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Tony Theberge used a hands-off approach to 
finances for much of his life.

Theberge, an employee at Veterans 
United Home Loans in Columbia, Missouri said 
he had a natural aversion to debt but had never 
learned how to set up a personal budget.

As he embarked on a new career at the mort-
gage company in his late 30s, Theberge started 
thinking more about his future and that of his wife 
and daughter should something happen to him.

He turned to Kimberly Earnest, the newly hired 
financial fitness coordinator at Veterans United, 
for advice and began to adopt a more hands-on 
approach. Two years later, he and his wife have 
paid off their credit card debt and student loans. 
They’ve bumped up their contributions to their 
401(k) plans and are setting goals for saving for 
their daughter’s college education and paying off 
their mortgage early.

He credits Earnest and his employer with get-
ting him off on the right foot and staying on a path 
to a better financial future. “It’s opened my eyes to 
the fact that it’s my future, so it’s up to me to step 
up and do these things,” Theberge said.

Veterans United has been offering financial 
wellness–related information to employees for 
about five years and in 2018 hired Earnest to head 
up financial wellness programming. The company 
also subscribed to the SmartDollar online em-
ployee financial wellness program.

The Roots of Financial Wellness
About five years ago, the company started an 

initiative themed “Taking Care of Your Future 
Self.” The goal of the program was to encourage 
employees to make changes to their finances that 
would allow them to contribute more to their 
401(k) accounts.

“We have a lot of people in sales who make 
commissions, and their income can fluctuate,” 
said Meggie Hess, CEBS, the company’s manag-
er of benefits and human resources information 
systems (HRIS). The company wanted to help its 
employees look toward a future with financial sta-
bility and peace of mind.

The average age of the company’s 3,200 em-
ployees is 35, so many are buying their first homes 
or starting a family.

When Earnest began in 2018, Veterans United 
started a new program called “Map Your Path,” 
which was a goal-setting exercise to help employ-
ees decide what to work on, such as finances or 
physical health, and make them aware of the re-
sources the company had to help them. Many of 
the employees who participated identified finan-
cial or money-related goals.

Providing Personal Attention
The company hosts speakers on financial topics 

including 529 college savings accounts, investing, 
home buying and mortgages, income taxes, wills 
and estate planning.

Earnest also leads presentations on personal 
finance topics. Every January, she holds a “budget 
reboot” session during which she encourages em-
ployees to think about the upcoming year and to 
set financial goals.

What sets Veterans United’s initiative apart 
from other financial wellness programs may be 
its focus on small-group and individual meetings, 
where Earnest acts as a personal financial coach.

The company already had a small-group pro-
gram available for employees on a variety of top-
ics. The company offers upwards of 80 different 
small-group sessions on subjects and activities 
ranging from fiction and nonfiction books to 
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Seinfeld episodes. “It’s a great way for people to get to know 
each other and learn and grow together,” Hess said, adding 
that the groups usually have five to 15 members and meet 
five to ten times. Hundreds of employees participate.

The groups are organized twice a year, and employees re-
ceive an annual bucket of hours that they may spend in small 
groups. Earnest leads a few small groups every session: Some 
may read and discuss a personal finance book; others may 
watch and discuss a personal finance video series.

The small groups are a great way for Earnest to spread 
the financial wellness message to employees, but she actually 
spends the majority of her time doing individual financial 
coaching. Close to 100 employees met with Earnest in 2018, 
and 82 took advantage of the one-on-one sessions in 2019.

Earnest discusses finances and budgeting in general dur-
ing the individual sessions and shows employees the resources 
available through the financial wellness program and how to 
use them. She continues to connect with employees through 
email and the company’s instant messaging system.

Her advice for some employees might be as simple as hav-
ing them switch to budget billing for their utilities. Another 
employee might want to discuss how to handle having three 
children in college at the same time. Earnest is available to 
meet with spouses too.

She does not offer investment advice, but an educational 
representative from Veterans United’s plan investment advi-
sor visits once a month to discuss plan investments with em-
ployees. “My goal is to make sure you have the money to put 
into the plan,” Earnest said.

“This is that sounding board, a safe place to talk about the 
stress or the guilt or the goals and the dreams that they’re car-
rying related to finances,” she explained. “Every conversation 
is different. It could be a person in their mid-20s, and sud-
denly they have student loan bills and are managing money on 
their own for the first time, or somebody who’s going through 
a divorce, or a new parent who doesn’t know what to expect.”

Earnest stresses that she discusses whatever employees 
are comfortable with.

Feeling More Financially Secure
Although the company has not directly surveyed em-

ployees on the financial counseling aspect of the program, 
measurement provided by the SmartDollar program shows 
that employees are feeling more financially secure. About 
700 of the nearly 3,000 employees are enrolled in the pro-
gram.

The number of employees who say they feel confident 
and secure about their personal finances increased 24% from 
2018 to 2020, while the number of employees who say they 
are prepared for a $1,000 emergency expense went up by 
13%. An additional 17% of employees now make a written 
monthly budget, compared with two years ago, and the num-
ber of employees who say they feel confident in their ability 
to retire when they want has increased by 10%.

In addition to implementing the financial wellness pro-
gram, Veterans United also increased its match amount for 
its 401(k) program. The company also added a 1% annual 
autoescalation of 401(k) contributions for employees con-
tributing less than 10% of pay. Last year fewer than 200 em-
ployees opted out of the program.

The company also tracks who takes advantage of the full 
company match.

The goal is not to shame employees or make them feel 
bad, Hess said, adding that the company recognizes that em-
ployees are in a wide range of financial situations. “We’re try-
ing to walk alongside them and educate them,” she said.

“My job as benefits manager is to provide education and 
opportunities to support our employees so when they get to 
the point of retirement, they feel stable, excited and ready to 
experience financial freedom,” Hess said. “A real gift and a 
lasting kind of gift that we can give our employees is to help 
people, walk with them and get them closer to that.”
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