistically be achieved given 
available resources.

• Relevant—The results are rele-
vant to improving the financial 
well-being of workers and orga-
nizational goals.

• Time-specific—State when re-
sults will be achieved. 

Financial fitness doesn’t happen 
overnight or through a one-time event. 
It is a process that involves gathering 
information, setting short- and long-

term goals, taking a series of small 
steps and establishing routines. Eventu-
ally, this process becomes a way of life 
that leads to desired results. The pro-
cess has many similarities to helping a 
person change his or her diet and/or 
lose weight.

Develop a Plan
Content

For its financial education program, 
an organization might adopt a curricu-
lum used elsewhere, modify someone 
else’s program to worker needs or even 
develop a new curriculum. Content 
should be relevant to the target audi-
ence and practical.3 For a group of low-
income workers, a program that ad-
dresses how to find low-cost sources of 
credit, take advantage of tax credits or 
get financial aid for a child who wants 
to attend college is likely to be more 
successful than one on retirement plan-
ning. Ultimately, these other topics may 
help these persons achieve retirement 
security.

Delivery

Delivery method is as important as 
the content chosen. What works de-

pends on the workers and the individ-
ual organization, and budget often has 
an impact. 

Four popular approaches that are 
most likely to be effective can be used 
alone or in combination: 

 1. Information distribution. Book-
lets, newsletter articles and payroll 
stuffers, as well as e-mail, social 
media and websites, often are used 
to provide information on benefits 
and financial topics. However, 
used alone, distributing informa-
tion tends to be the least effective 
strategy. Too often, content is set 
aside, unread and forgotten. 

 2. Group sessions (including web-
casts). Workshops and other per-
son-to-person programs let peo-
ple ask questions and share 
opinions/experiences. Informal 
small groups tend to work better 
than large groups if participants 
are expected to participate ac-
tively in the learning process. A 
large group might work when 
employing a motivational speaker 
to kick off a program or when us-
ing a presenter more than once is 
costly or impractical. 

Takeaways
•  An organization’s leaders may be persuaded to support a financial education program 

with data on why it’s needed and by dispelling fears that such education would be 
considered advice for which the organization would be liable.

•  Employees should be asked what type of financial education they most need and 
how they’d prefer to receive it. Content should be relative to the target audience and 
practical.

•  Financial fitness is a process involving gathering information, setting short- and long-
term goals, taking small steps and establishing routines.

•  Life events provide teachable moments.

•  Popular approaches to education are distributing information, group sessions, one-
on-one coaching and self-study.
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 3. One-on-one coaching. Some 
people—those who need more 
help or are reluctant to discuss 
embarrassing financial informa-
tion in front of co-workers—may 
benefit from one-on-one coun-
selling with a professional, either 
in person or through a phone  
hotline or online chat. Studies 
show that 80% of employees took 
action after a one-on-one finan-
cial discussion.4

 4. Self-study. Videos, podcasts, 
workbooks, games and online 
learning modules offer opportu-
nities for individualized instruc-
tion at the time when a partici-
pant needs the information, 
wants to make a change and is 
most motivated to learn. Self-
study programs give people the 
freedom and privacy to explore 
financial issues they would shy 
away from with other delivery 
methods. 

Organizations increasingly are using 
technology to provide customized and 
on-demand personal finance education 
via online events and courses. In addi-

tion, calculators and other virtual tools 
permit individuals to do personalized 
planning (e.g., determining how much 
money is needed for retirement, how 
much house the user can afford and the 
cost of different credit options). The 
use of mobile apps, games and social 
media for adult personal financial edu-
cation is also emerging.

Timing

Learners want content that connects 
with a current problem or situation 
they are experiencing.5 It is likely that 
young, single apprentices are interested 
in getting credit, buying a vehicle and 
getting the best deal on car insurance. 
For them, home mortgages or long-
term care insurance may be far in the 
future. 

Life events provide teachable mo-
ments when people are motivated to 
learn and will almost immediately take 
action on what they have learned. If a 
program covers topics that are many 
years away, it is highly likely what has 
been learned will be forgotten by the 
time it is needed. In an analysis of more 
than 200 studies of financial education 

programs, researchers found that most 
people had forgotten what they had 
learned within 20 months.6

Providers

While some organizations will have 
staff members with sufficient knowl-
edge of personal finance and teaching 
strategies to conduct an education pro-
gram, others will rely on one of the 
many external providers that offer 
workplace programs. The costs and 
quality of programs vary. Costs depend 
on factors such as the educational 
goods and services provided and the 
number of program participants. For-
tunately, many providers are affordable 
and do not require a big investment of 
staff time on the part of program spon-
sors, and some programs are free.

Marketing 

Potential participants must be told 
(1) how they can access a financial 
education program and (2) how the 
program will benefit them. Marketing 
depends on company culture, work-
force demographics and program ob-
jectives. 

An organization may find it valuable 
to position financial education as a 
company benefit versus a service or 
even a program. Some organizations 
want to tell why they have made a com-
mitment to sponsoring the program. 
Remind workers this is their program, 
based on the needs and wants they ex-
pressed in survey responses.

When choosing titles for financial 
education, use terms workers can relate 
to and that they view as positive. Prom-
ising “Ten Ways to Save Money Even 
When It Feels Impossible” may gener-
ate more participation than “Achieving 
Retirement Security.”

Learn More

Education
36th Annual ISCEBS Employee Benefits Symposium
September 17-20, Denver, Colorado 
Visit www.ifebp.org/symposium for more information.

From the Bookstore
A Closer Look: What’s Working in Workplace Financial Education
International Foundation. 2014. 
Visit www.ifebp.org/books.asp?7532E for more details.
Financial Education for Today’s Workforce:  
2016 Survey Results
International Foundation. 2016. 
Visit www.ifebp.org/books.asp?7709E for more details.

financial education
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Besides promoting the program and the benefits of partici-
pation, a marketing campaign is an opportunity to inject an 
element of fun. Some organizations use incentives, gamifica-
tion and other forms of competition to engage employees.

Prepare a Budget

How much an organization will spend on a program must 
be considered throughout each stage of planning. A success-
ful program requires balancing worker wants and needs, ef-
fective delivery and affordability. Common budget items in-
clude educational materials, facilities, technology, marketing, 
third-party provider fees and internal staff time to develop, 
facilitate and market the program.

Monitor and Measure Results

Measuring outcomes reveals program strengths, weak-
nesses and areas for improvement and provides evidence the 
investment was justified. The easiest information to gather is 
program usage, participant satisfaction, suggestions for im-
provement and feedback concerning content, delivery meth-
ods, educators/facilitators and ease of access. Harder to mea-
sure is the impact on participants—changes in their 
knowledge, attitudes, skills and aspirations; behaviour 
changes; or improved socio-economic conditions. These lat-
ter two require a commitment to evaluation on a long-term 
basis.

A sponsoring organization also may want to measure the 
impact on its bottom line. It can collect data from before and 
after the program on factors such as absenteeism, payroll ad-
vances, garnishments, turnover and productivity.

Conclusion
No one financial education program offers a one-size-fits-

all solution for helping workers achieve financial well-being. 
A program that considers the specific needs and interests of 
workers has the most potential for success. To be effective, 
the program must also be based on best practices and take 
advantage of teachable moments when workers are moti-
vated to learn.  &
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