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What helps people avoid financial emergencies and 
bounce back from them? What interventions are effective, 
and how do we know? Measurement matters to invest 
in strategies that work to increase the financial resilience 
of economically vulnerable households, especially those 
who have been left out of opportunities and experienced 

inequities due to structural racism. Evidence-based 
strategies are important to funders, policymakers, 
nonprofits, employers, financial service providers, 
communities, and other stakeholders in designing and 
delivering programs and policies that further financial 
security and economic equity.

Most people face short-term financial emergencies at some point, ranging from an unexpected decline 

in income to a major expense that is too much to cover in any given month. Programs that aim to build 

wealth have a long-term time horizon. However, financial security in the long term is not possible with-

out the ability to withstand financial shocks in the short run. 

This brief on assessment strategies offers a framework to help funders and practitioners 
design and measure the effectiveness of short-term financial resilience programs with 
specific interventions in mind. Not meant to be prescriptive, the brief includes a range 
of metrics associated with different interventions to bridge financial setbacks that can 
shape understanding of program success along the course of delivery. Those four inter-
ventions include:

BUFFERS BORROWING BACKSTOPSBENEFITS
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defining short-term financial emergencies

All families will face episodic financial shocks at some point, where either their income is less than 
expected or their expenses are greater than planned—from losing a job to having to cover a major car 
repair. The goal of short-term interventions is to provide a “bridge” to get people over the shortfall and 
back on the road toward their financial goals, but not expose them to repeated financial risks.

interventions
Programs use a variety of approaches to 
help people manage financial shortfalls, 
including: 

A Buffer of money earned in the past 
and stored as savings or assets. 

Borrowing money that will be earned 
in the future but borrowed affordably 
to use sooner.

Accessing cash Benefits—additional 
resources provided as direct aid from 
the government, charity, or from 
social networks and family members.

Using insurance—contracts that pay 
out based on certain criteria—as a 
Backstop.
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While programs may also aim to prevent financial 
emergencies by stabilizing wages and benefits, the 
basis of financial resilience programs is outside of 
efforts to boost income in general. Likewise, short-term 
stabilization is different from strategies to reduce people’s 
overall expenses. Holding general financial characteristics 
constant, the focus of short-term resilience programs is 

to help people navigate a financial emergency that results 
in a financial shortfall and get back on track toward their 
financial goals after this event. While narrower in scope, 
this approach facilitates a more precise emphasis on the 
role of short-term stabilizers, as opposed to the myriad 
factors that affect family finances.  

This paper and the accompanying brief, Achieving Financial Resilience in the Face of Financial Setbacks, are 
designed to inform community-based strategies to help economically vulnerable families better manage 
financial setbacks, shortfalls, and shocks. 

This framework offers funders and practitioners a starting place to explore these questions in the context 
of financial resilience programs.

QUESTIONS FOR FUNDERS TO ASK THEMSELVES AND THEIR GRANTEES

u    �What is the problem we are trying to solve?

u    �What is the best solution for the problem?

u    �What are the goals of the intervention?

u    �How long will the relationship with the  
customer be?

http://assetfunders.org
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theory of change

financial resilience programs focus on  
preparedness and interventions

When people do not have any of the four intervention 
options—Buffer, Borrowing, Benefits, and Backstop—
and cannot increase their income through work or 
other legitimate means, they will:

u    �Reduce spending on discretionary items.

u    ��Reduce spending on necessities such as food, 
shelter, child care, health care, or medicine.

u    �Stop paying bills or making loan payments,  
or pay less than the amount due.

u    �Resort to costly loans or other potentially  
risky practices.

There are two primary ways that financial resilience 
programs can prevent such negative outcomes and 
improve well-being when people have a financial 
emergency. The first is through preparedness. By set-
ting up systems in advance of a financial shock, fami-
lies are prepared to handle a shortfall when it occurs. 
The second is through intervention strategies. People 
can rely on both when a financial shortfall occurs. Ul-
timately, the outcome for families is that they are able 
to reach a higher level of financial well-being. Financial 
well-being means people feel confident that they can 
meet current and ongoing financial obligations, gener-
ally feel secure in their financial future, and are able to 
make choices consistent with their goals and priorities 
without feeling constrained by their financial situation.  

saving money
building credit 

connecting to networks 
enrolling in insurance

savings boosts
emergency loans
cash assistance

claiming insurance 

PREPAREDNESS INTERVENTIONS

OVERCOME SHORTFALL

PURSUE FINANCIAL GOALS

IMPROVE FINANCIAL WELL-BEING
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outcomes model

Financial resilience programs can be assessed using a 
general logic model. First, all programs have inputs—the 
resources that go into developing and implementing 
activities that people use in communities. Inputs include 
time, salaries, overhead, technological infrastructure, and 
other costs, but also efforts to build relationships and 
networks, as well as direct payments to clients. These 
inputs lead to the second column, activities. Each activity 
leads to outputs, shown in the third column. These 
outputs ideally lead clients to achieve outcomes that 
occur as the client works with the program.

For financial resilience programs, a common outcome is 
helping people manage a financial emergency. Longer-
run outcomes include increased financial confidence and 
reduced incidence of financial hardships and stress, as 
well as fewer high-cost financial services and fees. When 
people feel more confident in their ability to manage 
financial setbacks, they will have less financial stress and 
will be more financially empowered. Ultimately, being 
able to manage financial setbacks will allow people to 
achieve higher financial well-being. The lessons learned 
from financial resilience programs can influence how 
systems change, including advocating for policies to 
reduce inequities in society.

THIS IS REALLY ABOUT ACHIEVING SOME SEMBLANCE OF FINANCIAL SECURITY, 
which includes a set of buffers for disruptive events that occur throughout the life 
course—such as job loss, health emergencies, and emergency repairs—that can 
derail plans in the absence of tools and resources to cope. Financial security is not 
only important today but also for future generations, as it has the potential to in-
fluence children’s outcomes.

bradley l. hardy  |  ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR & DEPARTMENT CHAIR 

SCHOOL OF PUBLIC AFFAIRS, DEPT. OF PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION & POLICY 

AMERICAN UNIVERSITY

INPUTS ACTIVITIES OUTPUTS OUTCOMES

 
Program Resources

Program Development

Client Communications

Client Trust-Building

Financial Incentives

Technology Infrastructure

 
BUFFERS:  
Savings Accounts

BORROWING:  
Emergency Loans

BENEFITS:  
Cash Assistance

BACKSTOPS:  
Insurance

 
Savings Deposits

Loans Closed

Benefits Delivered

Insurance Claimed

 
 Shortfall Managed

 Savings

 Credit

 Steady Cash Flow

 Financial Empowerment

 Assets

 Financial Well-being

Systems Change

 Financial Hardships

 Financial Stress

 Reduced Fees

FINANCIAL RESILIENCE LOGIC MODEL
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potential outcome measures 

short-term measures

shortfalls avoided   
Perhaps the most direct measure of the outcome of any 
short-term financial stabilization program is helping 
people make ends meet in their current cycle of earning 
income and paying bills. This captures how well people 
manage a financial shock and are able to cover financial 
obligations. An example of a survey question that could 
be asked of clients is:

u     �“How difficult is it for you to cover your expenses 
and pay all your bills?” where the options include 

“Very difficult,” “Somewhat difficult,” or “Not at  
all difficult.”

avoided hardships   
One of the most important goals of short-term financial 
resilience programs is helping people avoid a hardship 
and instead be able to maintain needed consumption. 
The four main hardship areas people forgo when they 
have a financial shock are health care, food, housing, 
and utility bills. While some hardships can be measured 
using administrative data, these data are often difficult 
to obtain except in cases of severe hardships that are 
part of the court system, such as eviction or foreclosure. 
Instead, survey questions may be more feasible to track 
hardships. The following financial insecurity questions 
can be used to measure the extent people are able to 
avoid hardships:

u     �“In the past 12 months, was there a time when you 
needed health care but went without because you 
couldn’t afford it?”

u     �“In the last 12 months, did you or other people in 
your household ever cut the size of your meals or 
skip meals because there wasn’t enough  
money for food?”

u     �“In the last 12 months, was there ever a time  
when you were behind in making a rent,  
mortgage, or other housing payment?”

u     �“In the last 12 months, has it ever been difficult  
for you to pay your utility bills?”

reduced stress  
People who have access to emergency financial supports 
are better able to make ends meet and also have reduced 
cognitive demands and emotional distress, which allows 
them to make and follow financial plans. Many low-
income people are worried about their finances, but 
having the capacity to manage a negative shock may 
reduce financial worry levels. There are several questions 
that can be asked of clients to measure financial stress. 
For example:

u     �“Thinking about my personal finances can make 
me feel anxious,” using a range of responses from 

“Strongly disagree” to “Strongly agree.” 

u     �“Overall, how satisfied are you with your current 
personal financial condition?” using a range from 

“Not at all satisfied” to “Extremely satisfied.”

increased savings  
Savings accounts, especially liquid accounts useful in a 
financial emergency, are a measure of people’s potential 
resilience in the face of a shortfall. One option for buffer 

While not an exhaustive list, funders and financial resilience programs can consider a limited set of poten-

tial outcome measures: Short-Term Measures and Long-Term Measures. These measures should be con-

sidered as illustrations and are not appropriate for all programs or settings. Evaluation methods and the 

measures that provide the strongest evidence of impact will vary based on the goals, context, and interven-

tions used in each program. The burden of measurement is also an important factor to consider, including 

the cost of collecting data for the client and the community-based program.

survey measures asked 
directly of clients or 
participants through 
paper forms, via email, 
or via text messages.

administrative data  
collected with connections 
to data systems operated  
by financial institutions  
or service providers.

http://assetfunders.org
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interventions is to track account balances using financial 
institution data. Since balances fluctuate, the average daily 
balance over a month provides a reasonable measure 
of people’s savings levels. Tracking account balances, 
especially across multiple institutions, will not be feasible 
for most programs. Data aggregation firms offer account 
linkages with client consent, although programs have to 
be mindful of people’s privacy concerns.

An alternative is to ask clients for self-reported savings.
For example: 

u     �“How confident are you that you could come up with 
$2,000 if an unexpected need arose within the next 
month?” using a scale of “Certain,” “Probably could,” 

“Probably could not,” and “Certainly could not come 
up with $2,000.” 

u     �“How would a $400 emergency expense that you had 
to pay impact your ability to pay your other bills this 
month?” where answers include “Still be able to pay 
all bills” or “Could not pay some bills.”

Both the $2,000 and $400 benchmark have been used in 
prior surveys—the $400 level may be more appropriate 
given the typical financial shocks facing lower-income 
households. 

credit improvements    
Borrowing programs can work with clients to establish 
credit, including having positive payments reported to 
credit bureaus. Programs can help people to correct errors 
in credit reports and drop negative information that is out 
of date. Fixing these problems, while also helping people 
learn more about their credit record, can improve people’s 
ability to borrow at lower interest rates and on more 
favorable terms. One way to measure this is by tabulating 
credit report items, such as the number of accounts in 
good standing, or number of items in credit reports that 
are corrected after services. Another approach is to ask 
clients a survey question such as:

u     �“How would you rate your current credit record?” 
where responses are along a scale of “Very bad,” 

“Bad,” “Average,” “Good,” and “Very good.”

Credit scores are aggregate measures based on 
information in people’s credit reports. Only people 
with a sufficient credit history have a credit score. The 
score captures a combination of on-time bill payments, 
credit usage, and a lack of derogatory accounts. People 
who manage financial shortfalls are less likely to have 
delinquencies on bills, which can prevent declines in credit 

scores. Since scores are based on a number of factors, 
they may be slow to respond or change, however. 

Also, for many lower-income people struggling with 
regular short-term financial shocks, their credit scores may 
be at stubbornly low levels, or they may not have credit 
scores. 

reduced use of high-cost  
financial services  
Alternative financial services include payday loans, pawn 
loans, and automobile title loans. While these are all ways 
people can make ends meet to deal with a financial shock, 
they are often expensive ways to borrow. While data on 
the use of alternative financial services can be tracked 
using financial services reporting systems, these data are 
not widely available. Instead, borrowing programs can 
also ask clients a set of questions to measure alternative 
financial services use:

u     �“In the last 12 months, have you taken  
out an auto title loan?”

u     �“In the last 12 months, have you taken  
out a short-term payday loan?” 

u     �“In the last 12 months, have you used  
a pawnshop loan?”

steady cash flow  
By managing financial shortfalls, people will be better able 
to sustain steady employment since they are more likely 
to be able to cover expenses and focus on what they need 
in order to work. With access to consistent transportation, 
child care, and other services, people will be better able 
to make ends meet. While income can be self-reported 
with a survey question, income can also be measured 
based on payments into bank accounts using secure data 
aggregation services.

financial empowerment  
Another key subjective financial outcome for interventions 
that help people with financial emergencies relates to 
financial empowerment. When people know they can 
manage problems, they have stronger confidence in their 
ability to deal with their finances. One example of a survey 
question is:

u     �“If you were to set a financial goal for yourself today, 
how confident are you in your ability to achieve it?” 
where responses include “Not at all confident,”  

“Not very confident,” “Somewhat confident,” and 
“Very confident.”

http://assetfunders.org
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Related to confidence is financial knowledge. People’s 
financial knowledge levels can be measured as part of 
an objective set of quiz questions or using a subjective 
self-assessment. Quiz questions have to be tailored 
to the educational content and are often difficult to 
administer to clients. Subjective questions are more 
general and can be used as part of a short follow-up. 
For example: 

u     �“How would you assess your knowledge of how  
to manage your finances?” followed by a 1 to 7  
scale where 1 is low and 7 is high.

long-term measures 

More longitudinally, programs can assess the impact of 
interventions on clients’ financial status and well-being, 
as well as systems change that leads to better financial 
conditions for all. 

asset building   
Net assets are a measure of total wealth accounting 
for financial and non-financial assets, after subtracting 
loans and debt. Net assets are often the outcome that 
programs and funders care about, but measuring net 
assets is challenging, especially since even determining 
the value of non-financial assets is difficult. People 
who are investing in their future, including students 
borrowing to attend universities, or entrepreneurs 
borrowing to start a business, will have a negative 
net worth, even though these types of investments 
will likely contribute to upward financial mobility. One 
strategy is to have people self-report their assets 

and debt, then calculate net wealth. For programs 
with access to data aggregation services connected 
to account information, these data could be pulled 
from administrative data, subject to data limitations. 
Regardless, it is important to keep in mind that people 
facing financial emergencies may need to spend down 
assets and take on debt, and therefore should not be 
compared to a general population not facing a financial 
shock. Another strategy is to measure subjective levels  
of net assets using a survey question such as: 

u  �“I am on track to having the financial assets I need  
to achieve my goals.” 

financial well-being  
The final potential measure is financial well-being. This 
is a subjective measure based on self-reported survey 
items. A version of a financial well-being scale has five 
questions with five-point responses of level of agreement: 

u     �“Because of my money situation, I feel like  
I will never have the things I want in life.”

u     �“I am just getting by financially.”

u     �“I am concerned that the money I have or  
will save won’t last.”

u     �“I have money left over at the end of the month.”

u     �“My finances control my life.”

The Consumer Financial Protection Bureau has a scoring 
guide based on respondent age, although programs can 
also simply aggregate the scores 0-25 if this method of 
scoring proves cumbersome.

While not directly measurable with surveys or administrative data, another outcome 

of financial resilience programs, individually and collectively, is to influence policies 

and programs at the local, state, and federal levels. To the extent that client stories 

and leaders from community-based programs have a voice in influencing policy de-

cisions, financial resilience programs can change the landscape in ways that reduce 

the incidence of financial emergencies and increase supportive services that help 

people maintain financial security. 

SYSTEMS CHANGE 

http://assetfunders.org
https://www.consumerfinance.gov/data-research/research-reports/financial-well-being-scale/
https://www.consumerfinance.gov/data-research/research-reports/financial-well-being-scale/


8 assetfunders.org

ra
ce

ge
nder

gender
It is important for funders to keep in mind that many 
programs are relatively small in scale, providing inter-
ventions or supports that may not amount to more than 
a few hundred dollars per participant. Programs are 
unlikely to be able to administer costly outcomes mea-
surement systems. Self-reported survey items can be 
collected relatively easily as part of service delivery, but 
following up with clients weeks or months later can be 
more challenging—non-response rates tend to be very 
high. Text message-based surveys have had some suc-
cess, but can only collect answers to two or three ques-
tions. Data collection can also be completed through 
mobile applications, at least for regular users who have 
access to technology and connectivity. 

Accessing administrative data from financial institutions 
can be a cost-effective way to track client outcomes over 
time without requiring ongoing responses from partici-
pants. However, many programs will not have the scale 
or infrastructure to connect to financial partners. Firms 
such as Plaid offer one way to gain access to account 
activities with client consent, but these tools may not be 
cost-effective for many programs.

Finally, funders need to use caution when interpreting 
outcomes measures. For example, with financial ac-
count data, higher savings balances may be a positive 
outcome, but the goal of emergency savings is for peo-
ple to have funds available when needed. This means 
a positive outcome could be a savings balance that is 
spent down; while it may look like a negative outcome, 
it could actually mean an avoided financial hardship. 
Likewise, increasing use of debt might be viewed as a 
negative outcome. However, rising balances of low-cost 
loans could be a positive outcome if that credit helped 
manage a financial problem. The context of these ac-
count balance changes is important to consider. 

population measures 

tracking and reporting outcomes

Since racial equity is such an important consideration in the design of financial resilience programs, it is also criti-
cal to collect data on who is served by programs. In addition to race and ethnicity, gender, age, immigrant status, 
family type, and education level are also potential indicators of client backgrounds that may be useful to track. 
Comparing the outcomes across client backgrounds, as well as who is served relative to the population at large, 
can provide insights on program design and implementation, as well as highlight the impacts of strategies on key 
groups of people. These data can also be critical in advocating for systems change.
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1. Match Intent to Impact. The goal of financial re-
silience programs is stabilization in the face of financial 
emergencies. Stability can be achieved with supports 
that help prepare people in advance of a shortfall or 
intervene when a financial shock occurs. Outcome mea-
sures that capture people’s level of security, confidence, 
and well-being are based on program participants’ abil-
ity to manage current shocks, as well as their confidence 
in being able to handle the next one.

2. Extrapolate or Be Patient. While many funders 
and policymakers think about very long-run asset build-
ing and economic mobility outcomes, these trends may 
take years or even decades to measure. Short-term 
stability is a necessary foundation that allows people to 
pursue their financial goals, but it will be challenging to 
directly link to very long-term changes.

3. Be Judicious. While there is the potential to do  
extensive, in-depth evaluations and studies, many 
short-term financial resilience programs are relatively 
small interventions over a short period of time. Funders 
need to be aware of the costs and burdens of data col-
lection and analysis. If the new information or insights 
that will be created will have important implications—
especially for broader systems change or policy deci-
sions—then more extensive outcomes measurement 
may be justified. But if the goal is general monitoring 
and assessment, basic outputs and activity measures 
may be sufficient, and far less administratively burden-
some for program operations and for participants. 

4. Support Data Collection. Data collection can 
be costly and burdensome for participants, but new 
technologies offer ways to collect transaction and other 
data that are more efficient. Funders can support data 
collection efforts, including new technology and “big 
data” approaches. These efforts may also be costly, 
but less burdensome to clients and offer the ability to 
follow program participants over time. These data can 
be powerful for understanding outcomes and program 
effectiveness, ultimately supporting evidence-based 
policy changes. 

5. Listen to Clients. Programs and policies too of-
ten create structures, processes, and financial products 
in a vacuum, assuming what people should or should 
not do. An alternative is to make sure that systems  
better match the strengths of the communities they 
serve, building on individuals’ insights and experiences. 
The outcomes and measures selected should reflect the 
goals and insights of participants. 

Leaders of financial resilience programs can offer insights for policymakers, employers, and 

the public at large. Program data can provide evidence of patterns and results of financial 

shocks to inform best practices. Funders can use lessons learned across programs to address 

foundational issues of the social safety net, child care supports, labor markets, and others 

based on the experiences of people who have faced, and recovered from, short-term shocks. 

Strategically using evidence from programs may even lead to innovations that can reduce 

the incidence of financial shocks in the future.

conclusion

FIVE
top lessons for 

funders
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using philanthropy to promote economic opportunity and financial security 

for low- and moderate-income Americans.

AFN works to increase the capacity of its members to effectively promote 

economic security by supporting efforts that help low- to moderate-income 

individuals and families build and protect assets.

Through knowledge sharing, AFN empowers foundations and grantmakers to 

leverage their resources to make more effective and strategic funding deci-

sions, allowing each dollar invested to have greater impact.
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