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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Since the 2008 recession, financial literacy has been a priority for public policy, educators, and community 

groups alike. The objective of this report is to answer the following questions: How financially literate are 

Canadian youth? What are the existing literacy initiatives – and are they effective? How do we ensure the 

next generation is well prepared as they enter an increasingly complex financial world? 

We begin by providing an overview of Canadian youth financial literacy landscape. The OECD recently 

ranked Canadian youth as the second most financially-literate group globally, behind China. While this is an 

acknowledgement of the strong policy support and community financial literacy initiatives in Canada, there is 

still work to be done. We suggest three reasons to be skeptical of these results:  

1. The OECD mainly assesses financial knowledge, and to a much lesser extent, financial behaviour. A 

student can be very fluent in explaining a financial concept – but it does not necessarily translate into 

healthy financial behaviour. In fact, studies have found that after 20 months, financial education 

programs have negligible effects on the individuals’ knowledge and behaviour. 

2. The report ranked Canada as a “Level 3” on their scale of financial literacy, which corresponds to a 

fluency in commonly-used financial concepts. This means the average Canadian youth is under-

equipped when it comes to more advanced topics such as saving for retirement, investments, or 

buying sophisticated items like housing and insurance. 

3. While the average Canadian youth is faring well in financial literacy, there are sub-populations within 

the age group that are performing worse. Studies suggest youth coming from low socio-economic 

backgrounds exhibit lower financial literacy levels. 

Using data from reports performed by the OECD, Ipsos, the BC Securities Commission, the Ontario 

Securities Commission, and the National Federation of High School Students, we draw several conclusions 

about the state of Canadian youth financial literacy.  

First, Canadian youth are performing well on knowledge about basic money management matters (e.g. 

budgeting, getting a job, credit/debit cards). This is confirmed by large-scale research reports from the 

OECD and Ipsos. We were also able to replicate similar results from smaller-scale surveys on BC and 

Ontario students. 

Secondly, amongst youth, fluency in basic money management mostly translates into healthy financial 

behaviour – although there is still work to be done. For example, although 80% of youth are actively saving 

money, only 12% have written financial plans.  
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Thirdly, Canadian youth are doing poorly in both knowledge and behaviour about advanced financial 

concepts related to planning for the future (e.g. retirement, insurance products) and making financial 

choices (e.g. investing, buying a house). This could be due to the fact that the Canadian school curriculum 

has not explicitly taught these topics in class. They have opted to integrate topics such as investing into the 

mathematics curriculum instead of having a standalone course. Provinces such as Ontario and Quebec 

have realized this approach is not adequate and have begun implementing changes to include a standalone 

personal finance course in high school. 

Canadian youth Knowledge Behaviour 

Basic Money 
Management 

Good Average 
 
(2) 

Planning Ahead, 
Making Choices 

Poor 
 
(1) 

Poor 
 
(1) 

We suggest new initiatives should focus on two areas: (1) Equipping youth with knowledge and skills to plan 

ahead and make financial decisions, and (2) Promoting healthy financial behaviour in basic money 

management. We give priority to the first issue area, given a serious lack of attention from Canadian 

education curriculum towards advanced financial topics. In order to increase students’ knowledge about 

advanced financial concepts, we suggest financial literacy modules – whether they are in-school or extra-

curricular – should consider the following “design principles”: 

PRINCIPLES DESCRIPTION 

Just-In-Time The content should be focused around financial topics that the target population is old 

enough to worry about, but young enough to adjust and still enjoy the benefits. 

Breadth vs. 

Depth 

Spreading the content out too thin will result in low retention of knowledge. Focus on 

one or two concepts, and work on understanding how the related products and 

services can be improved.  

Education-Plus Increasing knowledge levels will not directly lead to better financial behaviour. 

Providing opportunities to put concepts into action and creating actionable next steps 

are characteristics of successful financial literacy programs. 

Scaffolding Focus on increasing the individual’s internal locus of control. By breaking down the 

concept into small steps, offering less support over time but increasing opportunities for 

reflection, the individual feels empowered and more confident towards new concepts. 
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Delivery 

Platform 

The platform of delivery influences  whether the outcomes are achieved. The recipients 

of the financial literacy program will all have different preferred methods of learning. It 

is important for the design of the program to consider the participants’ needs. 

 

We also provide some insights into  how to encourage healthy financial behaviour in basic money 

management. We draw on behavioural economics – specifically nudge theory – to provide 

recommendations. Nudges are small tweaks to products or services that encourage individuals to make 

better choices. Popularized by Richard Thaler and Cass Sunstein in their book “Nudge: Improving Decisions 

about Health, Wealth, and Happiness”, nudges employ theories from behavioural economics and choice 

architecture to help individuals engage in certain types of behavior. There has been substantial research on 

using nudges to improve financial behavior. Most of the experiments have yielded positive results.  

FINANCIAL DECISION-MAKING NUDGES 

Issue Type Description 

Savings Default 

decision 

The “Save More Tomorrow” program increased saving rates from 3.5% 

to 13.6% by automatically increasing the savings rate per paycheck for 

employees (instead of having them intentionally increase savings by 

themselves).  

Retirement Age-

processed 

renderings 

Participants were asked to project how much they need to save for 

retirement. One group was shown computer rendered pictures of 

themselves at an old age. If they indicated a high amount of savings, 

the rendered face would be smiling. Those who saw the age-

processed renderings saved twice as much than those who didn’t see 

the renderings. 

Loan 

repayment 

Reminder To increase loan repayments in Uganda, researchers tested three 

nudges: providing a cash incentive, a 25% interest rate reduction on 

the next loan, or a text message reminder. They found that the text 

messages were just as effective as the cash payment – both increased 

probability of repayment by 9-10%.  
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Understanding 

of fees 

Simplifying 

information 

By presenting management fees associated with investing in funds in 

pesos instead of percentage rates, financially illiterate workers in 

Mexico were able to choose the funds that had lower management 

fees. By simplifying the information, workers were able to make an 

informed choice. 

Consumer 

taxes 

Framing When price-tags included the tax, researchers found demand for those 

products decreased by 8%. On the other hand, being shown the added 

tax at the cashier has no significant effect on purchasing behavior. 

Payday loans Simplifying 

information 

By adding up loan fees in terms of dollars – instead of interest 

(percentage rates) – researchers were able to help people understand 

the true cost of the loans. They reduced payday loan applications by 

11%.  

Source: University of Stirling 

Along with these recommendations, we provide several case studies to highlighting what has and what has 

not worked in the past. Financial literacy is a sophisticated topic that must be addressed jointly by 

policymakers, the education sector, and external community members. This report provides insight towards 

how we are faring as a nation, what solutions are needed, and how the interventions should be designed. 
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1.0 INTRODUCTION 
 
1.1 OVERVIEW OF THE ISSUE 
In an increasingly sophisticated economy, financial literacy is an essential skill required by individuals of all 

ages. Canadians must make numerous financial decisions on a daily basis, and so it is imperative that they 

are equipped with the necessary skills to make the right decisions. Financial literacy consists of three 

factors: knowledge, skills, and attitude.1 

 
Figure 1. Framework for improving financial behaviour 

 
Measuring Financial Capability: an exploratory study  Source: Kempson (2010) 

 

Positive financial behaviour is predicated on having a solid base of knowledge and understanding, acquiring 

the necessary skills, and building up confidence and a healthy attitude towards personal finance. In the 

figure above, these factors are represented by the blue boxes. The relationship between behaviour and the 

three factors, however, is complex. Hathaway and Khatiwada2 report varying results in terms of which 

factors actually promote good financial behaviour. While some studies show that “overwhelmingly, the most 

important determinant of financial self-control was knowledge”, others also place value in their psychological 

feelings and attitude. Other studies confirm ambiguous – and sometimes surprising – results when 

evaluating the effect of increasing knowledge on positive financial behaviour. Data from Jump$tart, a 

financial education organization, found that US high-school students who went through a personal finance 

                                                
1 These three factors were generated based on a variety of reports, including:  Canadians and Their Money 
(http://publications.gc.ca/collections/collection_2011/fin/F2-198-2011-eng.pdf), Kempson (2010) Measuring Financial 
Capability: an exploratory study (http://www.bristol.ac.uk/geography/research/pfrc/themes/fincap/measuring-
fincap.html)  
2 https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1118485  
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course actually performed worse than the average high school student.3 Overall, however, they conclude 

that “none of these results [necessarily] demonstrate that financial-literacy education produces poor 

decisions. Correlation does not imply causation.”4.  

There are many factors that can influence financial literacy abilities, including one’s propensity to learn, or 

their family background. Given these factors are hard to control with external programs, we simplify the 

analysis by focusing on how knowledge and skills translates into healthy financial behaviour. The next 

section describes our framework and approach to the research. 

 
1.2 RESEARCH SCOPE & METHODOLOGY 
This research report will provide insights towards three main questions: 

1. How financially literate5 are Canadian youth? 

2. What are the existing financial literacy initiatives – and are they effective? 

3. How might we better prepare the next generation to be financially literate and have healthy financial 

behaviour? 

How financially literate are Canadian youth? 

To define “financial literacy”, we break down the issue into two types of financial concepts (Basic Money 

Management and Planning Ahead, Making Choices), and two forms of interaction with them (Knowledge 

and Behaviour). The next table outlines the components of the two types of financial concepts. 

                                                
3 http://heinonline.org/HOL/Page?handle=hein.journals/ilr94&div=7&g_sent=1&collection=journals  
4 http://heinonline.org/HOL/Page?handle=hein.journals/ilr94&div=7&g_sent=1&collection=journals  
5 In recognizing that knowledge and “literacy” in financial matters is only one piece of the puzzle, we would recommend 
refraining from viewing the issue as a solely financial literacy problem, but rather a financial empowerment issue. As 
defined by Prosper Canada5, financial empowerment includes literacy, but also incorporates other elements such as: 
access to neutral and relevant financial information, individual and systemic barriers to accessing financial services, 
and consumer awareness and protection. None of these elements stand alone - they are all related to each other. 
Thus, we will use the term “financial empowerment” to represent a more holistic approach to solving the issue, while 
the term “financial literacy” specifically refers to the attainment of knowledge (concepts, terms, information) related to 
personal finances. In other words, financial empowerment refers to the overarching strategies to improve the financial 
well-being of individuals, of which financial literacy is a component that has had a track record that is, at best, 
ambiguous, and at worst, ineffective. Regardless, this report will have a primary focus on improving financial literacy, 
unless we perceive barriers that are more significant than increasing literacy. 
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These two classes of financial concepts will then be analyzed through two factors: knowledge and 

behaviour, as seen in the figure below. This will provide a clear picture of financial literacy amongst 

Canadian youth. 

 

What are the existing financial literacy initiatives – and are they effective? 

We examine the role of in-school curriculum tackling financial literacy concepts. Our analysis reveals that 

there are two emerging models of integrating financial literacy into the curriculum. We evaluate these 

financial literacy initiatives using the following factors: 

Basic&Money Management((“BMM”) Planning'Ahead,'Making'Choices'(“PAMC”)'

Description

“This&was&primarily&concerned&with&being&able&to&live&within&
one’s&means."Financially"capable"people"needed"to"be"well"
organized,+particularly+when+it+came+to+paying+bills,+and+keeping+
and$using$financial$records.$Staying$within$one’s$means$involved$
developing*strategies*to*make*ends*meet*and*resisting*
pressures&to&spend&or&to&borrow&money.&It#also#involved#
accepting)responsibility)for)one’s)actions.)Financially)capable)
people%budgeted'for'lumpy'or'unexpected'expenditure.”"–
Kempson 2010

“Financially)capable)people)are)able)to)deal%with%unexpected%
circumstances and$plan$for$the$future."They"have"a"plan"for"
meeting'expenditure'in'such'circumstances1'they'have'a'clear'
idea%of%the%help%that%they%can%expect%from%the%state%and%from%
others.(A(financially(capable(person(would(have(made(adequate(
provision(or(have(firm(plans(to(prepare(for(the future&and&for&
retirement!"and"they"would"know%about%appropriate%financial%
products!"and"they"would"know"how"and"where"to"seek"advice.”"
– Kempson 2010

Components

Budgeting
Spending(habits
Borrowing
Credit
Employment basics

Investing
Retirement planning
Sophisticated,products,(housing,,car,,insurance)
Loans&for&personal&or&business&use

How$knowledgeable$are$youth$in$
basic&money&management&concepts?

Do#youth#exhibit#healthy#financial#
behaviour in#managing#their#day!to!

day$finances?

How$knowledgeable$are$youth$in#
planning'ahead'and'making'choices?

Do#youth#exhibit#healthy#behaviour
in#planning#ahead#and#making#

choices?

Knowledge Behaviour

Basic&money&
management

Planning'
Ahead,'
Making'
Choices
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How might we design initiatives to improve financial literacy amongst Canadian youth? 

Combining the analysis from Research Questions 1 and 2, we are able to find the gaps in financial literacy 

education in Canada, as well as what works and what does not work in existing initiatives. Along with 

interviews with financial literacy experts and secondary research, we highlight five key “design principles” to 

consider when evaluating whether a financial literacy module will be effective. 

We begin the report by providing an overview of the state of financial literacy amongst Canadian youth. 

  

TIMINGCONTENT&RELEVANCE DELIVERY



 
Financial Empowerment & Literacy Amongst Canadian Youth 

 11 

2.0 FINANCIAL LITERACY AMONGST YOUTH 
 
2.1 STATE OF THE ISSUE 
Canadian students are knowledgeable with basic financial concepts, but not advanced concepts. 

Canadians, as a whole, have historically fared well in financial literacy. From Canadian youth6 to adults7, our 

country has consistently performed in the top brackets of financial literacy assessments. While these results 

are admirable and reflective of the excellent work by the Financial Consumer Agency of Canada and the 

2009 Task Force on Financial Literacy, there are reasons to be skeptical of these results. 

 

Financial literacy amongst youth: Canada vs. OECD countries. Source: OECD 

First, knowledge of financial matters does not necessarily translate into positive financial behaviours. In fact, 

studies have found that financial education initiatives tend to have negligible effects on the individuals’ 

financial behaviour after 20 months.8  

                                                
6 http://www.newswire.ca/news-releases/canada-ranks-among-top-three-countries-worldwide-for-youth-financial-
literacy-624031904.html  
7 http://www.newswire.ca/news-releases/global-financial-literacy-rankings-canada-in-top-three-countries-worldwide-
596798881.html  
8 http://pubsonline.informs.org/doi/pdf/10.1287/mnsc.2013.1849  

0

0.05

0.1

0.15

0.2

0.25

0.3

Level 1 or 
below

Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 Level 5

P
er

ce
nt

ag
e 

of
 s

tu
de

nt
s

Financial literacy level

Breakdown of youth financial literacy: OECD 
countries vs. Canadian provinces

OECD average

Canadian 
provinces



 
Financial Empowerment & Literacy Amongst Canadian Youth 

 12 

 

How long does it take for financial literacy programs to lose effectiveness on an individual’s 
behaviour? Source: University of Colorado  

A meta-analysis by researchers at the University of Colorado examined over 200 studies on financial 

literacy modules. The analysis found that financial education courses had diminishing returns on healthy 

financial behaviour. In other words, if students are assessed on their level of knowledge within a specific 

time interval, the results may have been inflated. Instead, if they were assessed a year or two afterward 

receiving the financial education, it is possible their levels of knowledge and financial behaviour are much 

lower. 

In 2011, the British Columbia Securities Commission (BCSC) published the “National Report Card on Youth 

Financial Literacy”.9 The report surveyed over 3,000 high school students, and confirms the findings from 

the OECD report: Canadian youth are generally quite capable in understanding and applying basic financial 

concepts, but require support in translating the knowledge into behaviour, as well as understanding more 

advanced financial concepts such as investments, retirement, or choosing loan products. This leads us to 

our second comment on the financial literacy assessment results. 

Second, despite ranking high in comparison to other countries, Canadian youth received only a “Level 3” 

financial literacy ranking from the OECD. Level 3 corresponds to the following description: “Students can 

apply their understanding of commonly used financial concepts, terms and products to situations that are 

                                                
9 https://www.investright.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/National_Youth_Survey_Executive_Summary_English-25-
10-11.pdf  
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relevant to them.”10 According to the OECD report, Level 2 is “considered to be the baseline level of 

proficiency in financial literacy to participate in society.”11 This means the average Canadian student is adept 

at using common financial tools, but cannot make advanced, sophisticated decisions. In an ever-changing 

financial landscape, a “Level 3” financial literacy ranking may not be enough.  

 
Level Description Components 

1 Students can identify 
common financial products 
and terms and interpret 
information relating to basic 
financial concepts. (326-400 
pts) 

● Difference between needs of needs and wants, simple decisions on 
everyday spending. 

● Recognize the purpose of everyday financial documents such as an 
invoice. 

● Apply basic numerical operations (addition, subtraction or 
multiplication) in financial contexts. 

2 Students begin to apply their 
knowledge of common 
financial products and 
commonly used financial 
terms and concepts. (400-
475 pts) 

● Use given information to make financial decisions in contexts that are 
immediately relevant to them. 

● Recognize the value of a simple budget and can interpret prominent 
features of everyday financial documents. 

● Apply single basic numerical operations, including division, to answer 
financial questions. 

● Show an understanding of the relationships between financial 
elements, such as the amount of use and the costs incurred. 

3 Students can apply their 
understanding of commonly-
used financial concepts, 
terms and products to 
situations that are relevant 
to them. (475-550 pts) 

● Consider the consequences of financial decisions and they can make 
simple financial plans in familiar contexts. 

● Make straightforward interpretations of a range of financial document 
and can apply a range of basic numerical operations, including 
calculating percentages. 

● Choose the numerical operations needed to solve routine problems in 
relatively common financial literacy contexts, such as budget 
calculations. 

4 Students can apply their 
understanding of less 
common financial concepts 
and terms in contexts that 
will be relevant to them as 
they move towards 
adulthood, such as bank 
account management and 
compound interest in saving 
products. (550-625 pts) 

● They can interpret and evaluate a range of detailed financial 
documents, such as bank statements, and explain the functions of 
less commonly used financial products. 

● They can make financial decisions taking into account longer-term 
consequences, such as understanding the overall cost implication of 
paying back a loan over a longer period. 

● They can solve routine problems in less common financial contexts. 

5 Students can apply their 
understanding of a wide 
range of financial terms and 
concepts to contexts that 
may only become relevant 
to their lives in the long 
term. (625+ pts) 

● Analyze complex financial products and take into account features of 
financial documents that are significant but unstated or not 
immediately evidence, such as transaction costs. 

● Work with a high level of accuracy and solve non-routine financial 
problems. 

● Describe the potential outcomes of financial decisions, showing an 
understanding of the wider financial landscape such as income tax. 

OECD Assessment Levels for Financial Literacy 
                                                
10 http://www.keepeek.com/Digital-Asset-Management/oecd/education/pisa-2015-results-volume-iv_9789264270282-
en#page75  
11 http://www.keepeek.com/Digital-Asset-Management/oecd/education/pisa-2015-results-volume-iv_9789264270282-
en#page75  
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Young Canadians are struggling with advanced financial topics. Canada’s Financial Literacy Task Force 

conducted a three-month consultation period, which found that young Canadians were unable to fully 

understand how student loans work: “Citing a national survey of 14,587 full-time undergraduate university 

students… 49% of students incorrectly assumed that they had to be enrolled full-time in order to access 

financial aid, while 65% incorrectly believed that parental income was always taken into account in decisions 

about who gets how much student financial aid.”12  

We were able to replicate these results in a short survey of UBC young adults. We found that the majority of 

those in their early- to mid-20s felt that they were confident in basic money management, but on topics such 

as planning ahead for retirement, saving for housing, the respondents demonstrated a markedly lower level 

of confidence. For more details about the results, please refer to Appendix 1. These findings were also 

confirmed by a survey of 115 Ontarian high school students, by the Federation of Canadian Secondary 

Students.13 The charts below exhibit the respondents level of understanding on specific financial concepts, 

ranked from 1 (very poor) to 5 (very well). 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

We have formed a thesis that young Canadians are performing well in terms of basic financial capabilities. 

These capabilities are defined as the financial habits and norms that are required to navigate day-to-day 

financial life and effective routine money management.14 On the other hand, young Canadians are 

                                                
12 http://financialliteracyincanada.com/documents/Summary-of-Public-Consultations-eng.pdf  
13 
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/53c2060ae4b0db3d3fa5937f/t/5861cc923e00be466062a038/1482804375051/Fi
nancial+Literacy+Report.pdf  
14 
https://s3.amazonaws.com/files.consumerfinance.gov/f/documents/092016_cfpb_BuildingBlocksReport_ModelAndRec
ommendations_web.pdf  
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struggling to fully understand the details and implications of complex financial mechanisms. The figure 

below summarizes the true state of financial literacy amongst Canadian youth. 

 

The four tables below provide an overview of the evidence on financial knowledge and behaviour on basic 

money management and advanced financial planning topics amongst Canadian youth. 

 

Good
Knowledge

Average
Behaviour

Poor
Knowledge

Poor
Behaviour

Knowledge Behaviour

Basic&money&
management

Planning'
ahead%

concepts

Component Source Statistic Sample0size

Overall
OECD 87%

young0Canadians0knowledgeable0about0basic0
financial0literacy0topics 3409

BCSC 57%0
scored a0“B”0or0above0on0BCSC0basic0financial0
literacy0assessment 3000

BCSC 66% rated their0own0knowledge0as0above0average 3000

Budgeting BCSC 85% somewhat0or0very0confident0with0budgeting 3000
UBC/NFHS 70% somewhat0or0very0confident0with0budgeting 150

Spending
BCSC 80%

somewhat0or0very0confident0with0credit0cards0and0
debit0cards 3000

UBC/NFHS 46%
somewhat0or0not0confident0with0managing0credit0
card0debt 150

UBC/NFHS 93% somewhat0or0very0confident0with0paying0bills 150
Jobs UBC/NFHS 93% somewhat0or0very0confident0with0applying0for0a0job 150

Good
Knowledge0in0basic0
money0management0

concepts
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ComponentSource Statistic Sample0size

Saving

OECD 4%
of0young0Canadians0reported0they0do0not0save0any0
money 3409

OECD 20% save0money0only0when0they0want0to0buy0something 3409

BCSC 25% aren’t0saving0any0money0income0from0employment 3000

BCSC 80%0actively0saving0for0the0future 3000

Budgeting

BCSC 62%
kept0track0of0how0much0they0earned/spent0each0
month 3000

BCSC 44% keep0a0budget0to0record income0and0expenses 3000

BCSC 12% have0written0financial0plans 3000

Ipsos 18% of0young0Canadians0do0not0budget0at0all 1319

Banking BCSC 35% shopped0around0for0their0banking0services 3000

Adequate
Behaviour in0basic0
money0management0

concepts

Poor
Knowledge)in)advanced)

planning)ahead)
concepts

ComponentSource Statistic Sample)size

Overall
OECD 13% exhibited strong)knowledge)about)advanced)topics 3409

BCSC 50% remember)being)taught)concepts)about)investing 3000

Investing

BCSC 48% are)not)knowledgeable)about)investing)money 3000

BCSC 72% do)not)know)what)a)GIC)is 3000

BCSC 68%
do)not)have)a)good)understanding)about)investing)
money 150

UBC/NFHS 46% do)not)know)what)a)TFSA)is 150

Retirement BCSC 41% do)not)know)what)an)RRSP)is 3000

UBC/NFHS 81%
do)not)have)a)good)understanding)about)retirement)
planning 150

Housing UBC/NFHS 70%
are)not)confident)about)the)process)of)buying)a)
house 150

Poor
Behaviour in+advanced+

planning+ahead+
concepts

ComponentSource Statistic Sample+size

General UBC/NHFS 33% feel+confident+planning ahead+financially 150

Investing

BCSC 6% do+more+than+keep+their+earnings a+savings+account 3000

BCSC 7%
have used+Guaranteed+Investment+Certificates+
(GICs) 3000

BCSC 6% have+invested+in+mutual+funds 3000

BCSC 4% have+invested+in+stocks,+bonds and+other+assets 3000

Retirement Ipsos 53%
of+young+Canadians don’t+save+or+invest+for+
retirement 1319

BCSC 1% have+used++RRSP+ 3000
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The final consideration when considering financial literacy assessment results is that these rankings 

represent the financial literacy levels of the average Canadian, and does not provide an in-depth 

investigation into subpopulations. The OECD reports that although immigrants in Canada tend to fare quite 

well in these assessments, those with lower socioeconomic backgrounds tend to struggle. Furthermore, it is 

possible that immigrant results are inflated due to Canada’s merit-centric immigration policy15 - meaning the 

immigrants approved by the Canadian government are already doing quite well in their native countries. 

Section 3 will provide an overview of other populations to consider. 

2.2 THE ROLE OF FINANCIAL LITERACY PROGRAMS 

The existing financial literacy initiatives – are they effective? The timing and focus of In-school 
financial curriculum have contributed to a good understanding of basic concepts amongst youth. 

All Canadian provinces have some form of financial literacy education integrated into their elementary 

and/or high school curriculum. In the National Report Card on Youth Financial Literacy16, most students 

performed well – with 57% of the respondents scoring a B or above.  

Score National BC Alberta Prairies Ontario Quebec 
A+ 13% 16% 12% 16% 12% 11% 
A 22% 26% 25% 20% 21% 20% 
B 22% 21% 25% 28% 20% 21% 
C 19% 16% 18% 19% 18% 23% 
D 17% 13% 15% 11% 20% 17% 
F 8% 7% 5% 7% 9% 7% 

Breakdown of financial literacy performance, by province. From: BC Securities Commission 

Despite some variation across the provinces, interestingly, each province has historically had a similar 

approach towards teaching financial literacy. In what we call a “diluted” approach, schools first integrate 

personal finance concepts into other courses such as mathematics and science, and subsequently over a 

flagship course for careers and planning. BC’s Planning 10, Alberta’s Career and Life Management (CALM), 

Saskatchewan’s Career Education 9, and Ontario’s GLC2O – have an almost identical curriculum focused 

on personal management, exploration of future opportunities in work and education, and preparation for the 

transition (see Appendix 2). They also all target students between Grade 9-10. On the other hand, advanced 

concepts related to Planning Ahead and Making Choices are not explicitly taught. The next figure highlights 

the “Diluted” model that BC, Manitoba, Ontario, and Quebec have used in the past. 

                                                
15 http://prospercanada.org/getattachment/3ff26769-c2d4-4d9e-82e9-f56467e4eb31/Financial-Literacy-and-
Newcomers-to-Canada.aspx  
16 https://www.investright.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/National_Youth_Survey_Executive_Summary_English-25-
10-11.pdf  
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Canadian youth have a good understanding of Basic Money Management concepts because of two factors: 

the timing and the focus of the curriculum. As students enter high school, basic money management skills 

become relevant – they are interested in learning about how to budget their income and/or allowance. 

Coupled with strong curriculum support through integrating financial concepts into mathematics courses, 

along with a dedicated course to help students plan their careers, Canadian students are doing well with the 

basics. There is, however, a gap in support after the Basic Money Management phase. Concepts to plan 

ahead and make choices are not explicitly taught. Ontario and Quebec have recognized this is not enough 

and are in the process of improving their approach to support students as they enter later stages of life. 

Junior Achievement is an organization that has worked on financial literacy issues for over 60 years. In our 

interview with JABC (Junior Achievement’s British Columbia chapter), they raised a concern about teachers’ 

ability to teach financial literacy concepts to students. Since most teachers finish their Bachelors degree and 

proceed into the Education program almost immediately, many lack the experience in the business world. 

Their model consists of enlisting experienced volunteers from the business community to go into the 

mandatory Grade 10 careers course – “Planning 10” – in BC to supplement what’ is being taught in 

classrooms. Please refer to Appendix 6 for a summary of our interview with JABC. 

We now see Ontario and Quebec school boards proposing a new approach towards teaching financial 

literacy – using what we classify as the “focused” approach. The difference between “diluted” and “focused” 

approaches are two-fold: first, they further integrate personal finance concepts into other courses and at 

even earlier grades in elementary school. Second, the focused approach features a standalone course to 

explicitly teach students in Grades 10, 11, or 12 concepts such as investing, retirement, savings, and taxes.   
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This is not to say that the rest of Canada should follow this trend and integrate more advanced financial 

concepts into their curriculum. One must consider the timing as well. John Lynch, professor at University of 

Colorado’s Leeds School of Business co-wrote a 2014 report that examined 201 studies of financial literacy 

programs and concluded that they had a very small effect on positive financial behaviour over time.17 As we 

can see in Canadian youth’s financial literacy levels, when financial concepts are taught to students at a 

relevant stage in their life – i.e. teaching basic financial concepts during high school – they are able to 

internalize the lessons and apply them to real life. What Ontario and Quebec are doing to increase the 

presence of advanced financial concepts will work if the students find it relevant to their lives. We explore 

this concept, coined “just-in-time”, later in the report. 

2.3 HOW YOUTH ENCOUNTER FINANCIAL MATTERS  
Given the gaps in Canadian youth financial literacy, who should interventions target? Senior high 
school university students lack support and are in a good stage in life to learn about advanced 
financial concepts. 

Now that we have provided an assessment of the financial literacy levels amongst Canadian youth and the 

existing in-school initiatives targeting the issue, we turn our focus towards how children and young adults 

encounter financial matters. Financial concepts are presented to individuals at a very early age. The 

following analysis is adapted from a 2016 US Consumer Financial Protection Bureau report18. We first 

identify the primary and secondary learning objectives, then examine the pathways and platforms in which 

                                                
17 https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2016-10-11/hong-kong-knows-more-about-money-but-france-is-better-at-
managing-it  
18 https://www.consumerfinance.gov/data-research/research-reports/building-blocks-help-youth-achieve-financial-
capability/  
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they are achieved. Pathways are defined as “processes and experiences through which youth gain and 

develop the building blocks of financial capability”, while platforms refer to “the locations or settings where 

[youth] engage in activities that develop and reinforce financial capability attributes and abilities.”19 

2.3.1 EARLY CHILDHOOD 

First, at early childhood (ages 3-5), the children’s executive function develops to apply to a variety of life 

skills. Among these skills are: 

• Understanding that present actions can have implications for the future 

• Forming a cognitive foundation for logical reasoning 

• Forming self-control and perseverance habits 

• Basic numeracy skills and understanding of value 

At this stage, children learn based on an observation and imitation pathway. The two main cognitive 

processes used by children to learn are:20  

• Imitation – children learning through their observations. 

• Induction – children detecting patterns in their experiences and constructing their conceptual 

knowledge of the world. 

As a consequence of these learning pathways, the most important and common platform of learning is 

through the people and places they spend the most time with – their parents or caretakers at home, day-

care, or preschool. At this age group, implicit learning – through observing and imitating – dominates. Since 

early childhood education is heavily influenced by parents and the home environment, we do not believe this 

is a good target age group for financial literacy interventions. 

 
2.3.2 MIDDLE CHILDHOOD 

During “middle childhood” (ages 6-12), the children begin to build healthy money habits, understanding 

various norms, rules-of-thumb to financial management. In other words, the middle childhood phase is 

focused on applying the basic foundational principles and cognitive processes learned during early 

                                                
19 https://www.consumerfinance.gov/data-research/research-reports/building-blocks-help-youth-achieve-financial-
capability/  
20 https://www.moneyadviceservice.org.uk/en/corporate/habit-formation-and-learning-in-young-children  
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childhood towards financial concepts, such as developing accountability towards financial tasks, building a 

positive attitude towards saving money. Learning outcomes include:21 

• Learning the value of frugality vs. materialism 

• Value of saving and planning ahead 

• Gaining experience in managing financial resources 

• Developing knowledge and attitudes towards interacting with financial institutions 

At this stage, the children are learning through financial socialization – the process by which the children 

begin to understand concepts, acquire attitudes, and form habits from observing the behaviours of those 

close to them, including parents, peers, teachers, and the media.22 Since this age group is still highly 

influenced by their immediate family, the home is still the most important platform. Unlike early childhood, 

however, this age group is exposed to a much larger network of people. As a result, implicit learning is still 

very important, although explicit learning begins to play a larger role. 

There are strong arguments to target this age group from various industry leaders, including TD Group’s 

Linda Mackay and financial literacy expert Yakos Spiliotopoulos, founder of Extra Ed, a community-based 

financial literacy program. Their philosophy is based on a belief that at this age, children begin to form 

healthy habits. If they are targeted in high school instead, it becomes an issue of behaviour modification – 

which is harder to accomplish. While we agree with this premise, we would argue that this philosophy 

applies only for certain financial concepts, such as budgeting, managing their monthly allowance, or 

employment, since these concepts are truly relevant to students in middle-childhood. Currently, these basic 

concepts are being taught at age 13-14 (Grade 9-10). If an intervention were to have the goal of further 

developing young Canadians’ understanding of basic financial concepts, we would suggest taking Ms. 

Mackay and Mr. Spiliotopoulous’ advice by targeting even younger students at middle-childhood. However, 

because Canadian youth are already performing well on these basic concepts, we think there are more 

urgent priorities, which we will highlight at the next stage of childhood. Please refer to Appendix 5 for a 

summary of our interview with Mr. Spiliotopoulos.  

Since the problem amongst Canadian youth is he lack of confidence in advanced financial topics such as 

investing, retirement, or buying a house, we argue that financial training modules are not effective at these 

two early stages. Basic financial concepts such as the idea of saving versus spending can be taught at this 

early stage through implicit learning (i.e. observing their peers, learning from their parents). But more 

                                                
21  https://www.consumerfinance.gov/data-research/research-reports/building-blocks-help-youth-achieve-financial-
capability/ 
22  https://www.consumerfinance.gov/data-research/research-reports/building-blocks-help-youth-achieve-financial-
capability/ 
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advanced financial concepts require explicit learning through structured activities. This type of learning is  

not the primary learning pathway for early-middle childhood.23 Many studies have consistently identified 

parents and caretakers as the primary source of influence for these two age groups.24 Indeed, studies 

conclude that “the evidence indicates that teaching young children explicit forms of ‘financial’ knowledge… 

is likely to be ineffectual in shaping or changing their behaviours.”25 Additionally, advanced topics simply are 

not relevant to early- or middle-childhood students. Thus, financial training modules on advanced financial 

topics targeted at youth will not be effective until adolescence or young adulthood – the focus of the next 

section. 

2.3.3 ADOLESCENCE AND YOUNG ADULTHOOD 

At this stage, adolescents and young adults (ages 13-21) are forming the basis for much more complex 

financial behaviour. Not only do they have the mental capacity to understand sophisticated concepts, but 

they are also beginning to develop an interest for financial matters as their interests and social activities 

begin to necessitate financial resources. The primary learning outcomes are as follows:26 

• Deliberate, intentional problem-solving 

• Critical thinking for financial decisions 

• Understanding advanced financial processes and concepts 

• Continue supporting habits and attitudes for managing money 

At this stage, formal instruction, structured learning, and real-life financial situations begin to overtake 

parental influence as the primary channel for financial learning. As a result, it is at this stage in which 

effective financial empowerment modules can have the most influence. We have seen evidence to support 

the effectiveness of teaching financial concepts at this age: Canadian youth are performing well on basic 

financial concepts, which are being taught in flagship courses in Grades 9-11 (age 15-17) across most 

                                                
23 “Research has shown that children develop the ability to differentiate the times of future events between the ages of 
4 and 10 years, but 4-5 year olds are very limited in being able to distinguish future distances, confusing future events 
with events that have happened in the recent past and not even giving longer estimates that are months in the future 
than from events that will occur in the next days or weeks (Friedman, 2000). Seven year olds are unable to judge 
future distances beyond about one month but it seems that by eight years, when children typically become able to 
recite the months of the year in sequence, they become able to consistently judge the times of future months from 
different starting points within the year.” - https://www.moneyadviceservice.org.uk/en/corporate/habit-formation-and-
learning-in-young-children  
24 We recognize that children raised in vulnerable circumstances (e.g. those facing abuse, stress, poverty) will 
therefore lag behind in developing financial capabilities. The latter sections of this report will address those with 
different backgrounds. For this section, we focus on Canadian children who have fortunately avoided significant 
adversity in their early ages. 
25 https://www.moneyadviceservice.org.uk/en/corporate/habit-formation-and-learning-in-young-children 
26 https://www.consumerfinance.gov/data-research/research-reports/building-blocks-help-youth-achieve-financial-
capability/ 
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provinces (BC’s Planning 10, Alberta’s CALM, Saskatchewan’s Career Education 9, and Ontario’s GLC2O). 

As mentioned in the previous section, Quebec and Ontario have already implemented plans to increase the 

sophistication of financial literacy education in these flagship courses for senior high school students. In 

2016, Quebec revealed their plans for a new course at Secondary V (equivalent of Grade 11). The concepts 

to be taught are significantly more complex than those taught by BC, Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Ontario in 

the past.  

Financial Issue Concepts 

Consuming goods and services Consumption 

 Debt 

 Purchasing power 

 Savings 

Entering the workforce Employment 

 Renumeration 

 Taxation 

Pursuing an education Financing 

 Qualifications 

 Training 

Quebec Proposed Financial Education Course Curriculum. Source: Government of Quebec 

At this stage in life, young adults are intrinsically motivated to learn more about financial matters, and their 

cognitive development is at a stage in which such explicit courses and instruction are the most effective 

form of education. 

2.4 SUMMARY OF YOUTH FINANCIAL LITERACY 
There are two main gaps in Canadian youth financial literacy. The first and most urgent is knowledge of 

“Planning Ahead, Making Choices” financial concepts such as retirement and investing. The second gap is 

in translating knowledge into healthy Basic Money Management behaviour. Our analysis of the in-school 

support given towards financial literacy reveals a strong emphasis towards Basic Money Management 

concepts, with little support for advanced topics. Additionally, the journey youth take to gaining exposure to 

financial matters reveals young adults aged 13+ to be the most effective group to receive explicit instruction.  
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We see two possible intervention strategies to improve the state of financial literacy amongst Canadian 

youth.  

1. Equipping youth with knowledge and skills in planning ahead financially 

2. Translating knowledge into healthy financial behaviour in basic money management 

Of these two recommendations, we argue there is more work to be done for the first. There are two 

overarching reasons: first, based on the national and international assessments of financial literacy, 

Canadian youth already consistently show a solid understanding of basic financial concepts and exhibit 

healthy financial behaviour. On the other hand, young Canadians are struggling to understand and apply 

their skills to more sophisticated financial products and concepts. Second, it is towards the end of childhood 

or beginning of young adulthood that complex financial management becomes truly important and relevant. 

At this phase of their lives, youth are not only actively trying to manage their money to save up for a trip with 

friends, a car, or education – they are also actively seeking out resources to help them learn.  
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3.0 OTHER TARGET POPULATIONS 
 

A comprehensive overview of the financial well-being of Canadians is provided by the 2010 report from the 

Canadian Task Force on Financial Literacy.27 In 2010, the Task Force undertook a consultation period to 

provide a landscape overview of financial well-being in Canada. While recognizing the data from this report 

may be a bit dated, we have seen similar insights from more recent reports. We use the insights from this 

report to form our framework for analyzing other target populations. The 2010 report provides an overview of 

the subpopulations that are struggling with specific aspects of financial well-being. As seen in the shaded 

red boxes of the table below, certain populations of Canada require more attention. 

 
State of Financial Literacy Amongst Target Populations. Source: Financial Literacy Taskforce  

This section will provide an overview of three sub-populations: Aboriginal Canadians, Low-Income, and 

Immigrants.  

3.1 ABORIGINAL CANADIANS 
The Canadian Task Force on Financial Literacy identified Aboriginal Canadians to be struggling on four out 

of the five basic financial capabilities. Amongst the populations that they studied, Aboriginal communities 

appeared to be the population most in need of attention when it comes to financial empowerment – from 

improving access to capital for Aboriginal entrepreneurs, to improving financial decision-making in resource 

poor Aboriginal communities. Based on the research from the Canadian Task Force on Financial Literacy 

                                                
27 http://publications.gc.ca/collections/collection_2011/fin/F2-198-2011-eng.pdf  
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and the Aboriginal Financial Officers Association (AFOA), this section will provide an overview of the level of 

financial literacy amongst Aboriginal Canadians. 

It is widely understood that Aboriginal Canadians  lower rates of completion of formal education. Among 

Aboriginal Canadians between the age of 25 and 64, 34% do not have a high school diploma, and the rate 

is higher at 50% for those who live on reserves. In comparison, only 15% non-Aboriginal Canadians have 

not completed high school. This education deficit “might as well be the single most important issue in 

dealing with Aboriginal financial literacy.”28  

The lack of education points towards larger institutional barriers that limit financial capabilities amongst 

Aboriginal Canadians. For Aboriginal Canadians, financial literacy is merely one piece of a much larger 

puzzle. The Task Force on Financial Literacy recommended a shift in focus, from solely providing more 

financial literacy programs, to devoting resources towards building “financial capacity”. This refers to 

improving education rates, increasing employment opportunities, and encouraging entrepreneurial ventures. 

Thus, when tackling this issue with Aboriginal Canadians as a target population, one should focus on 

financial empowerment rather than solely financial literacy. Increasing access to capital, banking, and 

financial institutions can be just as important as increasing the financial knowledge and skills of Aboriginal 

Canadians.  

What role do financial literacy programs play in the larger issue of Aboriginal financial empowerment? This 

question was answered by the Aboriginal Financial Officers Association (AFOA). In their report, “Aboriginal 

Financial Literacy Needs Survey and Framework”29, they surveyed almost 1,000 Aboriginal Canadians on 

the specific financial topics that require more attention. The recommendations that came out of this survey 

can be found in Appendix 3. Overall, unlike relatively financially literate young Canadians, the AFOA report 

recommends earlier and more basic intervention amongst Aboriginal communities. Without culturally 

relevant educational materials available, they found that all the children and most of the youth they 

interviewed lacked a solid understanding of basic money management.  

When creating solutions for financial education amongst Aboriginal communities, the best practices follow 

those outlined in the next section’s recommended design principles. AFOA’s extensive research on 

Aboriginal financial literacy also provides a good framework for designing these programs. The figure below 

outlines the best practices.  

                                                
28 http://publications.gc.ca/collections/collection_2011/fin/F2-201-2011-eng.pdf  
29 
https://www.afoa.ca/afoadocs/SharingPDFs/Aboriginal%20Financial%20Literacy%20Needs%20Survey%20and%20Fr
amework%20Final%20Report.pdf 
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Best practices for designing financial education programs. Adopted from: AFOA 

Community engagement is essential when designing financial literacy programs. Financial management is 

seen in a different perspective, given a cultural value on increasing community wealth (rather than individual 

wealth), Thus, effective programs must ensure sensitivity towards each community’s unique history, beliefs, 

and values. In other words, the program must be “culturally safe”, which can be achieved by strong 

engagement with community. Other strategies include designing and delivering the content in conjunction 

with someone that is trusted in the Aboriginal communities.  

Indigenous communities are supported by a  number of organizations. Effective financial literacy programs 

should consult with the organizations that have experience working with these communities. Partnerships 

with organizations in the public sector and/or the private sector should be considered – by leveraging their 

social ties with the community, there is a higher likelihood of engagement between the community and the 

program. 

Financial literacy is one piece of a larger puzzle when it comes to Aboriginal issues. As mentioned before, 

educational barriers, challenges in employment and entrepreneurial ventures are all problems that are 

highly relevant in the communities. Thus, AFOA recommends that “financial literacy programs were most 

likely to attract participants… if the programs offered some kind of practical benefit.”30 The program should 

help participants see how it will help them advance in other areas of their life, including employment, 

education, and their personal lives.  

                                                
30 
https://www.afoa.ca/afoadocs/Home%20Page/Final%20AFOA%20International%20Literature%20Review%20Full%20
201%20Page%20Report.pdf  

Community 
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Finally, a strength-based approach is one of the cornerstones of effective financial literacy programs. 

Aboriginal communities have often been framed in a negative context plagued with misunderstandings. 

Instead of focusing on the deficits and weaknesses of a population, studies recommend switching the 

dialogue towards a tone that focuses on finding solutions and improvement. For example, instead of offering 

a completely new initiative, work with the community to understand what resources exist, and offer ideas 

towards how those resources can be improved. 

SUMMARY 

Our final insights for addressing Aboriginal Canadian financial capabilities are two-fold: 

1. Basic literacy programs can be useful, especially if they are specifically designed with Aboriginal culture 

in mind and are delivered with the design principles outlined above and Recommendations section. 

2. We would, however, encourage those interested in addressing this issue amongst Aboriginal 

communities to look at the larger picture. This is not to say investing in initiatives specifically for financial 

literacy will not be effective, but a singular focus on financial literacy will fail to acknowledge the larger issue: 

lower financial capacity/ empowerment amongst Aboriginal Canadians is the result of a variety of structural 

barriers, such as education attainment rates or lack of access to capital. Working with well-established 

organizations with ties into Aboriginal communities would be a much more effective strategy than to create 

new initiatives. 

3.2 LOW INCOME 

In the 2015 OECD Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), Canadian youth performed 

quite well, as reported in Section 2. Although the results were favourable, it represented only the average 

Canadian youth. The OECD also analyzed the data based on a variety of factors, including gender, school 

location, immigrant background, family income, and attitudes towards learning. It is perhaps reflective of the 

inherent level of equality within Canadian society that no specific segment of Canadian youth performed 

significantly worse than the average. Of all the factors studied, however, the most influential amongst 

Canadian youth was socio-economic status. Using OECD’s standardized measure of socio-economic 

status31, they found that the performance difference associated with an increment of one unit in socio-

economic status was 38 points. To put this in context, 38 points corresponds to jumping up half a level on 

the OECD financial literacy assessment. Furthermore, the performance difference between the socio-

economically advantaged and the disadvantaged students were 77 points. This means the average socio-

                                                
31 The PISA index for economic, social and cultural status (ESCS) was derived using various variables: parent’s 
education, parents’ occupations, the number of specific home possessions used as a proxy for material wealth, the 
number of books and other educational resources available home. (Source: p. 97, http://www.keepeek.com/Digital-
Asset-Management/oecd/education/pisa-2015-results-volume-iv_9789264270282-en#page99)  
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economically advantaged teenager scored one whole level higher on financial literacy than their lower-

income counterparts. Although the 77-point difference is still lower than the OECD average of 89 points, 

socio-economic status represents the largest influencer of financial literacy amongst students. 

 OECD AVERAGE CANADA 
Points required to advance one 
level of financial literacy 
(approximate) 

75 points 

Performance difference 
associated with a one-unit 
increase in socio-economic 
status 

38 points 38 points 

Percentage of variance in 
financial literacy explained by 
socio-economic status 

9.9% 6.9% 

Performance difference between 
socio-economically advantaged 
and disadvantaged students 

89 points 77 points (enough to jump one 
Financial Literacy level) 

OECD PISA – Financial Literacy Performance and Socio-Economic Status Amongst Youth 

Socio-economic status is largely influenced by a child’s parents.  The parent’s background influences the 

amount of educational resources at home, the school that the child attends, and many other important 

factors. Indeed, a consistent finding across studies is that parents are the most important source of a child’s 

attitude and knowledge towards financial matters. As a result, we argue that targeting the financial literacy of 

socio-economically disadvantaged families would have outsized benefits. The spillover into not only their 

children’s knowledge of financial matters, but also their attitude and confidence will lead to additional 

benefits.  

Approximately 4.8 million Canadians, or 13% of the population, live in low income households.32 33Financial 

literacy levels are the result of larger, institutional barriers and cannot be solved by simply offering more 

financial literacy modules. Lack of access to formal education, unstable employment, and physical and 

mental illness are all challenges those living on low incomes face. Like immigrants, families living on low 

incomes should not be underestimated. They have significant financial capabilities: to make ends meet on 

low incomes involves budgeting carefully and being resourceful with available government programs.  

The problem lies in a vicious cycle in which the low-income family is stuck in “survival mode”, where 

“emphasis is placed on meeting the day-to-day demands of their financial lives, with less time and energy 

                                                
32 http://prospercanada.org/getattachment/ace18204-262c-4680-bb1e-8135b78e3dba/Financial-Literacy-and-People-
Living-on-Low-Income.aspx  
33 Low income thresholds differ across communities due to family sizes and area populations – the threshold of a 
family of four living in a community with 30,000-99,999 people is $30,487 per year.  



 
Financial Empowerment & Literacy Amongst Canadian Youth 

 30 

available to plan for their financial futures.”34 The next figure illustrates the journey through “survival mode” 

to “building” mode for low-income families. 

 

Financial stages for low Income individuals. Source: Communitycouncil.ca 

While the figure above provides an overall picture of the financial journeys of low-income individuals, we 

have to recognize everyone faces different challenges. Some segments of this populations might require 

more attention to the “survival mode” of the journey, while others lack the resources to build assets. To 

address this issue among low-income populations requires a needs assessment of their target group. 

Financial literacy modules then becomes “less about putting together a set of lessons and more about 

assembling content and resources that can be pulled from like a menu, then training service providers on 

how to recognize or ‘triage’ financial priorities and access the materials which speak to those needs.”35 In 

the next segment, we highlight insights from a needs assessment performed in Victoria. 

 

                                                
34 http://prospercanada.org/getattachment/ace18204-262c-4680-bb1e-8135b78e3dba/Financial-Literacy-and-People-
Living-on-Low-Income.aspx  
35 http://www.communitycouncil.ca/sites/default/files/Needs-Based-Approach-to-Financial-Literacy2.pdf 
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CASE STUDY: VICTORIA, BRITISH COLUMBIA 

The Community Social Planning Council undertook a research project36 to understand the financial literacy 

needs of low-income populations in Greater Victoria, British Columbia. Their process exemplifies a truly 

needs-based approach to designing financial support programs. First and foremost, they tried to understand 

the needs of the low-income population in Victoria. Through peer interviews, focus group discussions, and 

key informant interviews with front-line workers, they segmented the population into three key groups: single 

mothers, youth, and job-seekers. A more detailed list of their interview findings, please refer to Appendix 4. 

SINGLE MOTHERS  YOUTH  JOB-SEEKERS 

Housing 

Income assistance  

Children’s future 

Credit 

Credit cards 

Jobs 

Income 

Taxes 

Sources of financial advice 

Debt 

Government support 

 

Source: Communitycouncil.ca 

Once the financial needs were established, their second step involved engaging and understanding the 

existing services available, and mapping out the gaps in support. With an understanding of the needs of 

their target population, coupled with a complete survey of the services available to them, the researchers 

were able to provide meaningful insights towards which services were lacking, and how to design them for 

the community. For instance, they found that that a commonly cited need was “a real person” to speak with 

and obtain advice. For those living on low incomes, they perceived financial advisory services to be limited 

to middle-class Canadians: “People want a place to go where they can connect with trustworthy, caring 

service providers who are knowledgeable but aren’t biased or pushing a specific commercial product.”37 

SUMMARY 

Our final insights for low socio-economic families are as follows: 

1. Socio-economic status is a large influence on the financial literacy level of youth. By targeting initiatives 

aimed at improving the financial situation amongst low-income families, more and more children can grow 

up in environments that view financial matters with confidence, and not with fear. 

2. Amongst low-income families, the needs are diverse and varying. A needs assessment is important to 

assess the priorities and concerns of the target population. Although we cannot definitively say which 

financial topics should be prioritized, we can confidently say that programs should be directed at first lifting 

                                                
36 http://www.communitycouncil.ca/sites/default/files/Needs-Based-Approach-to-Financial-Literacy2.pdf  
37 http://www.communitycouncil.ca/sites/default/files/Needs-Based-Approach-to-Financial-Literacy2.pdf 
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families out of “survival mode” and subsequently providing assistance in building assets for the future. In our 

research, we found that financial coaching/ advising for low-income families is a service that is valuable 

throughout the financial journey. 

3.3 IMMIGRANTS 
Immigration continues to be key pillar for the Canadian society  as it seeks to strengthen the country’s 

economy and middle class. In fact, among OECD nations, Canada has one of the highest immigration flows 

as a percentage of its population,  at 0.8% as of 2015.38 

Canadian immigrants usually come through 3 main class of programs: 

• Economic Class - comprises 63% of immigrants of whom are highly educated and skilled that are 

looking for employment and training opportunities. 

• Family Class - about 23% of immigrants are looking to reunite with family members that have 

already arrived and/or settled in Canada. 

• Humanitarian - 11% of immigrants arrive in Canada as part of humanitarian efforts (typically 

refugees or those fleeing political persecution). 

In general, research has shown that between 34% - 46% of immigrants experience different levels of 

financial vulnerability with more pronounced levels in recent cohorts.39 Couple this with other studies that 

have that 65% of immigrants also tend to experience financial struggle in the first 10 years of their 

integration.40 

While each story of an immigrant is unique, experts have found that immediately upon arrival most 

newcomers face common financial hurdles while trying to settle in Canada.41 The following is a summary of 

these barriers: 

• Language Barrier - The most common difficulty that newcomers face is being familiar with industry 

jargon when it comes to financial products and services. Canadian financial concepts and terms 

might not be easily translate into other languages. Further, immigrants could also have a different 

                                                
38 http://www.oecd.org/migration/international-migration-outlook-1999124x.htm#collapse1  
39 http://prospercanada.org/getattachment/3ff26769-c2d4-4d9e-82e9-f56467e4eb31/Financial-Literacy-and-
Newcomers-to-Canada.aspx  
40 http://prospercanada.org/getattachment/3ff26769-c2d4-4d9e-82e9-f56467e4eb31/Financial-Literacy-and-
Newcomers-to-Canada.aspx  
41 http://prospercanada.org/getattachment/3ff26769-c2d4-4d9e-82e9-f56467e4eb31/Financial-Literacy-and-
Newcomers-to-Canada.aspx  
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understanding of what certain products or words mean, whether it is plain language or technical 

terms. 

• Negative Past Experiences - Although most Canadians have an inherent trust in their financial 

system and institutions the same cannot be said of all immigrant classes. As such, past experience 

can either positively or negatively influence the level of trust newcomers have towards dealing with 

the formal financial system (i.e. banks, agents, relationship managers, online banking, etc.).  

• Lack of a Credit History - Most immigrants do not have a recognized credit history, which prevents 

them from accessing needed credit products.   

• Cultural Barriers and Limitations - It is important to note certain groups within immigrant 

populations, such as women, can be excluded from decision making when it comes to financial 

products and services thereby rendering them financially illiterate. Further, in some cases, there is 

also a lack culturally acceptable financial products, which can hinder the use of the formal financial 

system (e.g. Muslim prohibition against receiving or paying interest on money)  

• Overreliance on Existing Communities - Some cultures reliance on established members of their 

community for advice, which can lead to misinformation and in some cases even fraud.  

SUMMARY 

In consideration of these hurdles, financial literacy modules must consider integrating certain design 

principles42 when targeting immigrant populations such as: 

• Plain Language and Multi-Lingual Financial Information – This ensures that immigrants can 

easily comprehend subjects being taught in their own language. 

• Multi-Stage Interventions – Interventions at key stages of the immigration process are important to 

reducing some of these barriers as immigrants are slowly introduced to different topics rather than 

being inundated all at once. This also ensures that each stage the topics being taught are relevant to 

them and can be applied immediately.  

• Cultural Inclusivity – Given the Canadian spirit of multi-culturalism and the differing experiences 

with the financial system, there is a need for financial modules to be more inclusive of other cultures 

and religions. This means recognizing how the Canadian financial system can be different and 

discussing how immigrants can adapt without sacrificing their own beliefs. 

                                                
42 http://prospercanada.org/getattachment/3ff26769-c2d4-4d9e-82e9-f56467e4eb31/Financial-Literacy-and-
Newcomers-to-Canada.aspx  
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• Community Buy-In – Given the reliance of newcomers on more established members of their 

community there is a need for greater support for community-based educators with accurate and 

relevant information that can be used to build their capacity to provide high quality peer support. For 

immigrant children this means ensuring that parents are well-involved. For adult immigrants this 

means coordinating closely with “community influencers”. 

It is imperative that financial literacy and financial empowerment programs be completed immediately upon 

the arrival of these groups. Further, there is a great need to reach out already existing networks and 

communities that newcomers might seek to tap in order to ensure that messaging and content is delivered 

consistently through multiple channels. Moreover, as suggested in other literature and research, any 

intervention must be integrated with other relevant support programs. 
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4.0 RECOMMENDATIONS 
4.1 TARGET POPULATIONS 

Population Youth Aboriginal Low-income Immigrants 

Sub-population Young adults Various 
communities 

Families Very recent 
immigrants 

Key issue/ needs Increasing 

knowledge, skills, 

confidence in 

advanced financial 

topics 

Translating 

knowledge into 

healthy behaviour in 

basic money 

management 

Increasing financial 

infrastructure and 

reducing structural 

barriers 

Breaking out of 

“survival mode” and 

into building for the 

future 

Easing 

“integration 

process” and 

increasing 

understanding of 

Canadian 

financial 

products and 

services 

Effectiveness of 

financial literacy 

programs in 

addressing key 

issue 

High Low High High 

Feasibility High Low High High 

Target 

population? 

Yes No Yes Yes 

For the recommendations, we focus on Canadian youth. However, given our previous analysis of low-

income families, we believe improving their financial literacy can also spark a change in young Canadians’ 

knowledge and behavior towards financial matters. Canadian high school students consistently cite 

parents/family as the primary source of financial knowledge. Thus, targeting parents/ families with low socio-

economic status can have additional impact on young Canadians. The two recommendations below can 

apply to both target groups. 
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4.2 RECOMMENDATION #1: DESIGN PRINCIPLES FOR IN-SCHOOL OR 
EXTRA-CURRICULAR LITERACY PROGRAMS 
We are beginning to see a shift in education policy towards creating standalone courses for personal 

finance. Ontario and Quebec have proposed new courses delivered to students in Gr 10-12 specifically on 

topics such as investing, retirement, and taxation. Given the demonstrated success of the school curriculum 

in educating students about basic money management, we see high potential in these new courses to 

increase students’ knowledge of advanced topics. Despite ambiguous – and sometimes contradictory – 

results in the literature surrounding the effectiveness of financial literacy programs, there are several 

consistent insights that appear in many studies. This section seeks to identify these “axioms” which 

successful financial literacy programs targeted towards youth and low-income individuals are designed 

upon. 

4.2.1 PRINCIPLE #1 – NEEDS-BASED APPROACH  

The needs-based approach43 focuses on answering two questions: (1) Given the target population’s stage in 

life, which financial topics should be prioritized? (2) What improvements are required for the related financial 

products and services? The first question is addressed through the “Just-in-Time” principle, while the 

second question is addressed with the “Product Focus”.  

“JUST-IN-TIME” – OLD ENOUGH TO WORRY, YOUNG ENOUGH TO ADJUST 

Highly targeted, and well-timed modules are effective - this was the one finding that was consistent across 

all the research reports. Better known as the “just-in-time” concept, this would entail teaching about the topic 

just as the individual is encountering it. For example, introducing to a high school senior how student loans 

work just as they are accepted into university. Researchers have consistently found that financial education 

programs lose their effectiveness over time – its participants tend to forget the concepts taught within 20 

months. Given the diminishing effects of financial literacy modules over time, the programs that are related 

to a specific financial product and delivered close to the time in which the decision is made are most 

effective. In a study by the University of Colorado of over 200 financial literacy programs, they found that 

teaching technical facts is not enough to spur financial behaviour change if they are poorly timed.  

                                                
43 http://www.communitycouncil.ca/sites/default/files/Needs-Based-Approach-to-Financial-Literacy2.pdf  
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How long does it take for financial literacy programs to lose effectiveness on an individual’s 
behaviour? Source: University of Colorado 

In a study by the Wharton School of Business, they found that professionals at the age of 40 got the most 

out of retirement planning programs, because “they are old enough to worry about retirement but still have 

enough time for better habits to pay off.”44 This forms the basis of many successful financial literacy 

programs – those receiving the education are (1) old enough to worry about the topic and (2) have enough 

time to adjust their habits to enjoy the benefits. Other researchers have also found significant success in 

workplace financial education workshops. These reports “find that employer-provided financial education 

has a significant and positive influence on retirement wealth, total savings, and retirement savings.”45 This 

insight supports the design principle of “just-in-time”, as the employees undertaking the financial training are 

old enough to be worrying about retirement, and are still in a position to adjust their behaviour such that any 

subsequent action taken can have positive outcomes for retirement and savings.    

We would recommend Junior Achievement’s model of integrating their financial modules into mandatory 

courses – by supplementing what is being taught in class and acting as a support to teachers, not as a 

replacement. JABC curates a “menu” of financial literacy courses that is (1) complementary to what is taught 

to students and (2) relevant to the students at their stage in life – as per the “just-in-time” principle. Please 

refer to Appendix 6 for more details about their approach. 

                                                
44 http://knowledge.wharton.upenn.edu/article/why-financial-literacy-programs-require-long-term-follow-up/  
45 https://www.clevelandfed.org/newsroom-and-events/publications/working-papers/working-papers-archives/2008-
working-papers/wp-0803-do-financial-education-programs-work.aspx  
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THE STAGES OF ENCOUNTERING A FINANCIAL TOPIC 

Although not all individuals will have the same journey depicted in the figure above, research suggests 

concepts can become forgotten if they are taught too early, before it becomes relevant to the subject, as 

seen in (1) in the figure above. The more effective programs are delivered at a stage in which the individual 

is already aware and thinking about the financial topic, as depicted in (2). By the time they reach (3), they 

have built up the necessary knowledge, skills, and confidence to make good decisions. 

What are the topics that can be delivered “just-in-time” amongst youth? There is no clear-cut answer. We 

recommend conducting a survey of the specific youth population to which the financial education program is 

being delivered. As an example, we conducted a two-week survey on UBC students and their familiarity with 

financial concepts, and analyzed the data for the topics that have become relevant, but the students are not 

confident with yet. We found that the “just-in-time” topics investing, insurance products, and housing/ vehicle 

financing options. Please refer to Appendix 1 for more details. 

BREADTH VERSUS DEPTH  

A common criticism regarding financial literacy education is that the underlying problem is not addressed: 

“The financial-literacy education policy locates the problem of and the solution to poor financial outcomes in 

the consumer, but these can be conceptualized just as easily as part of the choice architecture of personal-

finance decisions. Because changing the consumer does not look promising, consumer financial woes are 

more tractably understood as the result of a government that fails to regulate, an industry that hawks 

inappropriate products, and a deluge of complex products that change quickly. Nothing is inherently wrong 

with consumers or the modern marketplace, but the largely deregulated interaction between the two creates 

welfare-reducing outcomes.”46 

                                                
46 http://scholarship.law.upenn.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1198&context=faculty_scholarship  
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Financial literacy strategies should thus consider the state of the financial product related to the concept 

being taught. For example, if the course is teaching about healthy credit card usage, an inclusive strategy 

would also consider how they might work with credit card companies to change the language in their 

marketing to encourage healthy spending.   

Author Jim Collins popularized the concept of the “hedgehog principle” in his book Good to Great. Drawing 

on the Greek parable in which the fox, attempting to catch the hedgehog, employs multiple strategies such 

as sneaking, pouncing, and using disguises. The hedgehog, however, never gets caught because he knows 

how to consistently do one thing perfectly: defend itself by using its quills. This lesson, encapsulated in the 

famous quote, “the fox knows many things, but the hedgehog knows one big thing”, can apply to many 

different disciplines, of which one is financial literacy. Instead of all-encompassing, comprehensive, and 

multi-topic financial education modules, successful financial literacy strategies focus on improving financial 

products and the consumers’ understanding. 

4.2.2 PRINCIPLE #2 – EMPOWER 

“EDUCATION-PLUS” 

There is simply no conclusive evidence that knowing more about financial concepts leads to positive 

financial behaviour. No matter how relevant the topic is to the target population, programs that assume 

increasing the knowledge of its participants will, as a result, promote better financial decisions are 

ineffective.  

An interesting case study can be found in the Saint Paul Foundation’s Credit Card Project: The Credit Card 

Project was an online credit card education program aimed at promoting responsible credit card usage and 

behaviour (healthy spending patterns, good payment habits) for first-year university students. The Project 

featured only educational materials, delivered online. There lacked interactivity and accountability amongst 

the learners. As a result, the Project’s impact was statistically insignificant: “Although they do find that 

completion of the program correlated with more responsible behavior, the change in behavior between the 

control and experimental groups is not statistically significant. In other words, this study was unable to find 

definitive evidence for the effectiveness of online education.”47 

To further affirm the ineffectiveness of education-only programs, the Jump$tart Coalition performed 

research on high school seniors dating back to 1997, and they found that “even semester-long high school 

classes devoted to personal finances [are not effective].”48 Studies from Jump$tart’s data consistently 

                                                
47 https://www.clevelandfed.org/newsroom-and-events/publications/working-papers/working-papers-archives/2008-

working-papers/wp-0803-do-financial-education-programs-work.aspx  
48 https://www.brookings.edu/research/financial-literacy-what-works-how-could-it-be-more-effective/  
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demonstrate that mandated financial education curriculum simply is correlated with improved behaviour, or 

even financial knowledge amongst students.  

On the other hand, one-on-one counselling delivered by the five member agencies of the National 

Foundation for Credit Counseling found that its 14,000 clients achieved positive outcomes, including 

“improved risk profile, reduction in debt levels, positive balances in credit card accounts, and improved 

payment behaviors.”49 Analysis of why the program achieved success has been unable to determine the 

exact source, but studies suggest that the counseling’s “function of calling attention to financial problem 

areas and providing concrete action plans…. and the check-ins and payment monitoring done by counseling 

agencies”50 have led to its effectiveness. This demonstrates a program that did not solely focus on 

education, but provided actionable next steps for its clients.  

“SCAFFOLDING TECHNIQUE” 

We found many references to the scaffolding technique as an effective design principle amongst financial 

literacy programs. This approach “breaks down learning into small steps… [by] providing active guidance 

and modeling when needed early in the learning process. As the [individual] masters each aspect of the new 

skill, the instructor gradually gives less support. This creates built-in opportunities for reflection and 

feedback as… [the individual makes] increasingly more independent decisions.”51 This principle, paired with 

programs that have interactive components, empowers the individual to make decisions on their own. It 

increases their internal locus of control – rather than relying on rules of thumb or specific instructors’ 

directions, they gain the confidence and attitude to make complex decisions by themselves. 

                                                
49 https://www.clevelandfed.org/newsroom-and-events/publications/working-papers/working-papers-archives/2008-
working-papers/wp-0803-do-financial-education-programs-work.aspx 
50 http://gflec.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/Roll-Stephen-and-Moulton-Stephanie-The-Impact-of-Credit-Counseling-
on-Consumer-Outcomes.pdf  
51 https://www.consumerfinance.gov/data-research/research-reports/building-blocks-help-youth-achieve-financial-
capability/ 
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SCAFFOLDING TECHNIQUE 

4.2.3 PRINCIPLE #3 – LEARNER-CENTRIC 

Financial literacy programs that are general and attempt to cover too many topics will not be effective. The 

needs and concerns of a 15 year-old and a 21 year-old are vastly different. Thus, it is important to design 

the program specifically for the targeted population.  

DELIVERY PLATFORM  

Effective programs consider factors beyond the content of the module – they also consider the delivery 

platform. Two well-profiled financial education programs – MoneyThink, PennyWise – were designed with a 

peer-to-peer delivery model. In these models, older university students volunteer to work with high school 

students on financial literacy. Although there is no conclusive evidence that they have led to positive 

financial behaviours, they have garnered traction and similar models are being replicated in different 

countries. By having university students as mentors, it sends the message to younger students that these 

concepts are not overly complicated, and anyone can understand them.52 Additionally, an award-winning 

financial literacy program at Syracuse University found that students were more comfortable learning from 

fellow peers instead of a professional staff member: “During [the peer advisor’s] presentation, another 

student raised her hand and asked, ‘So, I shouldn’t open a tab and leave my debit card with the bartender?” 

The student, I feel, would not have felt comfortable enough to ask that question if it were only me, an 

administrator, in the room.”53 The research suggests that, generally, in-person delivery trumps online 

                                                
52 http://mcgillsbr.ca/finance/mcgill-students-in-the-community-pennydrops-teaches-financial-literacy/  
53 https://www.academicimpressions.com/news/how-one-institution-took-its-financial-literacy-program-next-level-keys-
engaging-students  
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modules. Not surprisingly, there are some reports that offer contradicting evidence. Overall, one should 

thoroughly research and understand the target population’s needs before deciding on a delivery platform. 

PRINCIPLES DESCRIPTION 

Just-In-Time The content should be focused around financial topics that the target population is old 

enough to worry about, but young enough to adjust and still enjoy the benefits. 

Breadth vs. 

Depth 

Spreading the content out too thin will result in low retention of knowledge. Focus on 

one or two concepts, and work on understanding how the related products and 

services can be improved.  

Education-Plus Increasing knowledge levels will not directly lead to better financial behaviour. 

Providing opportunities to put concepts into action and creating actionable next steps 

are characteristics of successful financial literacy programs. 

Scaffolding Focus on increasing the individual’s internal locus of control. By breaking down the 

concept into small steps, offering less support over time but increasing opportunities for 

reflection, the individual feels empowered and more confident towards new concepts. 

Delivery 

Platform 

The platform of delivery is influential in whether the outcomes are achieved. The 

recipients of the financial literacy program will all have different preferred methods of 

learning. It is important for the design of the program to consider the participants’ 

needs. 
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4.3 RECOMMENDATION #2: USING NUDGES TO PROMOTE HEALTHY 
MONEY MANAGEMENT BEHAVIOUR 
 
The first recommendation is to increase healthy financial behavior – translating young Canadians’ solid 

understanding of basic money management concepts into action. This is where “nudges” come in. Nudges 

are small tweaks to products or services that encourage individuals to make better choices. Popularized by 

Richard Thaler and Cass Sunstein in their book “Nudge: Improving Decisions about Health, Wealth, and 

Happiness”, nudges employ theories from behavioural economics and choice architecture to help individuals 

engage in certain types of behavior. The effectiveness of nudges is still to be proven – it is dependent on the 

design of the nudge, the complexity of the issue, and the amount of support and resources the experiment 

has access to.  

FINANCIAL DECISION-MAKING NUDGES 

Issue Type Description 

Savings Default 

decision 

The “Save More Tomorrow” program increased saving rates from 3.5% 

to 13.6% by automatically increasing the savings rate per paycheck for 

employees (instead of having them intentionally increase savings by 

themselves).  

Retirement Age-

processed 

renderings 

Participants were asked to project how much they need to save for 

retirement. One group was shown computer rendered pictures of 

themselves at an old age. If they indicated a high amount of savings, 

the rendered face would be smiling. Those who saw the age-

processed renderings saved twice as much than those who didn’t see 

the renderings. 

Loan 

repayment 

Reminder To increase loan repayments in Uganda, researchers tested three 

nudges: providing a cash incentive, a 25% interest rate reduction on 

the next loan, or a text message reminder. They found that the text 

messages were just as effective as the cash payment – both increased 

probability of repayment by 9-10%.  
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Understanding 

of fees 

Simplifying 

information 

By presenting management fees associated with investing in funds in 

pesos instead of percentage rates, financially illiterate workers in 

Mexico were able to choose the funds that had lower management 

fees. By simplifying the information, workers were able to make an 

informed choice. 

Consumer 

taxes 

Framing When price-tags included the tax, researchers found demand for those 

products decreased by 8%. On the other hand, being shown the added 

tax at the cashier has no significant effect on purchasing behavior. 

Payday loans Simplifying 

information 

By adding up loan fees in terms of dollars – instead of interest 

(percentage rates) – researchers were able to help people understand 

the true cost of the loans. They reduced payday loan applications by 

11%.  

Source: University of Stirling 

We believe that “nudging” is an effective tool to move students from “knowing” to “doing”. Our initial scan 

reveals one start-up in Canada focused on promoting healthy financial behaviour with nudges. Carrot 

Insights is a high-profile Canadian company that specializes in using incentive-based nudges to encourage 

better decisions by Canadians. In a research article54 evaluating a three-month period in which British 

Columbians were encouraged to walk more, in exchange for extra loyalty points (e.g. Aeroplan miles for 

flights, SCENE points for movies, Petro-Points for gas), the nudge program garnered significant popularity 

across low-income and female populations. The mobile application asked its users to complete quizzes 

related to healthy living, in which 60% (34,761/57,885) of users completed >75% of the quizzes. Recently, 

Wealthsimple, a fast-growing start-up specializing in wealth management, partnered with Carrot Insights to 

deliver financial literacy programs to its users. This demonstrates how incentive-based nudges may be able 

to encourage uptake of education programs, and hopefully, behavior change. 

                                                
54 https://mhealth.jmir.org/2017/5/e70/  
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OTHER NUDGES 

Issue Type Description 

Organ 

donation 

Default 

decision 

Countries where people are required to intentionally opt out of organ 

donation report significantly higher consent (~90%) than those 

countries in which being an organ donor is not the default choice 

(~10%-20%)  

Honesty Messaging People have an incentive to under-report the number of miles driven 

on their car for insurance purposes. However, when people were 

asked to sign their signature at the beginning of an insurance form, 

they reported significantly more miles. This is because signing the 

report at the beginning increases the presence of ethical 

considerations. 

Smoking Incentive For the experiment group, General Electric provided cash payments to 

their employees who stopped smoking. They received $250 for quitting 

for 6 months, and $400 when they quit for 12 months. The control 

group received no cash incentives. The experiment group reported 3x 

more quitters.  

Flu Shots Loss aversion Building on the opt-in vs. opt-out nudge literature, researchers gave a 

population four types of decisions when reminding them to take their 

flu shots: opt-in (actively choose to take the shot), opt-out (actively 

choose to not take the shot), active choice (forcing a choice with no 

default), enhanced active choice (one alternative is favoured by 

highlighting the possible losses if the other choice is made). Enhanced 

active choice provided 90% success while the others averaged 50% or 

lower.  

Source: University of Stirling 
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5.0 CONCLUSION 

Financial literacy and empowerment is a sophisticated topic. As mentioned previously, we found that as a 

rule of thumb, for every report that claims a certain intervention is effective, there is another report that 

claims otherwise. Despite this level of uncertainty in the research, what insights can be present with 

confidence? We believe there are three key conclusions: 
Youth is a primary target group, while low-income families should be considered too. 

Canadian youth are doing well in terms of understanding basic financial concepts. In survey after survey, 

however, reports have found that knowledge does not necessarily translate into action. Youth and young 

adults can answer questions about budgeting, but the majority are not actually performing the action of 

planning out their income and expenses. Furthermore, youth are struggling with advanced financial 

concepts that are relevant later in life, like investments and retirement.  

Parents are by far the most important source of influence when it comes to financial matters for children and 

youth. When children grow up in a family that is struggling to make ends meet, confidence in financial 

matters can be underdeveloped. Thus, by targeting low-income families and relieving them from constantly 

being in “survival mode”, there may be spillover effects into helping the children of the families attain healthy 

attitudes towards financial matters.  

Effective strategies must consider all five design principles and the three aspects of affecting 
financial behaviour change: knowledge, skills, and attitude. 

The relationship between financial knowledge and positive financial behaviour is not linear. This means that 

increasing one’s financial knowledge does not necessarily lead to improved decision-making or action. 

Effective interventions should consider all three aspects of creating behaviour change – knowledge, skills, 

and attitude. In order to achieve impact across the three aspects, we suggest employing the five design 

principles as discussed previously. 

There is no clear-cut evidence about what works and what does not work.  

This issue is not black-and-white; rather, the only way to understand what is effective is to thoroughly 

understand the target audience. What are their concerns? How do they feel about the future? What are their 

financial goals? The concept of heteroscedasticity is perhaps a good idea to keep in mind when engaging 

with initiatives. Heteroscedasticity suggests that with a large issue or population, it is very hard to find one 

single solution that will satisfy the needs of everyone. One must accept that it will be chaotic and that there 

will be failures. The solution will not come from one source, but a variety of different approaches. Solving 
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this issue will require more than one large-scale initiative, but a multitude of grassroots programs that 

completely and thoroughly understands the needs of its audience. 

With strong policy support, an education system that is prioritizing financial literacy, a healthy economy and 

strong knowledge base amongst students, now is the time to act.  
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APPENDIX 1: UBC SURVEY RESULTS 
We conducted a two-week survey on UBC students and their familiarity with financial concepts. The topics 

were broken down into four categories: 

• Managing money: Budgeting, paying bills, using credit 

• Planning ahead: investing, career planning, saving for housing, education loans 

• Making choices: RESP/TFSA, mortgages, student loans, pension plans 

• Staying informed: Avoiding scams and fraud, financial advice sources, implications of fiscal policy 

The respondents were asked to describe (1) when they learned about a financial topic, (2) when the 

financial topic became relevant, and (3) when they felt confident with the financial topic. Upon analysis of 

the 31 financial topics, there were some clear patterns:  

Early-middle childhood is not the right time to teach financial concepts beyond basic numeracy or 
basic habits.  

• Only 0.4% of respondents remember engaging in any financial topics at ages 6-12. 

• Only 8% of the financial topics became relevant before age 13-17. 

• Only 4% of respondents felt they were confident with any of the financial topics at age 13-17. 

Financial topics become relevant towards age 18 and into adulthood. Few younger students feel 
confident about advanced topics. 

• 92% of the topics became relevant after age 18, of which 40% have yet to become relevant. 

• 67% of respondents felt very confident with basic money management. 

The age at which the financial topics become relevant are: 

• Basic money management: 60% responded age 18-21  

• Planning ahead: 94% responded age 21+ or the topics have not become relevant yet 

• Making choices: 95% responded age 21+ or the topics have not become relevant yet 

• Staying informed: 25% responded age 18-21, 40% responded age 21+, and 30% responded that the 

topic has not yet become relevant. 
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Stage Financial topics 

Relevant and confident • Paying bills 

• Credit cards 

• Budgeting 

Relevant and not yet confident • Investing  

• Insurance products 

• Housing and vehicle financing 

Not relevant • Retirement planning 

• Mortgages 
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APPENDIX 2: PROVINCIAL CURRICULUM ANALYSIS 
  BC Planning 10 AB CALM ON GLC2O 

SK Career 
Education 9 

Source 

http://careerprogram
s.sd38.bc.ca/sites/c
areerprograms/files/
Build%20a%20Care
er%20Teacher%20
Manual.pdf   

http://www.learnalbe
rta.ca/ProgramOfStu
dy.aspx?lang=en&P
rogramId=317412#  

https://www.virtualhi
ghschool.com/cours
es/outlines/glc2o.as
p  

https://www.srsd119
.ca/wp-
content/uploads/201
6/05/CD_RL_GR6_
9OutcomesAcrossAr
easofStudy.pdf  

Personal 
management 

Relate personal 
attributes and 
interests to 
education and 
career planning 

Students require an 
understanding of 
self as the basis for 
making healthy 
choices, having 
healthy interactions 
with others and 
using resources 
wisely, as well as for 
lifelong career 
development. 

Use a self-
assessment process 
to develop a 
personal profile for 
use in career 
development 
planning; 

Plan for, 
demonstrate, and 
document 
improvements of 
one’s capacity to 
build a positive self-
image.  

Compare a 
variety of post-
secondary and 
training 
institutions and 
programs 

Students identify 
areas for personal 
development and 
establish criteria for 
evaluation of effective 
life management. 

 
Evaluate and apply 
the personal-
management skills 
and characteristics 
needed for school 
success, document 
them in their portfolio, 
and demonstrate their 
use in a variety of 
settings; 
  

    

Demonstrate effective 
use of interpersonal 
skills within a variety 
of settings.   

Exploration of 
opportunities 

Relate labour 
market 
information (types 
of employment, 
required 
skills/education, 
salary range) to 
careers of interest 

Support from others is 
important in 
identifying realistic 
targets and providing 
ongoing assistance to 
realize the vision. 

 
Use a research 
process to locate and 
select relevant career 
information from a 
variety of sources for 
inclusion in a portfolio; 

Construct an 
organized plan of 
career building to 
reflect an attitude 
and expectation of 
lifelong learning. 

  

identify current trends 
in society and the 
economy and 
describe their effect 
on work opportunities 
and work 
environments; 

Analyze and 
express one’s 
understanding of 
how societal and 
economic needs 
influence the nature 
of paid and unpaid 
work 
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identify a broad range 
of options for present 
and future learning, 
work, and community 
involvement.   

Preparation 
for transitions 

Demonstrate an 
understanding of 
employability 
skills and job-
seeking skills 

They also require 
information, planning 
tools and processes 
to make decisions and 
develop action plans 
for effective life 
management. 

use appropriate 
decision-making and 
planning processes to 
set goals and develop 
a career plan; 

Appraise one’s 
abilities to respond 
positively to change 
and growth 

Awareness of 
legal rights and 
responsibilities of 
employers and 
employees  

analyse changes 
taking place in their 
personal lives, their 
community, and the 
economy, and identify 
strategies to facilitate 
smooth transitions 
during change; 

Assess one’s 
abilities to seek, 
obtain, and/or 
create work and 
apply to life. 

Identify support 
networks and 
resources for 
pursuing their 
education and 
career goals  

demonstrate an 
understanding of, and 
the ability to prepare 
for, the job-search 
process. 

Use acquired 
knowledge to plan 
for life and work 
based on one’s 
preferred future. 
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APPENDIX 3: AFOA SURVEY INSIGHTS 
Source: 

https://www.afoa.ca/afoadocs/SharingPDFs/Aboriginal%20Financial%20Literacy%20Needs%20Survey%20

and%20Framework%20Final%20Report.pdf   

The AFOA’s recommendation is to create culturally relevant educational materials for: 

o Children (age 0-12): Creating a budget, cost of sales taxes, credit and debit, insurance, 

investing, fraud 

o Youth (age 13-25): Setting financial goals, the difference between wants and needs, waiting 

for money before budgeting, earning money on savings, how banks work, debit cards, 

opening a bank account 

o Adults (age 26-64): Protection from fraud and financial abuse, managing financial affairs, 

death benefits 

o Elderly (ages 65+): Protection from fraud and financial abuse, investing, income assistance 

• The educational materials should be developed and delivered in conjunction with when “life events” 

occur, specifically: 

o Retirement: Target youth, adults, elderly 

o Owning a home: Target youth, adults, elderly 

o Losing a job: Target youth, adults, elderly 

o Saving and paying for future education: Target children, youth, adults 

• Conduct further in-depth and targeted research on the financial literacy needs of: 

o Children, elderly, youth 

o Metis and Intuit 

o Aboriginal people who live in Metis, Inuit communities in rural and remote areas 

o Aboriginal people across different territories and provinces 

o Aboriginal people who are unemployed, employer part-time or seasonal  
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APPENDIX 4: VICTORIA LOW-INCOME NEEDS 
ASSESSMENT 
 
Source: http://www.communitycouncil.ca/sites/default/files/Needs-Based-Approach-to-Financial-
Literacy2.pdf 

 
SINGLE MOTHERS  YOUTH  JOB-SEEKERS 

Housing 

• Making housing decisions: 

whether to rent or should I 

try to save up to buy a 

unit? 

Income assistance  

• What benefits (child 

support, premium 

assistance) will be clawed 

back if I leave income 

assistance? 

Children 

• How do I make a will to 

protect my children? 

• How do I teach my 

children about money? 

Credit 

• What affects my credit 

rating?  

• How can I fix my credit? 

Credit cards 

• What are prepaid credit 

cards?  

• How do I get a credit 

card? 

• How do I read a credit 

card statement? 

Jobs, Income 

• What is on a paystub? 

• How do I file my taxes? 

• How do I get a small loan 

for a start-up? 

Advice 

• Where can I go to find 

someone to talk about my 

financial situation? 

• How can I access 

financial advice without 

being judged or face 

repercussions? 

Debt 

• How do I deal with debt 

and student loans? 

Government support 

• Information about 

government benefit 

programs: Fair 

Pharmacare, MSP 

Premium Assistance 
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APPENDIX 5: INTERVIEW WITH YAKOS 
SPILIOTOPOULOS, FOUNDER OF EXTRA ED 
 
Background of Extra Ed 

● Founded in 2015 
● Social enterprise based in the Greater Toronto Area 
● Provides financial literacy programs in public, private, and parochial schools across the region.  
● Overarching goal is to teach youth the essential skills by covering technical subjects matters and 

embedding inspiring and empowering messages to students. 
● Their belief is that financial literacy is important for both rich and poor - they operate in elite private 

schools as well as public schools. 
 
Revenue model 

● Pay what you can - accessible to both wealthy and less affluent.  
● Schools do some of the paying sometimes. 

 
Their design principles for literacy modules: 
 
“Present the facts” 

● They don’t side with any specific topics/products. Instead they simply present the facts - 
help/empower the student to know exactly how a financial topic works, empower the kids to think for 
themselves - they try to be apolitical. 

● “Spend your money wisely, know what your money’s impact etc. 
 
“Entertaining” 

● Yakos disagrees with the “just in time” principle. If you can make it entertaining enough, students will 
be able to understand it. E.g. Kids can be interested in retirement. As long as you tie it to something 
they care about, like retirement x video games. 

● (I disagree with Yakos on this. He isn’t measuring financial behaviour amongst students, so there’s 
no way to know if “entertainment” is the answer to encouraging good behaviour) 

 
“Understand and adopt” 

● No one-size-fits-all model. Extra Ed excels in understanding their audience - grade 4-8 students 
don’t necessarily want to use mock credit cards (it’s condescending) - instead they do very realistic 
simulations of financial situations.  

● If they were to expand to engaging with young adults, they need to fully understand their learning 
habits. Parents signing them up (as younger children’s parents do) will not lead to success. Need to 
find another channel to engage with them.  
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APPENDIX 6: INTERVIEW WITH JUNIOR 
ACHIEVEMENT BRITISH COLUMBIA 
 
Junior Achievement British Columbia (JABC) is a member of JA Canada and a part of JA Worldwide. Their 
core mandate is to teach young people (elementary and high-school students) about business. We 
interviewed the JABC team on their philosophy and approach to financial literacy. 
 
How do you teach financial literacy? 
JABC receives a “menu” of financial literacy programs from the central JA Worldwide entity. This menu 
consists of a very comprehensive list of educational modules. However, recognizing that the provincial 
curriculum covers some of these topics, it only makes sense for JABC to implement modules that are 
complementary to what students are already learning in classrooms.  
 
For the past 60 years, they have worked with public and private schools in BC to come into classrooms as 
“experts” about business and financial literacy. For example, in Vancouver, they work with teachers who 
teach “Planning 10”, the mandatory careers exploration course for Grade 10 students. The JABC volunteers 
– often professionals or individuals with significant experience in financial literacy – carry out several 
sessions with the teacher. 
 
Currently, they have penetrated 12% of BC’s classrooms. The limitation is in internal capacity – they don’t 
have enough volunteers/staff to run the workshops. 
 
What topics do you teach? 
JABC believes in the ‘just-in-time’ principle in which students are only interested and will learn if the content 
is relevant to their lives. That’s why much of their content is focused on basic money management concepts 
like budgeting or career planning. Furthermore, the students’ primary goal in high school is to get into 
university. They are already overloaded with content. Coupling these factors: a lack of focus with a lack of 
interest in complex financial topics, teaching financial literacy concepts like income tax or investments will 
not get through to the students! However, they want to “plant the seed” for more complex topics that 
students deal with later in life, for example, investing (through their “Investment Strategies – Virtual 
Program”, or business management through “Titan”. See the chart below for a full listing of their programs).  
 
There are also cultural considerations. For example, their high school programs coordinator often works with 
Chinese students whose parents are strictly against any part-time jobs during school. For her, it’s a matter 
of “planting a seed” of confidence and possibility that students can excel in school while working and gaining 
job experience. Another example involves Aboriginal youth who are receiving substantial amounts of money 
through settlements. They work with the students through the school to manage the money. 
 
What is the state of financial literacy in BC and what are the gaps? 
JABC is a little surprised Canadian youth have been ranked high in financial literacy by the OECD. For 
them, they see lots of students without the practical, technical skills to handle more complex financial topics 
like filing taxes and investing their money. They see a gap in Grades 11-12 as there is a drop-off in support 
since most students are just focused on getting into university. 
 
The teachers who are supposed to carry out the financial literacy content in the new provincial curriculums 
are also not well-trained. Teachers often receive their Bachelor’s degree, subsequently enter their Bachelors 
of Education degree, and begin teaching. This gives them very little experience with the business world. 
 
Furthermore, not all schools have the infrastructure to deliver their content. For example, some schools do 
not have Internet access (or very slow access). As a result, logistical issues prevent the smooth delivery of 
lessons.  
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JABC offers eight educational programs to enable students to understand and experience business, 
inspiring and preparing them to success in today’s global economy. JABC partners with host teachers and 
brings volunteers from the business community into the classroom to deliver free, interactive, hands-on 
learning experiences. Our programs develop financial literacy and work readiness skills, and spark the 
entrepreneurial spirit of our youth. 
 
Program Grade 

Level 
Focus Duration Volunteer Visits 

Our Business 
World 

5-6 Helps students explore their 
entrepreneurial potential, and 
understand how businesses 
operate. 
 

4 one-hour lessons 2-4 class visits 

Business of Our 
Own 

6-8 Gives students a hands-on 
learning experience of running 
their own retail stand. 
 

4 one-hour lessons 
+ Sale Day + Wrap 
Up 

2-6 class visits; 
guess speaking 
opportunities 

Dollars with Sense 7-9 Introduces students to personal 
money management skills 
including budgeting, investing, 
and goal setting. 
 

4 one-hour lessons Full day, half day 
or multiple visits 

Economics for 
Success 

8-10 Inspires students to stay in 
school and plan for success in 
their careers and in life. 
 

4 one-hour lessons Full day, half day 
or multiple visits 

Investment 
Strategies – Virtual 

10-12 Introduces students to 
investing and helps them learn 
about markets through a real-
time online stock market 
simulation. 
 

4 one-hour lessons 
+ Online 
competition 

Lessons delivered 
via video 

Titan 11-12 Gives students a taste of 
management decision-making 
through an interactive online 
simulation of a global high-tech 
company. 
 

6 one-hour 
sessions, generally 
teacher-led + 
Online competition 

Guess speaking 
opportunities 

Company Program 11-12 Empowers student teams to 
experience the excitement of 
planning and running their own 
small business venture. 
 

Weekly sessions 
over 10-16 weeks 
+ Sale Days + 
Wrap Up 

Weekly visits; 
guest speaking 
opportunities 

Be Entrepreneurial 10-12 Coaches students to develop 
and present plans for their own 
businesses. 

4 one-hour 
sessions + 
Business Pitch 
Competition 

4-5 class visit; 
guest speaking 
opportunities 

 
List of 2016-2017 JABC Programs
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