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Introduction

Canada’s National Financial Literacy Strategy,
Make Change that Counts aims to enhance access

to trustworthy and affordable financial help services,

particularly for vulnerable Canadians.! The strategy
acknowledges that financial well-being is not just

a matter of personal behaviour. To meaningfully
support people in achieving financial stability and
health, we must remove systemic barriers and build
a more inclusive financial ecosystem.2

Building from this premise, Prosper Canada worked
with an Advisory Committee of financial sector,
government, and community experts to assess the
priority financial help needs of people with low
incomes and to evaluate how well existing services
are meeting those needs.3 Our 2023 report,
Missing for Those Who Need [t Most: Canada's
Financial Help Gap, confirmed that available
financial help services are often unaffordable,
inaccessible, and not well aligned with the distinct
needs of people living on low incomes.4

At the same time, ongoing affordability challenges,
trade disruptions,s surging fraud levels,s declining
trust in public institutions” and Canada’s persistent
digital divide,® are deepening financial vulnerability
across the country. In 2024:

« 61% of low-income Canadians—approximately
3.08 million people—are experiencing
significant financial hardship;?

+ Households in the bottom 20% by income
were the only group whose average wages fell
from 2023 to 2024 (-3.3%);%°

« These households averaged $34,539 in
negative savings (debt) and were the only
income segment who saw their savings drop
from 2023 to 2024 (-2.7).1

Particularly affected are Indigenous Peoples,
racialized communities, people with disabilities,
newcomers, rural and remote communities, and
seniors, who face intersecting systemic barriers that
demand tailored, inclusive solutions.’2

In this context, closing Canada’s financial help gap
is an urgent priority.

-


https://www.canada.ca/en/financial-consumer-agency/programs/financial-literacy/financial-literacy-strategy-2021-2026.html
https://prospercanada.org/News-Media/News/Missing-for-those-who-need-it-most.aspx
https://prospercanada.org/News-Media/News/Missing-for-those-who-need-it-most.aspx
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Objectives

The purpose of the solutions framework that
follows is to:

Clarify the unique ways that relevant sectors
and stakeholders can help to close Canada’s
financial help gap;

Share relevant, proven, and promising financial
help service models; and

Accelerate adoption of effective solutions by
relevant actors.

Our vision is a Canada where people with low
incomes can easily access the financial help
they need to build lasting financial security and

wellbeing. This framework sets out practical steps
stakeholders can take, individually and together,

to significantly reduce the gap in affordable,

appropriate, and trustworthy financial help services.

Our vision is a Canada where people
with low incomes can easily access
the financial help they need.

Solutions framework

The solutions framework below provides a high-
level roadmap for action across six domains and
identifies specific roles that governments, financial
services, and community organizations can play to
ensure all Canadians have access to the financial
help they need to build stability and security.




Action Domains

Sectors

Government

Financial Services

Community

I. Build capacity
of frontline
service providers

Regularly equip frontline
service providers with
updated knowledge,
training and skills to
deliver accessible,
appropriate, and
trustworthy financial
help services to
underserved consumers.

Support research on the financial challenges .
and service needs of underserved consumers
and share insights widely.

Generate and/or promote evidence-based

principles and effective practices, resources, .
and tools for financial help service delivery

and training in all sectors.

Establish regulations and guidance to ensure

frontline personnel and agents of regulated

financial services and government services o
are adequately trained to deliver effective

financial help to people with low incomes

and diverse populations.

Financial service regulators should conduct

periodic reviews to assess adherence to

mandatory and/or recommended practices .
and recommend suggested improvements.

Support research and measurement on the
financial help needs, challenges, and experiences
of low-income consumers, and share findings

to inform service design and policy.

Establish and train an internal team with deep
expertise in recognizing, understanding and
serving underserved customers to support
client-facing staff and manage more complex
client situations.

Enlist nonprofit organizations with relevant
expertise to help build employee understanding
of low-income consumers’ financial help needs
and how best to meet these, and build referral
pathways locally to complementary, high-quality,
non-profit services where possible.

Integrate education and training on how

to recognize and effectively serve diverse
vulnerable consumers into certification and
continuing education programs for financial
help professionals.

Train financial professionals — including frontline
staff at banks and credit unions — on the
connection between financial choices and client
eligibility for federal and provincial/territorial
income benefits, tax credits, and related in-kind
support programs.

Conduct research on the financial help challenges
and needs of people with low incomes in Canada,
promote findings widely, and measure the impact
through evaluation.

Create, share and promote evidence-based tools,
resources and training to build frontline capacity
to effectively deliver community-based financial
help services for people with low incomes.

Establish sector-wide service and training
standards and accreditation.

Partner with government and financial

sector organizations to help equip frontline
service providers in all sectors to better serve
underserved consumers.

Il. Fund access to
sustainable community
financial help services

Free, community-
delivered, financial help
services are sustainably
funded and accessible to
people with low incomes
across Canada.

Fund free, high quality, community delivered, .
financial help services.

Explore shared public-private funding models
for community-delivered financial help services. .

Make government services more effective by
integrating free financial help where evidence
shows it can boost service outcomes and improve
the financial well-being of low-income clients.

Invest alongside governments to expand
the reach of community delivered financial
help services.

Fund development and piloting of innovative and
adapted service models to expand community
financial help services to underserved groups.

Pursue funding partnerships with government,
financial sector organizations, and other
partner organizations.

Seek government and financial sector partners
to invest in service innovation to reach under-
served groups.
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Action Domains

Sectors

Government

Financial Services

Community

Ill. Streamline
administration and
delivery of government
benefits to improve
take-up

Improve take-up of
government benefits
and create optimal
benefit experiences for

applicants and recipients.

Adopt service design principles and practices
to ensure that benefit design and delivery are
optimized for all key stakeholders.

Implement automatic tax filing for people with low
incomes and simple tax situations to eliminate tax
filing as a barrier to receiving income benefits for
these individuals.

Continue to innovate to make tax filing and
benefit access easier for people with low incomes.

For income benefits delivered outside of the tax
system, review benefit take-up rates annually,
investigate barriers to access, and report publicly.

Integrate online benefit screening and information
tools into income tax software to increase benefit
awareness and take-up.

Equip frontline service personnel with information
and resources to refer interested customers to
community tax and benefit assistance services.

Use feedback from low-income consumers to
adapt services.

Identify community service clients who need tax
filing and benefit assistance and connect them to
appropriate supports.

Consider integrating benefit assistance into core
services to help clients access all the income
supports they are entitled to.

IV. Leverage key
government
strategies to drive
coordinated action

All orders of government
leverage relevant
strategies (e.g.

financial literacy,
poverty reduction)

and collaborate with
community and financial
sector stakeholders

to expand access to
financial help for those
who need it most.

Renew and enhance Canada’s National Financial
Literacy Strategy to incorporate a broader focus
on financial well-being.

Develop an outcome measurement framework
and collect data to monitor and publicly report
progress in closing Canada’s financial help
gap for people with low incomes and other
underserved Canadians.

Establish national and regional cross-sector
tables to coordinate efforts to improve tax filing
and benefit take-up, and access to financial help
more broadly.

Convene financial planning regulators and
professional associations, and relevant
community financial help stakeholders, to identify
ways to expand free or low-cost financial planning
services to people with low incomes and develop
appropriate related financial planning resources.

Leverage the creation and renewal of federal,
provincial/territorial, and municipal.

Participate in renewing Canada’s National
Financial Literacy Strategy and work across the
sector to identify ways it can help to advance
its goals.

Ensure your sector is represented in relevant
national and regional cross-sector tables to
help generate insights and coordinate action on
relevant target outcomes.

Commit to measuring and building customer
financial well-being, tracking outcomes, and
sharing relevant insights publicly to accelerate
learning in your sector.

Participate in renewing Canada’s National
Financial Literacy Strategy, and relevant
provincial/territorial and municipal poverty
reduction strategies.

Understand the financial help needs of your
service users, and what works to address these
needs, and share this knowledge.

Ensure your service sector is represented in
relevant national and regional cross-sector tables
to help generate insights and coordinate action
on relevant target outcomes.
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Sectors

Action Domains

Government

Financial Services

Community

V. Work to overcome .
distance and mobility
barriers to accessing
financial help

Financial help services
are accessible to all
people with low incomes
no matter where they live
or their mobility level.

Use the full array of policy and programmatic
levers to ensure that people can access financial
help services, no matter where they live.

Accelerate federal investment and comprehensive
and coordinated cross-sector action to close
Canada’s digital divide, so everyone can access
financial help remotely if they wish.

Invest in the development and testing of new
and/or adapted financial help service models for
rural and remote communities and people with
mobility challenges.

Audit accessibility of financial help services for
customers living in rural and remote communities,
including Indigenous communities, and for people
with mobility challenges.

Provide consumers with multi-channel options for
accessing financial help services.

Establish partnerships with organizations in
underserved communities.

Conduct an accessibility audit of financial
help services.

Develop, test, and work to scale innovative
financial help service models for rural and remote
communities, including Indigenous communities,
and people with mobility challenges.

Grow partnerships to bring services closer to
people facing distance and mobility barriers.

Champion equitable access to financial
help services for people with distance and
mobility barriers.

VI. Address diverse .
needs and population-
specific financial

help gaps

Develop and implement
tailored financial

help services and
delivery models to

meet the needs of
underserved populations.

Regularly monitor gaps in tax filing and benefit
take-up and publicly share insights on groups that
are missing out.

Evaluate how existing financial help services,
tools, and resources are working for underserved
groups and invest in the development of adapted
models specific to their needs.

Mandate the Canada Revenue Agency and
Service Canada to work with the business sector,
community sector, and Indigenous organizations
to deliver coordinated tax filing outreach

and assistance.

Invest in initiatives led by relevant affected
communities to expand take up of specific
benefits and financial help supports.

Conduct consumer-centred research
and consultations.

Build partnerships with community organizations
representing and serving underserved groups.

Develop shared industry codes aimed at better
meeting the needs of underserved groups,
monitor implementation, and commit to

public reporting.

Take steps to ensure that frontline service
providers and management reflect the diverse
communities you serve.

Take steps to ensure that frontline service
providers and management reflect the diverse
communities you serve.

Use external advisors, committees, and
consultations with representatives from
underserved groups and create ongoing
feedback channels.

Develop, test, refine and scale financial
help service models tailored to the needs
of diverse populations.
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Cross-cutting themes

The following cross-cutting themes are essential for
effective action across all sectors:

m Equity and inclusion:
(‘) Centre those most likely

to be underserved.

@~  Collaboration:
? b © Align efforts across ecosystem
] actors to maximize impact.

o

Evidence-informed action:
Use data, evaluation, and behavioural
insights to improve services.

% Trust:

@ " Deliver services through trusted

intermediaries and channels.
,—Z/_E Co-design and continuous feedback:

Design with service users and embed

feedback loops to ensure services

evolve with community needs and
consistently deliver better outcomes.
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Shared collaboration forimpact

Our solutions framework sets out practical ways
that government, financial, and community sector
stakeholders can help to close Canada’s financial
help gap for people with low incomes.

Its success, however, will depend on shared
engagement, collaboration, and coordinated action
across all three sectors, leveraging their unigue
strengths and mobilizing across the full range of
opportunities outlined in this report:

Governments play a critical role in
convening and coordinating partners
internally and across sectors, and in
laying the groundwork for action by
setting clear public strategies, targets,
and outcome measurement plans.
Q /L/W Financial sector organizations

—oo

) are well positioned to engage directly
=71 with consumers, learn from their
financial help needs and experiences,
and partner with government

and community stakeholders

to design more accessible and
appropriate services.

OQO% bring vital insights into the
% lived experiences and needs of

Community organizations

underserved populations and,
when properly resourced, can
deliver trusted, tailored, financial
help services that commercial
providers are not well positioned
to offer.

By working together to remove systemic
barriers, foster innovation, and scale effective
solutions, we can build a more resilient and
financially inclusive Canada, where everyone
— no matter who they are or where they live —
has access to the financial help they need to
build lasting financial well-being.

I__i_l

For the full report, including detailed
findings, recommendations, and promising
practices, see Closing the Divide: Solutions
for Canada’s Financial Help Gap.
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