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Scaling Impact with CFSI’s Vision for 
Financial Health 

We Thought it was at least 10 Million People. . .

Ten years ago, when CFSI formed in 2004, we knew there were tens of millions of Americans who were 
falling through the cracks of the traditional banking system. There were several reasons for this discon-
nect: some had a thin or no credit file, others did not understand or trust the banking system, and still 
more had needs that were not met by the products available to them.  Many of these Americans, CFSI 
posited, turned to expensive and time-consuming alternatives to manage their day-to-day financial 
lives. 

With the founding support of the Ford Foundation, CFSI spent its early years trying to understand how 
to improve the quality of financial services offered to these individuals.  We asked: 

What if the opportunity is greater than we thought?

In 2008, with the support of Citi, H&R Block, FIS, and MasterCard, CFSI fielded the first nationally 
representative survey of un- and underbanked households. Together, we commissioned Experian 
Simmons to conduct a segmentation analysis of underbanked consumers according to their attitudes, 
behaviors, preferences, needs, and experiences.  
  

... But the Underserved Marketplace was Much Larger— 
and More Diverse

The CFSI Underbanked Consumer Study determined that a staggering 40 million 
households – approximately 106 million individuals—were underbanked.  Under-
banked households often had a checking or savings account but used a variety of ser-
vices from bank and non-bank providers to conduct day-to-day financial transactions.  

The study also yielded rich insights into the staggering diversity of this market, prompt-
ing us to think differently about potential solutions for serving them.  CFSI and its partners 
identified eight distinct customer segments which guided financial services providers in developing 
product, marketing, and risk management strategies. Further research shows that these consumers col-
lectively spend billions on interest and fees each year to manage their financial lives - $89 billion in 
2012 alone.1 

Spurred on in part by CFSI’s work, other studies deepened our understanding of 
the underserved.  In January 2009 the FDIC fielded its first National Survey of 
Unbanked and Underbanked Households.  This important survey added much to 
the understanding of this market, and is repeated every two years, continuing to 
provide invaluable data over time.

The results of this ongoing research shows us that the underserved market 
segment is evolving – and so are the providers that serve this segment. 
  

In 2008, 
106 million 
Americans 

were 
underbanked. 

“We wanted to study 
the unbanked… but we 
found a whole other set of 
consumers, millions and 
millions more, who actually 
had a bank account, but it 
wasn’t working for them. It 
wasn’t actually meeting their 
needs. They were using an 
array of non-bank financial 
products and services to get 
their basic needs met: to 
cash a check, to pay a bill, 
to get a money order, to be 
able to send money home to 
relatives.” 

~Jennifer Tescher

In 2012, 
Americans spent 

$89 billion on fees 
and interest for 

financial services 
to borrow, spend, 

save, and plan.

1  “2012 Financially Underserved Market Size Study,” CFSI and Core Innovation Capital, December 2013.
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Beyond Underserved to a Broader, Emerging Market

CFSI’s decade of discovery of the underserved took place within the context of the Great Recession.  
Banked and underbanked families alike saw their incomes and home values evaporate.  The picture of 
American families’ financial status worsened and financial habits changed, as many now had to man-
age their money in high-friction, high-cost ways.  

In 2012, nearly 60% of Americans did not have a rainy day fund, defined as enough money set aside 
to cover expenses for three months in case of emergencies such as sickness or job loss. 

As millions more Americans grappled to stay on top of their day-to-day financial lives, CFSI realized 
that solutions for the underbanked are widely applicable – and necessary – for a much larger group of 
people. The financially underserved market is mainstream.   

“Unbanked,” “underbanked,” and even “underserved,” have outlived their usefulness for defining this 
broad consumer segment, but that does not mean that most Americans are financially well-served. 
Despite improvements in the economy, many demographics, including younger and middle-income 
consumers, are not seeing improvements in their financial situations and are not thriving.  
 
Today, CFSI is offering a new vision for how to solve the challenges that face Americans – a vision 
which will guide the industry through the next ten years.

Financial Health for America

CFSI’s goal for the next 10 years is to lead our network of financial services 

providers to increase the number of people with positive, sustained financial 

health.  

Financial health means that an individual’s day-to-day financial system functions well and increases 
the likelihood of long-term financial resilience and opportunity. Good financial health is an important 
goal on its own.  It also facilitates healthy attitudes and practices in other aspects of life: mental and 
physical health, family stability, educational attainment, and more.  It is deeply connected to upward 
financial mobility, whether for an individual today or inter-generationally over time, and has a positive 
impact at the macro level on communities and economies locally, regionally and nationally. 

Financial health matters for Americans, and it matters for providers.  Working with consumers toward 
positive financial health represents a chance for providers to improve long-term revenue streams, 
increase loyalty, and create new opportunities for engagement. 

 

Over the next decade, CFSI, along with its network, 
will answer the question: 

How will we lead our nation to financial health?
Join us: 

@cfsinnovation    #financialhealth    #cfsi10


