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ABOUT THE IDEAS REPORT  
This report summarizes major themes and ideas that were collected during The Prosperity 
Agenda’s 2016 Financial Capability Summit. The Summit took place on May 12th at the Tacoma Art 
Museum in Washington State with over 120 participants. 

The Prosperity Agenda is committed to expanding economic security for all, with an emphasis 
on creating new innovative solutions that speak to the challenges individuals are experiencing. 
The Summit was a key moment to reflect on where the field is and where we can go moving 

forward. Twelve speakers presented information on a range of topics, including 
behavioral science and the mindset of poverty, the client, or person-centered 

approach, securing resources through creative partnerships, and impact 
measurement. This report attempts to capture the major themes that 

emerged from the Summit but is by no means exhaustive and does 
not reflect the views of all attendees and speakers. This report rather 

attempts to continue the conversation and act as a resource 
for the field moving forward. 
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A MOMENT TO REFLECT
On May 12, 2016 The Prosperity Agenda gathered more than 120 
nonprofit professionals, government representatives, advocates, 
and business leaders from Washington, Oregon, and Idaho to 
explore how financial capability solutions can help stop the cycle 
of poverty. The Prosperity Agenda had only two requests to 
conference participants: come curious and leave inspired. 

As our economy slowly recovers from the most recent economic 
recession, those invested in helping people out of poverty need to 
consider that perhaps the resources allocated to solutions may not 
be the right fit for the people experiencing poverty. It is vital we 
take a moment to ask: are individuals engaged in financial capability 
programs making measurable progress towards economic stability?

We know there are successes of people finding pathways out of 
poverty everywhere. One Summit speaker, Jesús Gerena from 
the Family Independence Initiative, discussed his programs’ focus 
on leveraging the existing expertise of families living in poverty, 
and how focusing on fueling families’ self-determine solutions 
is the way forward. He recounted a story of a single mother who 
organized a workshop on credit improvement for herself and other 
families with an expert from a local bank. 

Three years later, she was able to buy a home. We need to find ways 
to make sure the resources we are providing are fueling solutions 
that leverage individuals’ ingenuity and experience in poverty and 
ultimately improving their ability to reach financial stability. 

The Prosperity Agenda challenged Summit participants to approach 
the day differently, to think differently, to ask tough questions, and 
to dare to rethink our status-quo approaches. In this way, we set 
out together to create a roadmap with a new mindset for people 
impacted by poverty that will get us past where we are. The Summit 
was designed to be interactive allowing attendees to engage with 
people around them to reflect and explore new ways of thinking 
about financial capability. 

All day participants contributed to an “Idea Wall,” that captured 
new, innovative, and provocative ideas inspired by speakers and 
conversations with colleagues. The ideas generated were collected 
and analyzed to produce four main themes on how we can improve 
our work and empower more individuals to find pathways out of 
poverty.

1. LISTEN to people being served and focus on what they believe is right for them.  

2. LEVERAGE programs, partnerships, and resources to meet people where they are  
and create innovative solutions. 

3. LEARN about programs from the experience of the person served. 

4. LEAP towards transformative change by building wealth and challenging existing 
structures.

THEMES
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LISTEN
Poverty creates emotional, physical, and psychological 
challenges that can impact a person’s ability to manage 
and utilize resources and services offered by nonprofits 
and government programs. Behavioral economists coined 
this concept as “cognitive scarcity,” which is characterized 
as the decreased amount of mental bandwidth of those 
experiencing poverty. 

Summit speakers, Dr. Crystal Hall and Dr. Jiaying Zhao, 
focused primarily on the powerful research in behavioral 
science and how it creates a certain mindset of poverty. 
Dr. Crystal Hall, from the Evans School of Public Policy 
and Governance, emphasized how the conditions of 
scarcity end up exacerbating the “hidden costs” of poverty 
as those households are often operating in constant 
financial trade-offs and short-term planning. 

to people being served and focus on what they believe is right for them.“PEOPLE EXPERIENCING 
POVERTY DON’T NEED A 
LESSON. PEOPLE LIVING IN 
POVERTY NEED STREAMLINED, 
SIMPLE ACCESS TO RESOURCES 
THAT REDUCE SCARCITY.”

DR.JIAYING 
ZHAO
Behavioral Sustainability 
Lab at University of British 
Columbia

Frontline workers, policymakers, and program managers need to understand how 
individuals make decisions and function under the conditions of cognitive scarcity in 
order to improve program deliver and design.

Programs can help by making all communication 
clear and actionable and friendly, instead of dense 
and confusing and punitive. Dr. Jiaying Zhao, from the 
Behavioral Sustainability Lab at UBC, emphasized this 
with field research that shows the effect of scarcity on 
making sound decisions. Dr. Zhao called for the need 
for programs to simplify forms, set up the right defaults 
and commitment reminders, and provide buffers against 
financial shocks. 

Frontline workers, policymakers, and program managers 
need to understand how individuals make decisions and 
function under the conditions of cognitive scarcity in 
order to improve program deliver and design.
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LISTENIDEAS SUMMARY

Trust a
nd 

respect 
the 

inheren
t 

brillian
ce of 

everyon
e.

Overall Summit participants felt program staff would be 
better equipped to build human-centered services if they 
fully understood the impact of cognitive scarcity. This 
might mean providing trainings on cognitive scarcity, 
and subsequently looking at how on-ramps to services 
are structured, creating more user-friendly in-take 
forms, and/or coordinating with partner agencies so that 
individuals do not have to repeat information. Service 
providers might also explore ways to engage individuals 
in a conversation that motivates people to participate in 
the services and using this new insight to design more 
innovative or comprehensive ways to link resources with 
those needing greater financial stability.

“FINANCIAL EDUCATION 
INFORMATION BUT NO 
COACHING ON HOW TO 
USE THE INFORMATION IS 
LIKE GIVING SOMEONE AN IKEA 
DESK WITH NO INSTRUCTIONS.”

DRAYTON 
JACKSON
Family Day Foundation

Summit participants overwhelmingly agreed on shifting the emphasis of 
program design and delivery to people experiencing poverty. 

By listening to people’s thoughts, ideas, and experiences, 
the field will be able to drive solutions and guide programs 
to provide services that will have the highest impact on 
individual’s experiencing poverty. This “human centered” 
approach creates space in programs for agency staff to 
step aside and lets individuals drive the solutions.

This approach generally flips the script on the mainstream 
narrative of seeing people as “helpless” individuals and 
instead focuses on a person’s self-discovery of how 
he or she can build personal assets to reach financial 
stability. Telling individuals how they need to change or 
manage their money may not be the best choice, but 
rather helping them set and attain their personal goals 
allows staff to have a different, trust based conversation. 
Increasing the amount of trust opens the way for 
minimizing or eliminating cognitive barriers that can hold 
a person back from pursuing life and financial goals.
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LEVERAGE
For example, Kristen Spangler, from the Women’s Funding 
Alliance, described how woman tend to use financial 
resources to support their families and tend to be more 
conscious of their financial limitations. Programs who are 
trying to improve financial behavior may find engaging 
woman and capitalizing on these existing strengths will 
improve outcomes. Furthermore, partnering with woman 
in the household may capitalize on their strong tendency 
to pass down financial behaviors to their children. 

Individuals are also often bringing past financial 
challenges or previous negative financial experiences to 
the table that programs must take into account when 
providing services. Hillary Madsen, from Columbia 
Legal Services, walked us through the financial picture 
of a youth who comes out of juvenile detention with 

programs, partnerships, and resources to meet people where they are 
and create innovative solutions.

“HOW CAN WE BUNDLE 
PROGRAMS SO THEY ARE 
EASIER FOR PEOPLE TO USE?”

DR. 
CRYSTAL 
HALL
UW Evans School of Public 
Policy & Governance

Social services often exist in silos, increasing the odds of administrative burden and 
duplication of efforts for individuals navigating these systems. There are opportunities 
to expand the field’s network of partners to increase resources and program outreach 
and meet people where they are. 

thousands upon thousands of dollars of debt due to 
mandatory fines, discretionary fines, and court filing fees. 
These youths often face such an uphill battle with debt 
and financial security that programs need to know where 
they are coming from to help them with the appropriate 
resources.  

Programs can think about adapting their services to 
leverage resources existing in the community. It may be 
programmatic elements that already exist, or creating new 
elements or partnerships that speak to a changing need of 
their population they are trying to serve. 
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“COMMUNITIES ACROSS THE 
COUNTRY HAVE A NEW AND 
POWERFUL PARTNER WHEN IT 
COMES TO BANKING ACCESS 
WHO CAN DO NEW AND 
POWERFUL THINGS: LOCAL 
GOVERNMENT.”

JONATHAN 
MINTZ
Cities for Financial 
Empowerment
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LEVERAGEIDEAS SUMMARY

Participants listed many locations where programs could 
expand and integrate financial capability services and 
resources to individuals who may be struggling financially. 
Places like work sites, shelters, schools, parks, libraries, 
laundry mats, corner markets, youth employment 
programs, juvenile justice system, tax preparation 
sites, or/and career fairs. Maybe, working with financial 
institutions, school systems, local governments, or 
national service organizations, like Americorps to build 
capacity for nonprofits. Perhaps there is an opportunity to 
bring in these partners early on into the design process or 
add them to coalitions in order to increase overall buy-in 
into the service delivery model. 

Make financial 
capability 

services a part 
of all DSHS’

programs

Summit participants expressed interest in meeting people where they are. 
We can do this by leveraging existing programs, forming 
new partnerships, and using available resources to ensure 
services are delivered from an individual’s perspective. 
There was an overwhelming emphasis on how to bundle 
and coordinate financial capability services; conference 
participants were focused on increasing the amount of 
financial capability services available during the intake 
processes or co-located at other services. For example, 
one idea post-it suggested we make financial capability 
services a part of all Washington State’s Department of 
Social and Health Services. 
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LEARN
Many person-centered programs report witnessing rapid 
changes in individuals’ attitude, sense of confidence, and 
engagement with financial capability services. This speaks 
to an often overlooked piece of program evaluation, 
how are people experiencing your program and service-
delivery model? 

David Hartman, from The Prosperity Agenda, discussed 
the idea of measuring experience and motivation of 
people and how capturing these metrics can reveal new 
ways of viewing programmatic impact, as well as shape 
the way we design programs and services. Programs often 
overlook the role that individual motivation plays in the 
success of their programmatic intervention. 

about programs from the experience of the person served.“WE ARE 
BLEEDING 
IMPACT.”

DAVID
HARTMAN
The Prosperity Agenda

Financial capability programs have sometimes struggled with capturing data, 
both quantitative and qualitative, that sums up all of the impact of their services. 
Programs that focus on financial capability, may not see outcomes like improved 
savings behavior or decreased utilization of public benefits, for years down the road; 
however, frontline staff often observe the impact of their services every day. 

Peter Moon, from Navicet, discussed the idea of 
“measuring good,” and thinking about how metrics relate 
to what outcomes you collect and eventually impact the 
direction of your overall program. With these concepts 
and ideas in mind, Summit participants were encouraged 
to rethink how the field is measuring programmatic 
success and where there is room for innovation and 
improvement. 
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LEARNIDEAS SUMMARY

Other measurement ideas pointed to the use of 
technology to illicit feedback from individuals. 
Specifically: 

• Using accessible modes of technology, like Facebook 
or text messaging, to reach program participants and 
receive feedback in real time. 

• Develop technology platforms, such as a phone 
application, that could be utilized to receive long-
term feedback from individuals about their financial 
outcomes and program experience.

• Develop a platform for people to easily upload their 
experiential feedback from services, such as a “Yelp” for 
nonprofits.  

Participants grappled with ways to move towards 
indicators that speak more closely to an individual 
reaching a pathway out of poverty. Participants 
asked, how might programs add the measurement 
of “experience,” along with the numbers, to paint a 
more powerful picture of financial capability services? 
Participants’ ideas were focused on shifting away from 
pure quantitative data collection methods, but instead 
encourage funders and policymakers to collect metrics 
on an individual’s experience to gauge whether or not a 
program is successful. 

Participants reflected on the necessity of giving programs 
time to examine challenges and successes they are 
encountering when delivering services. When we move 
toward measuring a person’s experience and motivation, 
and not just participation numbers, there is an effort to 
improve existing programs and user experiences more 
quickly; and, as a result, allows the program to do more 
to the meet the person’s needs in that moment. With 
more time to delve into programmatic problems, staff can 
innovate and adapt program services more effectively. 
(This is described as a “process evaluation.”)

Currently, there is an overwhelming emphasis on collecting numbers, especially 
participation numbers, which may not encapsulate all of a program’s success and impact. 

“STAFF SHARE IN THE 
SUCCESSES AND 
FAILURES AS PART OF 
THE CLIENT’S TEAM.”

LIZ
MYNTTI
Lower Columbia CAP

10
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LEAP
These income focused programs and services provide 
short term and impactful gains for communities, however, 
they often do not challenge the existing structures that 
are in place, and therefore larger system inequities will 
continue to breed financial insecurity. Programs serving 
low-income individuals need to push back and be aware 
of the challenges and inequities these systems present for 
individuals. 

Anne E. Price, from the Insight Center for Community 
Economic Development, discussed the need to think big 
when it comes to the way institutions operate and shift 
cultural and political will when making changes on the 
ground to our program delivery and design. 

towards transformative change by building wealth and challenging 
existing structures.

Everyday people are struggling without enough money to feed themselves and their 
family, get to work, pay rent, and pay their bills, and everyday programs mitigate 
these challenges with direct services. However, these services often mirror the 
funding streams of large government programs that focus on income maintenance 
and less on wealth accumulation and transformative change. 

Structures like schools, businesses, banks, and 
government agencies, are historically racialized structures 
that need to be challenged. There is a tendency to 
view policies, programs, or practices in isolation of 
these structures and systems, however, inequities are 
perpetuated through these systems, and there is a need 
to think about a complementary structural approach. 
As large government programs tend to focus less on 
building wealth, the cycle of poverty will continue from 
generation to generation. There is a need to move away 
from a transactional way of operating, from just a safety 
net of services to those who have reached poverty, to 
a transformational approach of building services and 
systems that help build wealth and provide a pathway out 
of poverty for households. 

Create 

structur
es that

 

support
 living

 

a life 
of 

DIGNIT
Y!

“WEALTH ALLOWS 
US TO TAKE RISKS 
AND MAKE REAL 
CHOICES.”

ANNE 
PRICE
Insight CCD
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LEAP
“GROWING UP, I 
DIDN’T SEE ANYONE 
LIKE ME GOING 
INTO A BANK.”

CLINTON 
TAYLOR
Financial Beginnings

IDEAS SUMMARY

Participants also discussed the importance of thinking 
about the language the field uses and how that can 
impact an individual’s experience and level of motivation 
to engage. Ideas commented on the role frontline workers 
are playing when it comes to empowering individuals: 
are they mentors? navigators? coaches? Shifting the 
terminology away from “case manager” could be 
important to changing larger systems that these roles live 
in. Additionally, programs need to start addressing not just 
those in poverty, but getting those at the brink or who are 
on the pathway out of poverty services that enable them 
to become financially well and stable for the long term. 

Other related policy and systems change ideas include: 
• Making the tax code more equitable. 
• Establishing a national standard for financial education 

and financial coaching. 
• Abolishing pay-day loans.
• Creating more access to loans for households who 

have unexpected financial emergencies. 
• Reducing or eliminating the “benefits cliff.”
• Making childcare more affordable.
• Implementing paid family leave. 

Funders and policymakers have an obligation to understand how poverty erodes 
cognitive capacity, and work towards ways of supporting programs that take these 
key elements into account.

Similarly, there needs to be an effort to empower 
low- and moderate-income individuals to get in front 
of policymakers and tell their stories about financial 
insecurity and experiencing poverty. Advocacy efforts 
must highlight, how the social safety net punishes wealth 
development with asset limits and other barriers, the 
difficult nature of navigating the social service system 
under conditions of scarcity, and the struggle of reaching 
financial stability and breaking the cycle of poverty 
without savings. 

There was an overwhelming focus on the need for bank 
reform and systems outreach to increase banking access 
to low- and moderate-income households. Banks need 
to be approachable and learn about the communities 
they operate in. Banks should be approached about 
offering services, such as money management combined 
with increased access to bank accounts; however, this 
needs to be done in partnership with community based 
organizations that can provide the link to community 
members and the ability to train bank employees with 
the proper skills and knowledge. There is a need for the 
financial service industry to provide different financial 
products that fit the needs of low- and moderate-income 
communities needs better. Such as, allowing funding 
circles to qualify for loan products, or rewarding monthly 
savings deposits with a small monetary incentive, or a co-
op account that supports more group savings. 

12
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The 2016 Financial Capability Summit demonstrated the enormous amount of energy, passion, and drive 
in the field to improve programs that can stop the cycle of poverty. Furthermore, it showed how our work 
is evolving and how we need to adapt to the new challenges people impact by poverty are facing and how 
we need to think about shifting resources to respond to these emerging needs. Looking forward we can all 
take meaningful steps forward in our work to incorporate these rich and innovative ideas into changes in 
program design and delivery. 

How can we LISTEN to people more?
1. Create a brainstorm session at your program about improving utilization of the person-

centered approach. IDEO.org provides guidance on how to create a safe space where 
individuals are empowered to create ideas that could improve program delivery. 
Programs could include program participants in idea sessions and compensate for 
participation in program design. By involving low-income participants in this process, 
encourages a shift towards empowering individuals in poverty to think of their own 
solutions to financial stability.

2. Tighten up referral services between programs so there are smoother transitions that 
provides more than a phone number without any follow-up or follow through. 

How can we LEVERAGE programs, partnerships, 
and resources more?
1. Think innovatively about how you offer your program services; there may be an 

opportunity to form new partnerships with various stakeholders in your community, 
such as local government or financial institutions, in order to access new resources or 
expertise. 

2. Ensure your program is knowledgeable about legislation that can your help your 
program improve financial capability services. For example, financial education in 
workforce development organizations was recently passed as an allowable activity in 
Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) legislation. Forge and strengthen 
partnerships on the ground to turn policy reforms into action.

How can we LEARN from people more?  

1. Ask your program participants about their experiences in your program by gathering 
input on a regular basis (daily, weekly, monthly). Use the insight you gain from this input 
to make both small and large program changes and track over time how your programs 
are transforming lives through the improvement in experience and outcomes. 

2. Work with your funders to demonstrate ways feedback can improve program design 
and delivery, and ultimately result in increased programmatic impact.

How can we LEAP towards transformative change?
1. Demystify the banking experience by partnering with banks to translate the customer 

experience into products and services.
2. Find ways to link individuals experiencing poverty with policymakers (see the 

Washington State Head Start Parent Ambassador program) and ensure your program 
has a focus on advocacy and systems change. 
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A NEW ROAD MAP FORWARD
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12 WONDERFUL SPEAKERS + 
8 HOURS OF REFLECTION AND DISCUSSION + 120 PROSPERITY AGENTS =  

OVER 400 POST-ITS FILLED WITH IDEAS AND INSPIRATION

Improving, questioning, and innovating our work is more important now than ever. Budgets are tight, capacity and 
resources are suffering, and more people find themselves in situations that threaten their ability to reach financial security. 
The Financial Capability Summit allowed us the time to pause and take stock about where we are and gave us the 
permission to ask the hard questions about whether or not we are having the biggest impact we are capable of having. 

WE ARE PROSPERITY AGENTS!

14



General Feedback
What we heard from Summit Participants...

“All [the] speakers gave 
me a little to take home 
with me…”

“…the whole day rejuvenated me in a 
way that reminded me of my passion 
in working with my clients towards 
financial capability.”

“This event 
was very 
motivating and 
energizing!”

“Jesús Gerena…laid out a model that actually 
does all the things social service programs intend 
to do but so often fail at—put families in charge 
and get the money to them, rather than funding 
staff positions.”

What will you do with the information you learned at the Summit? 

“Review programs with these 
things in mind: cognitive 
scarcity; information WITH 
instructions; intrinsic 
components of motivation; 
measuring client experience.” 

“Bring it back to my team for more 
big-picture discussion: what are we 
doing, is it working, why do we do 
it, what should we be doing, etc.”

“Meet with the team here at work and 
rethink some of our program models...”

The FINANCIAL CAPABILITY SUMMIT 
will return in 2017!

Have questions, comments, or ideas to 
share with us for the next Summit? 
We would love to hear from you. 
Send us a note at info@theprosperityagenda.org 
and connect with us!


