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CENTER OVERVIEW

Launched in 2020, the Center of Excellence for Consumer 
Financial Lives in Transition was a recognition by the industry 
of the critical role that credit unions can play in the changing 
financial lives and livelihoods of their members. The Center 
began with the assumption that the focus on the research 
would be on two major categories of transitions that shape  
and reshape peoples’ lives:  

■   Shifts in the economic and political environment  
such as disappearing safety nets   

■   Lifecycle/lifestyle changes such as the changing  
nature of work, health, family 

■   Credit unions had the ability to step in to assist during 
these shifts and transitions—whether it was buying 
a home, purchasing a car, dealing with health issues, 
experiencing a family loss, or facing job loss.  

As the time and work progressed, and the COVID-19 pandemic 
upended nearly everyone’s financial life in one way or another, 
the research expanded to explore other issues and dive deeper 
into how credit unions could better serve different subsets of 
their members. The work concluded with a deep dive into one 
consistent thread throughout the work—the role of financial 
education and the opportunity it holds to help members 
through big life transitions.  

In the end, the Center’s research reached nearly nearly 833 
credit union and industry organizations, representing over 
$1.2 trillion in assets, 170K employees, and 70 million credit 
union members and contributed to two major shifts in the 
credit union industry: a deeper understanding of how to 
implement an ITIN lending program for member growth and 
mission and HerMoney a tool to improve members’ financial 
health and well-being. 

Filene Center of Excellence  
for Consumer Financial Lives  
in Transition 

CENTER OF 
EXCELLENCE 

IMPACT REPORT

To strengthen credit 
unions’ capacity to  
adapt to consumers’ 
changing financial  
lives and livelihoods  
as they face new forms  
of economic struggle  
and financial fragility. 

“   Our financial lives are complicated  
and often destabilized when the 
unexpected happens—an illness,  
a job loss, a family crisis. Leading the 
Center of Excellence for Consumer 
Financial Lives in Transition enabled me, 
and many others who contributed to the  
center, to take a deeper dive into both  
planned and unplanned changes in 
peoples’ lives and how these changes 
impact our financial well-being. Together, 
we created new knowledge that credit  
union leadership and staff can put into 
action to boost members’ ability to 
weather a whole host of transitions.”

A WORD FROM DR. LISA SERVON

Dr. Lisa Servon
Kevin and Erica Penn Presidential 
Professor; Chair of City and  
Regional Planning 

University of Pennsylvania  
Stuart Weitzman School of Design F
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F I N A N C I A L  C O N F L I C T  # 1

PREPARATION V S SAVING

S C E N A R I O  2 A S C E N A R I O  2 B

S C E N A R I O  1 A S C E N A R I O  1 B

CHOOSING        COLLEGE
F I N A N C I A L  C O N F L I C T  # 2

T H E
R I G H T

Respectful, 
no-judgment service

Understand that families take 

many di�erent forms, not just the 

nuclear family, in order to avoid 

assumptions and biases. 

Empathize with members and 

promote normalizing enmeshed 

and composite family networks. 

Do not counsel against families’ 

goals and choices. Instead, make 

your counsel integral to their 

decision-making process.

Start from present circumstances 

to avoid eliciting shame for past 

decisions or factors outside of a 

members’ control.

I V
Privacy / confidentiality

Recognize that this is a big 

financial issue for families, yet 

members typically do not speak 

openly about this with their 

financial institution or others.

Be patient and sensitive in 

seeking information. Families 

are not used to discussing these 

matters with outsiders and tend 

to see them as personal burdens 

of responsibility (which may 

later be perceived as personal 

shortcomings or failures).

O�er private, sound-proof 

rooms to discuss college costs 

with members. 

Speak separately to the parents 

and their young-adult children, 

and clearly convey that you will 

protect their confidentiality.

I I I
Early intervention

Make college financing advice 

convenient and easy—o�er 

advice onsite along with your 

other services.

Bring up financial planning 

and the options for paying for 

college as early as possible with 

members, particularly new ones.

Get a sense of members’ risk 

for bankruptcy early on.

Understand student finance 

audits and help families 

prepare them. 

I I
Understand the educational 
financing landscape

Be an expert in the federal and 

private financial instruments 

families use to fund college and 

understand the risks each pose.

Be cognizant of the mismatch 

between the 529 federal aid 

program's model nuclear 

family and the reality of each 

family's unique structure and 

circumstances to help find the 

best patchwork of options.

I

T H E  G U I D E

G R A N D  
C A N Y O N

N A T I O N A L  PA R K

1963 2020

T H E  AV E R AG E  TOTA L  C O S T  O F  A 
F O U R -Y E A R  B AC H E LO R ’ S  D E G R E E 1
F O R  A  S I N G L E  AC A D E M I C  Y E A R

G R O W T H  O F 
O U T S TA N D I N G 
F E D E R A L 
STUDENT DEBT2

2 0 0 7 2 0 2 3

211%$ 1 0 , 9 7 3

$ 2 9 , 0 3 3

According to the U.S. 

Federal Reserve, the 

average Black and 

Hispanic or Latino 

household earns 

about 

of that of the average white 

household and owns 

about 15–20% as 

much net wealth.6

HALF

Two important factors 

determine what 

individual families 

must pay to enroll a 

student in college: the 

cost of attendance and 

the expected family 

contribution. 

The actual amount it will cost 

a student to attend school 

for one year, including living 

expenses (such as room and 

board), transportation, books, 

supplies, and fees.  

The amount that the U.S. federal government 

determines is reasonable for families to pay 

for one student’s college education. The EFC 

is calculated according to government policy 

and determines the student’s eligibility for 

federal financial aid.

COST OF 
ATTENDANCE

EXPECTED FAMILY 
CONTRIBUTION

C OA E F C
1 . 2 .

COST OF ATTENDANCE: ACADEMIC YEAR 2000 VS 2020
1 AVERAGE COST OF ATTENDANCE 7 OTHER COSTS / YEAR (2022)

BOOKS & SUPPLIES

TRANSPORTATION

HEALTH INSURANCE

STUDENT LOAN INTEREST

TOTAL

$1,2309

$1,36010

$1,500 – $2,50011

$17,664–18,664

$5,40012

$4,92013

$16814

$90015

$2,186

PRIVATE PUBLIC PRIVATE PUBLIC

4YR INSTITUTIONS

2YR INSTITUTIONS

2020

$46,313 $21,337

$25,667 $11,557

2000

$32,848 $13,005

$22,405 $7,273
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WHY IS ENROLLMENT GROWING?

MEAL PLAN

EATING OUT 

CLOTHES

ENTERTAINMENT

Research suggests that the increases in 

the cost of college since 2020 are not 

the result of pandemic and inflationary 

pressures alone. For instance, the Southern 

Regional Education Board’s (SREB) new 

college a�ordability profiles show that the 

cost of 4-year colleges rose sharply in the 

lead-up to the pandemic for the 16 regional 

states it covers. In 2017–18, the most recent 

comparable data year available, SREB found 

that the average family had to spend 31% of 

their annual income—after financial aid—to 

cover the educational expenses of a full-time 

student at four-year research universities. 

In some states, families earning less than 

$30,000 would have to pay more than their 

entire annual income for a student to attend 

one year at a four-year university.16

2 0 2 3

Despite the mounting financial burden that higher 

education has come to represent over time, university 

enrollment has grown steadily overall, even for 

more expensive, private schools.8 Four-year colleges 

continue to hold sway over middle class families’ 

dreams and ambitions and represent the golden 

threshold of financial security. In 2022, the median 

earnings for four-year bachelor’s degree holders were 

26% higher than those with associates’ degrees, 

and 63% higher than those with only a high school 

education.17 There are social, cultural, and political 

reasons to prefer a four-year degree as well: studies 

have shown that educational achievement is directly 

correlated to postgraduate civic engagement, with 

bachelor’s degree holders voting more frequently 

and reporting more experiences with volunteering or 

community service.18
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Federal funding plans give 

parents the message that college is 

affordable, provided families follow 

a reasonable long-term saving plan 

using state-subsidized instruments. However, these plans assume Americans 

earn enough to save significant money 

in the first place. Most don’t. In fact, just 

three percent invest in a 529 or related 

type of account. Even among parents who 

said college saving was a priority, fewer 

than 10 percent held these accounts. 

Those who do put considerable money 

in the various tax-advantaged accounts 

are quite wealthy, with assets on average 

twenty-five times the median of all 

American families.22

To fill the gap between what they 

think they can pay and what they are 

expected to pay, families sew together 

a financial patchwork, interweaving 

the impersonal technologies of 

the “student finance complex” 

with the personal web of everyday 

dependencies and obligations. In 

order to pay for college, parents are 

often juggling multiple balances and 

worrying constantly about how they 

will make the next payment on their 

federal loan, credit card bill, or debt 

to a friend or family member.

Created by the US Department of Education in 1994, 

Parent Loans for Undergraduate Students (PLUS) were 

devised as a means to extend federal financing to low- 

and middle-income groups while continuing to shift the 

burden of payment onto families. The PLUS Program 

allows parents to take out high sums at elevated interest 

rates and with few protections. That makes PLUS loans 

the riskiest ones o�ered by the federal government.

Parent PLUS loans have a particularly fraught history 

among African Americans, who make up a significant 

borrowing base of the program. Ten percent of students 

at a subset of the historically black institutions borrow 

parent PLUS loans, compared to six percent at non-

HBCUs.23 These high-risk loans exact a disproportionate 

cost on Black families, exacerbating the racial wealth 

gap. HBCUs account for nearly 90% of schools where 

10% or fewer parent PLUS loan borrowers can keep up 

with their loan repayments.24 After ten years, parents 

of students attending HBCUs owe an average 96% 

of their original loan amount, compared to 47% for 

white families. For many African American families, 

however, PLUS loans are the only way to keep a young 

scholar’s dreams within reach. When the Department of 

Education tightened credit restrictions on parent PLUS 

lending in 2011, many students who had won admission 

or already worked years toward their degree could 

not enroll or return. The number of African American 

families receiving parent PLUS loans fell by nearly half.
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The rising costs of 

college levy painful 

stresses on families, 

who draw down 

retirement funds, 

re-mortgage their 

homes, or take out 

loans to support 

their children’s 

futures. Families are 

faced with making 

significant financial 

trade-offs—what 

should they prioritize 

as they anticipate 

college costs?

RECAP
Credit unions can help families 
navigate this complex landscape 
of payments; and they have 
an opportunity to expand their 
membership base and enhance 
their quality of service by:

O�ering informed assistance 

with college financial planning 

and decision-making—namely, 

weighing the financial and 

parenting trade-o�s across 

the stages of college funding

Understanding the educational 

financing landscape 

Intervening early in college 

financial planning and making 

advice easy and accessible

O�ering privacy—

respecting confidentiality 

and the sensitivity of 

college financial planning

Providing non-judgmental 

service, avoiding assumptions 

and biases
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Incommensurate financial imperatives drive families into the “student 

finance complex.” To finance college costs, families must navigate this 

“thicket of financial policies and programs that link government, banks, 

and universities together.”21

HOW MUCH IS THE EXPECTED FAMILY CONTRIBUTION?
Since the federal government’s formula for determining the expected 
family contribution (EFC) changes every year, there is virtually no way 

for families to gauge the amount they’ll be expected to pay before filing 

the Free Application for Federal Student Aid, or FAFSA. The obscure 

formula takes a portion of parents’ income and sets that aside for living 

expenses, taking into account dependents at home and enrolled in college. 

It also sets aside some savings, allowances for emergency funds, and 

privileged types of investments such as homes and retirement accounts. 

The family’s remaining income and assets become the basis of the EFC.

EFC and other government 

policies present college debt 

as discrete, but interviews 

with real families show 

college costs can interlock 

with—and intensify—other 

financial stresses, especially 

as inflation raises prices.

For middle-class families, whose 

incomes are too high for their 

children to receive low-income 

grants, but not high enough to 

pay for college out-of-pocket, 

the EFC can come as a shock, 

especially since FAFSA often 

accounts only for a portion of 

parents’ actual expenses, ruling 

out contributions to older family 

members or parents’ siblings who 

might need aid, for instance.22
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FINANCIAL 
CONFLICTS

Skyrocketing college costs present an 

enormous problem for families trying to 

maintain a foothold in the middle class 

while also giving young adults access  

to the education that promises the same 

or better for them. Those who cannot 

expect to fund tuition and living expenses 

out-of-pocket live with intense financial 

dilemmas, often from the family’s earliest 

years together. 

To be clear, the predicament of how to 

spend intergenerational resources is 

itself a privilege: 64% of Americans live 

“ I F  I  LO O K  B AC K  O N  O U R 

M A R R I AG E ,  W E ’ V E  M A D E 

I M P U L S E - T Y P E  D E C I S I O N S ;  

N OT  V E R Y  W E L L  T H O U G H T  O U T. 

I  LO O K  B AC K  O N  I T  N O W  A N D 

I  T H I N K ,  W E L L ,  W H Y  D I D N ’ T  I 

B U Y  A  U S E D  O N E ?  D I D  I  N E E D 

A  N E W  O N E ,  YO U  K N OW ?  …

W E ’ R E  N OT  V E R Y  G O O D 

P L A N N E R S  F I N A N C I A L LY.” 

—  D E N N I S

Dennis and Debbie have three kids 

and live in the Chicago suburbs. 

When Debbie became pregnant, 

she quit her job to focus on the 

kids, and Dennis transitioned 

from teaching to corporate middle 

management to support the family 

on a single income. With their 

intent to overcome their own 

restrictive family upbringings, 

Dennis and Debbie enrolled their 

kids in private school. They also 

wanted to spend time together, 

buying a brand new minivan to 

take on camping vacations, one 

of which was to see the Grand 

Canyon. Their oldest went to a 

private, religious university, which 

cost them dearly. Luckily, when 

it came time for college, their 

two youngest chose Illinois state 

schools and they benefitted from 

in-state tuition. The ambition to 

educate their children stretched the 

families’ finances. Today, Dennis 

and Debbie struggle with credit 

card debt and second-guess their 

decisions, like buying that new 

minivan for the family.

“ YO U  D O N ’ T  WA N T  TO  S Q UA S H  YO U R 

K I D ,  E S P E C I A L LY  W H E N  YO U  H AV E  A 

R E A L LY  S M A R T,  S H A R P  K I D .” 

—  J U N E

Kimberly, a daughter of divorced parents, 

lived with her mother, June, a waitress, 

outside Philadelphia. When she was 

young, June’s ambition—to make a life in 

New York City—was unfortunately stymied 

by family issues. Still, she inspired her 

daughter. Kimberly dreamed of attending 

New York University, a selective and costly 

private school. Upon applying, Kimberly 

was admitted to NYU and the University 

of Pittsburgh, which she could attend at a 

significant discount for in-state students. 

Despite her father’s protests, and with 

June’s encouragement, Kimberly chose NYU, 

even though this entailed taking on tens of 

thousands of dollars in debt. Kimberly had 

the college experience of her dreams, but 

the need to pay off her loans constrained her 

post-graduate career options. Rather than put 

her skills as a sociology student and activist 

to work, Kimberly accepted a corporate job as 

a specialist in international 

outsourcing that allowed 

her to begin making 

the years’ worth of 

repayments she owed.

“ L I F E  C H A N G E S  A  LOT.  I T  I S N ’ T 

A LWAY S  W H AT  YO U  T H I N K  I T ’ S 

G O I N G  TO  B E .” 

—  K E R R Y  LY N N

Kerry Lynn and David earn modest 

incomes as religious counselors, 

but took financial planning 

seriously since the birth of their 

two kids. Both committed to 

save a small amount while also 

not “valu[ing] the future over 

the present.” Their son, Caleb, 

distinguished himself academically 

and was admitted to a selective 

liberal arts college—yet even with 

their savings, a small merit award, 

and a gift from Kerry Lynn’s father, 

Caleb will graduate with $30,000 in 

federal student loans. While Caleb’s 

parents intend to help him repay 

these loans, his sister, Rachel, 

struggles with addiction. “Every 

bit of money Rachel could have 

had for education went towards 

drug treatment programs,” Kerry 

Lynn said. She and David have 

taken out an equity line of credit 

on their home and drawn down 

their retirement funds as the whole 

family faces an uncertain future.

“ E V E R YO N E ’ S  B E E N  S AC R I F I C I N G  

T H E  L A S T  F O U R  Y E A R S  J U S T  S O  

T H AT  I  C A N  G E T  T H I S  D E G R E E .” 

—  S TA N L E Y  G AT E S  I I

Stanley Gates II excelled academically and 

was known at his high school for his radio 

show on Black history and culture. When 

he was admitted to Howard University, 

his parents, Stanley Sr. and Ramona, were 

delighted, but shocked by the $32,000/year 

sticker price. That summer, Ramona and 

Stanley Sr. were denied a Parent PLUS loan, 

as they would be denied each of Stanley II’s 

undergraduate years. With their son’s dream 

on the line, Ramona and Stanley Sr. made 

a herculean fundraising effort among their 

family and community circle, eventually 

receiving the needed $25,000 EFC in gifts 

across two aunts, a cousin, Ramona’s 

church group, and other friends. Stanley 

was able to return to school each year only 

by the extraordinary efforts of his tight 

network of supporters, and even then just 

under the wire.

Faced with the extreme difficulty of planning 

financially for their children’s uncertain futures, 

many parents focus instead on finding the right 

fit between a young adult’s potential and what 

colleges offer. This approach to choosing a college 

centers the non-economic value of education—

intellectual growth, personal development, and 

paycheck-to-paycheck, with no room to 

save at all.20 Poorer Americans find that 

any funds they acquire typically must be 

spent immediately on meeting pressing 

needs, repaying personal debts, and 

assisting loved ones. Because they have 

comparatively greater incomes in relation 

to their needs, middle class families must 

juggle their resources.

Middle class families face an impossible 

choice between giving their children 

what they see as a happy life and 

pinching pennies to save for their futures. 

Sports, hobbies, and other activities are not 

only valuable experiences in the present; 

they are also investments in a child’s 

long-term development, including their 

preparation for higher education and its 

competitive application process. When it 

comes to securing bright futures, just how 

much should a family limit their present 

expenditures to save for an uncertain future 

expense? This depends heavily on such as 

yet unknown factors like a child’s academic 

potential and ambitions. Prioritizing 

the future over the present becomes 

increasingly questionable as both family 

life and the cost of college are affected by 

financial uncertainties. Both investment 

choices—preparing and saving—can leave 

families struggling with debt.

ECONOMIC SECURITY

AND
ACCESS TO IMPORTANT 

CULTURAL GOALS

MIDDLE 
CLASS“

has typically been defined by both

especially for the rising generation.

”

T H E  I M PAC T  O F  C O L L E G E  O N  AT TA I N I N G  A N D  M A I N TA I N I N G  M I D D L E 
C L A S S  S TAT U S  BY  R AC E  O F  H O U S E H O L D  H E A D 4

Impact of College on Likelihood 
of Being Middle Class

Impact of College on Likelihood 
of Leaving Middle Class

BY
 FA

LL
IN

G O
UT

BY
 RI

SIN
G O

UT

BLACK NON-BLACK

Likelihood of Being Middle Class 0.569 0.618

IN 1980 0.118* -0.138*

IN 2011 0.086* -0.105*

IN 1980 -0.033 -0.033

IN 2011 0.023 -0.018

IN 1980 0.096* -0.01

IN 2011 -0.009** 0.03

** Statistically di�erent from 1980, at 5% level* Statistically significant at the 5% level

Intergenerational 
Family Finances:
Lessons from the College Cost Crisis

Caitlin Zaloom
Professor of Social and Cultural Analysis 
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Asprey Jing-Yao Liu
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THE PROBLEM

Today’s U.S. college applicants 

face a radically different 

financial landscape than  

did previous generations. 

It is important to note that both financial 

security and young adults’ upward 

economic and social mobility are widely 

shared ambitions. However, historically, 

mobility has been most easily achieved 

by white families. Intergenerational 

education and wealth, more common 

for white families, have been denied to 

others—particularly Hispanic and Black 

families. Average household income 

demonstrates this wealth disparity.

Higher education is a driver of upward 

economic mobility and financial security. 

When students attend similar colleges, 

the percentage of students who end up 

Applicants that are 

unable to pay cash must 

rely on loans in order to 

access college education.

Credit unions have an opportunity to expand their membership base and 

enhance their quality of service by offering informed assistance with college 

financial planning and decision-making—weighing the financial and 

parenting trade-offs across the stages of college funding. Rising 

college costs have made it difficult to afford higher education; 

nevertheless, middle class families remain committed to 

educating the next generation. The complex landscape 

of payments raises significant financial quandaries for 

families. This brief provides useful insights into the 

pressures facing college-bound young adults and 

their families and how credit unions could 

benefit from supporting them.

lifelong relationships—which middle class families 

tend to consider alongside the more conventionally 

obvious economic value of a degree. Most financial 

advisors aim to help families pay for the best colleges 

they can afford, but when a child earns admittance to 

their dream school, parents feel intense pressure not to 

let financial constraints stand in their way. Thus, families 

find themselves ensnared in another logical trap: The “right 

fit” often speaks more powerfully to families than financial 

reasoning, even as it threatens parents’ future financial 

security and young adults’ ability to choose their own careers 

by shackling them with debt they have no choice but to pay.
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in the top two income quintiles as adults 

is nearly the same for both students from 

the lowest-income-quintile families and 

those from top-income-quintile families.5
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Respectful, 
no-judgment service

Understand that families take 

many di�erent forms, not just the 

nuclear family, in order to avoid 

assumptions and biases. 

Empathize with members and 

promote normalizing enmeshed 

and composite family networks. 

Do not counsel against families’ 

goals and choices. Instead, make 

your counsel integral to their 

decision-making process.

Start from present circumstances 

to avoid eliciting shame for past 

decisions or factors outside of a 

members’ control.

I V
Privacy / confidentiality

Recognize that this is a big 

financial issue for families, yet 

members typically do not speak 

openly about this with their 

financial institution or others.

Be patient and sensitive in 

seeking information. Families 

are not used to discussing these 

matters with outsiders and tend 

to see them as personal burdens 

of responsibility (which may 

later be perceived as personal 

shortcomings or failures).

O�er private, sound-proof 

rooms to discuss college costs 

with members. 

Speak separately to the parents 

and their young-adult children, 

and clearly convey that you will 

protect their confidentiality.

I I I
Early intervention

Make college financing advice 

convenient and easy—o�er 

advice onsite along with your 

other services.

Bring up financial planning 

and the options for paying for 

college as early as possible with 

members, particularly new ones.

Get a sense of members’ risk 

for bankruptcy early on.

Understand student finance 

audits and help families 

prepare them. 

I I
Understand the educational 
financing landscape

Be an expert in the federal and 

private financial instruments 

families use to fund college and 

understand the risks each pose.

Be cognizant of the mismatch 

between the 529 federal aid 

program's model nuclear 

family and the reality of each 

family's unique structure and 

circumstances to help find the 

best patchwork of options.
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According to the U.S. 

Federal Reserve, the 

average Black and 

Hispanic or Latino 

household earns 

about 

of that of the average white 

household and owns 

about 15–20% as 

much net wealth.6

HALF

Two important factors 

determine what 

individual families 

must pay to enroll a 

student in college: the 

cost of attendance and 

the expected family 

contribution. 

The actual amount it will cost 

a student to attend school 

for one year, including living 

expenses (such as room and 

board), transportation, books, 

supplies, and fees.  

The amount that the U.S. federal government 

determines is reasonable for families to pay 

for one student’s college education. The EFC 

is calculated according to government policy 

and determines the student’s eligibility for 

federal financial aid.
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WHY IS ENROLLMENT GROWING?

MEAL PLAN

EATING OUT 

CLOTHES

ENTERTAINMENT

Research suggests that the increases in 

the cost of college since 2020 are not 

the result of pandemic and inflationary 

pressures alone. For instance, the Southern 

Regional Education Board’s (SREB) new 

college a�ordability profiles show that the 

cost of 4-year colleges rose sharply in the 

lead-up to the pandemic for the 16 regional 

states it covers. In 2017–18, the most recent 

comparable data year available, SREB found 

that the average family had to spend 31% of 

their annual income—after financial aid—to 

cover the educational expenses of a full-time 

student at four-year research universities. 

In some states, families earning less than 

$30,000 would have to pay more than their 

entire annual income for a student to attend 

one year at a four-year university.16

2 0 2 3

Despite the mounting financial burden that higher 

education has come to represent over time, university 

enrollment has grown steadily overall, even for 

more expensive, private schools.8 Four-year colleges 

continue to hold sway over middle class families’ 

dreams and ambitions and represent the golden 

threshold of financial security. In 2022, the median 

earnings for four-year bachelor’s degree holders were 

26% higher than those with associates’ degrees, 

and 63% higher than those with only a high school 

education.17 There are social, cultural, and political 

reasons to prefer a four-year degree as well: studies 

have shown that educational achievement is directly 

correlated to postgraduate civic engagement, with 

bachelor’s degree holders voting more frequently 

and reporting more experiences with volunteering or 

community service.18
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Federal funding plans give 

parents the message that college is 

affordable, provided families follow 

a reasonable long-term saving plan 

using state-subsidized instruments. However, these plans assume Americans 

earn enough to save significant money 

in the first place. Most don’t. In fact, just 

three percent invest in a 529 or related 

type of account. Even among parents who 

said college saving was a priority, fewer 

than 10 percent held these accounts. 

Those who do put considerable money 

in the various tax-advantaged accounts 

are quite wealthy, with assets on average 

twenty-five times the median of all 

American families.22

To fill the gap between what they 

think they can pay and what they are 

expected to pay, families sew together 

a financial patchwork, interweaving 

the impersonal technologies of 

the “student finance complex” 

with the personal web of everyday 

dependencies and obligations. In 

order to pay for college, parents are 

often juggling multiple balances and 

worrying constantly about how they 

will make the next payment on their 

federal loan, credit card bill, or debt 

to a friend or family member.

Created by the US Department of Education in 1994, 

Parent Loans for Undergraduate Students (PLUS) were 

devised as a means to extend federal financing to low- 

and middle-income groups while continuing to shift the 

burden of payment onto families. The PLUS Program 

allows parents to take out high sums at elevated interest 

rates and with few protections. That makes PLUS loans 

the riskiest ones o�ered by the federal government.

Parent PLUS loans have a particularly fraught history 

among African Americans, who make up a significant 

borrowing base of the program. Ten percent of students 

at a subset of the historically black institutions borrow 

parent PLUS loans, compared to six percent at non-

HBCUs.23 These high-risk loans exact a disproportionate 

cost on Black families, exacerbating the racial wealth 

gap. HBCUs account for nearly 90% of schools where 

10% or fewer parent PLUS loan borrowers can keep up 

with their loan repayments.24 After ten years, parents 

of students attending HBCUs owe an average 96% 

of their original loan amount, compared to 47% for 

white families. For many African American families, 

however, PLUS loans are the only way to keep a young 

scholar’s dreams within reach. When the Department of 

Education tightened credit restrictions on parent PLUS 

lending in 2011, many students who had won admission 

or already worked years toward their degree could 

not enroll or return. The number of African American 

families receiving parent PLUS loans fell by nearly half.
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The rising costs of 

college levy painful 

stresses on families, 

who draw down 

retirement funds, 

re-mortgage their 

homes, or take out 

loans to support 

their children’s 

futures. Families are 

faced with making 

significant financial 

trade-offs—what 

should they prioritize 

as they anticipate 

college costs?

RECAP
Credit unions can help families 
navigate this complex landscape 
of payments; and they have 
an opportunity to expand their 
membership base and enhance 
their quality of service by:

O�ering informed assistance 

with college financial planning 

and decision-making—namely, 

weighing the financial and 

parenting trade-o�s across 

the stages of college funding

Understanding the educational 

financing landscape 

Intervening early in college 

financial planning and making 

advice easy and accessible

O�ering privacy—

respecting confidentiality 

and the sensitivity of 

college financial planning

Providing non-judgmental 

service, avoiding assumptions 

and biases
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Incommensurate financial imperatives drive families into the “student 

finance complex.” To finance college costs, families must navigate this 

“thicket of financial policies and programs that link government, banks, 

and universities together.”21

HOW MUCH IS THE EXPECTED FAMILY CONTRIBUTION?
Since the federal government’s formula for determining the expected 
family contribution (EFC) changes every year, there is virtually no way 

for families to gauge the amount they’ll be expected to pay before filing 

the Free Application for Federal Student Aid, or FAFSA. The obscure 

formula takes a portion of parents’ income and sets that aside for living 

expenses, taking into account dependents at home and enrolled in college. 

It also sets aside some savings, allowances for emergency funds, and 

privileged types of investments such as homes and retirement accounts. 

The family’s remaining income and assets become the basis of the EFC.

EFC and other government 

policies present college debt 

as discrete, but interviews 

with real families show 

college costs can interlock 

with—and intensify—other 

financial stresses, especially 

as inflation raises prices.

For middle-class families, whose 

incomes are too high for their 

children to receive low-income 

grants, but not high enough to 

pay for college out-of-pocket, 

the EFC can come as a shock, 

especially since FAFSA often 

accounts only for a portion of 

parents’ actual expenses, ruling 

out contributions to older family 

members or parents’ siblings who 

might need aid, for instance.22
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FINANCIAL 
CONFLICTS

Skyrocketing college costs present an 

enormous problem for families trying to 

maintain a foothold in the middle class 

while also giving young adults access  

to the education that promises the same 

or better for them. Those who cannot 

expect to fund tuition and living expenses 

out-of-pocket live with intense financial 

dilemmas, often from the family’s earliest 

years together. 

To be clear, the predicament of how to 

spend intergenerational resources is 

itself a privilege: 64% of Americans live 

“ I F  I  LO O K  B AC K  O N  O U R 

M A R R I AG E ,  W E ’ V E  M A D E 

I M P U L S E - T Y P E  D E C I S I O N S ;  

N OT  V E R Y  W E L L  T H O U G H T  O U T. 

I  LO O K  B AC K  O N  I T  N O W  A N D 

I  T H I N K ,  W E L L ,  W H Y  D I D N ’ T  I 

B U Y  A  U S E D  O N E ?  D I D  I  N E E D 

A  N E W  O N E ,  YO U  K N OW ?  …

W E ’ R E  N OT  V E R Y  G O O D 

P L A N N E R S  F I N A N C I A L LY.” 

—  D E N N I S

Dennis and Debbie have three kids 

and live in the Chicago suburbs. 

When Debbie became pregnant, 

she quit her job to focus on the 

kids, and Dennis transitioned 

from teaching to corporate middle 

management to support the family 

on a single income. With their 

intent to overcome their own 

restrictive family upbringings, 

Dennis and Debbie enrolled their 

kids in private school. They also 

wanted to spend time together, 

buying a brand new minivan to 

take on camping vacations, one 

of which was to see the Grand 

Canyon. Their oldest went to a 

private, religious university, which 

cost them dearly. Luckily, when 

it came time for college, their 

two youngest chose Illinois state 

schools and they benefitted from 

in-state tuition. The ambition to 

educate their children stretched the 

families’ finances. Today, Dennis 

and Debbie struggle with credit 

card debt and second-guess their 

decisions, like buying that new 

minivan for the family.

“ YO U  D O N ’ T  WA N T  TO  S Q UA S H  YO U R 

K I D ,  E S P E C I A L LY  W H E N  YO U  H AV E  A 

R E A L LY  S M A R T,  S H A R P  K I D .” 

—  J U N E

Kimberly, a daughter of divorced parents, 

lived with her mother, June, a waitress, 

outside Philadelphia. When she was 

young, June’s ambition—to make a life in 

New York City—was unfortunately stymied 

by family issues. Still, she inspired her 

daughter. Kimberly dreamed of attending 

New York University, a selective and costly 

private school. Upon applying, Kimberly 

was admitted to NYU and the University 

of Pittsburgh, which she could attend at a 

significant discount for in-state students. 

Despite her father’s protests, and with 

June’s encouragement, Kimberly chose NYU, 

even though this entailed taking on tens of 

thousands of dollars in debt. Kimberly had 

the college experience of her dreams, but 

the need to pay off her loans constrained her 

post-graduate career options. Rather than put 

her skills as a sociology student and activist 

to work, Kimberly accepted a corporate job as 

a specialist in international 

outsourcing that allowed 

her to begin making 

the years’ worth of 

repayments she owed.

“ L I F E  C H A N G E S  A  LOT.  I T  I S N ’ T 

A LWAY S  W H AT  YO U  T H I N K  I T ’ S 

G O I N G  TO  B E .” 

—  K E R R Y  LY N N

Kerry Lynn and David earn modest 

incomes as religious counselors, 

but took financial planning 

seriously since the birth of their 

two kids. Both committed to 

save a small amount while also 

not “valu[ing] the future over 

the present.” Their son, Caleb, 

distinguished himself academically 

and was admitted to a selective 

liberal arts college—yet even with 

their savings, a small merit award, 

and a gift from Kerry Lynn’s father, 

Caleb will graduate with $30,000 in 

federal student loans. While Caleb’s 

parents intend to help him repay 

these loans, his sister, Rachel, 

struggles with addiction. “Every 

bit of money Rachel could have 

had for education went towards 

drug treatment programs,” Kerry 

Lynn said. She and David have 

taken out an equity line of credit 

on their home and drawn down 

their retirement funds as the whole 

family faces an uncertain future.

“ E V E R YO N E ’ S  B E E N  S AC R I F I C I N G  

T H E  L A S T  F O U R  Y E A R S  J U S T  S O  

T H AT  I  C A N  G E T  T H I S  D E G R E E .” 

—  S TA N L E Y  G AT E S  I I

Stanley Gates II excelled academically and 

was known at his high school for his radio 

show on Black history and culture. When 

he was admitted to Howard University, 

his parents, Stanley Sr. and Ramona, were 

delighted, but shocked by the $32,000/year 

sticker price. That summer, Ramona and 

Stanley Sr. were denied a Parent PLUS loan, 

as they would be denied each of Stanley II’s 

undergraduate years. With their son’s dream 

on the line, Ramona and Stanley Sr. made 

a herculean fundraising effort among their 

family and community circle, eventually 

receiving the needed $25,000 EFC in gifts 

across two aunts, a cousin, Ramona’s 

church group, and other friends. Stanley 

was able to return to school each year only 

by the extraordinary efforts of his tight 

network of supporters, and even then just 

under the wire.

Faced with the extreme difficulty of planning 

financially for their children’s uncertain futures, 

many parents focus instead on finding the right 

fit between a young adult’s potential and what 

colleges offer. This approach to choosing a college 

centers the non-economic value of education—

intellectual growth, personal development, and 

paycheck-to-paycheck, with no room to 

save at all.20 Poorer Americans find that 

any funds they acquire typically must be 

spent immediately on meeting pressing 

needs, repaying personal debts, and 

assisting loved ones. Because they have 

comparatively greater incomes in relation 

to their needs, middle class families must 

juggle their resources.

Middle class families face an impossible 

choice between giving their children 

what they see as a happy life and 

pinching pennies to save for their futures. 

Sports, hobbies, and other activities are not 

only valuable experiences in the present; 

they are also investments in a child’s 

long-term development, including their 

preparation for higher education and its 

competitive application process. When it 

comes to securing bright futures, just how 

much should a family limit their present 

expenditures to save for an uncertain future 

expense? This depends heavily on such as 

yet unknown factors like a child’s academic 

potential and ambitions. Prioritizing 

the future over the present becomes 

increasingly questionable as both family 

life and the cost of college are affected by 

financial uncertainties. Both investment 

choices—preparing and saving—can leave 

families struggling with debt.

ECONOMIC SECURITY

AND
ACCESS TO IMPORTANT 

CULTURAL GOALS

MIDDLE 
CLASS“

has typically been defined by both

especially for the rising generation.
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BY
 FA

LL
IN

G O
UT

BY
 RI

SIN
G O

UT
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Likelihood of Being Middle Class 0.569 0.618

IN 1980 0.118* -0.138*

IN 2011 0.086* -0.105*

IN 1980 -0.033 -0.033

IN 2011 0.023 -0.018

IN 1980 0.096* -0.01

IN 2011 -0.009** 0.03

** Statistically di�erent from 1980, at 5% level* Statistically significant at the 5% level
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THE PROBLEM

Today’s U.S. college applicants 

face a radically different 

financial landscape than  

did previous generations. 

It is important to note that both financial 

security and young adults’ upward 

economic and social mobility are widely 

shared ambitions. However, historically, 

mobility has been most easily achieved 

by white families. Intergenerational 

education and wealth, more common 

for white families, have been denied to 

others—particularly Hispanic and Black 

families. Average household income 

demonstrates this wealth disparity.

Higher education is a driver of upward 

economic mobility and financial security. 

When students attend similar colleges, 

the percentage of students who end up 

Applicants that are 

unable to pay cash must 

rely on loans in order to 

access college education.

Credit unions have an opportunity to expand their membership base and 

enhance their quality of service by offering informed assistance with college 

financial planning and decision-making—weighing the financial and 

parenting trade-offs across the stages of college funding. Rising 

college costs have made it difficult to afford higher education; 

nevertheless, middle class families remain committed to 

educating the next generation. The complex landscape 

of payments raises significant financial quandaries for 

families. This brief provides useful insights into the 

pressures facing college-bound young adults and 

their families and how credit unions could 

benefit from supporting them.

lifelong relationships—which middle class families 

tend to consider alongside the more conventionally 

obvious economic value of a degree. Most financial 

advisors aim to help families pay for the best colleges 

they can afford, but when a child earns admittance to 

their dream school, parents feel intense pressure not to 

let financial constraints stand in their way. Thus, families 

find themselves ensnared in another logical trap: The “right 

fit” often speaks more powerfully to families than financial 

reasoning, even as it threatens parents’ future financial 

security and young adults’ ability to choose their own careers 

by shackling them with debt they have no choice but to pay.
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in the top two income quintiles as adults 

is nearly the same for both students from 

the lowest-income-quintile families and 

those from top-income-quintile families.5
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IMPACT TO THE CREDIT UNION SYSTEM

HerMoney 
Understanding that consumers needed support 
from credit unions and that credit unions were 
seeking social content, tools, and programs to make 
a meaningful impact in their members’ lives, Filene 
teamed up with HerMoney to launch a program also 
known as HerMoney to improve members’ financial 
health and well-being. Initially launched as a pilot 
program in December 2022, Filene first introduced the 
HerMoney to its Inner Circle and Filene Lab members. 
In January 2023, the new benefit was made available 
to all qualifying members who wanted to deepen 
member engagement through go-to-market ready 
social media content. HerMoney makes personal 
finance accessible because they understand people 
and know how to meet them where they are and can 
therefore change their relationship with money. Jean 
Chatzky—former financial editor of NBC’s TODAY 
Show, bestselling author, award-winning personal 
finance journalist and advisor to major media 
companies & financial firms—runs HerMoney’s 
content strategy. HerMoney has more than 550,000 
followers on social media, 250,0000x listeners 
downloading their monthly podcast, 2M annual  
web users, and 100,000 newsletter subscribers. 

HerMoney By the Numbers for Credit Unions:

Total assets of participating organizations:  
$321.1B 

Average CU size participating in HerMoney program:  
$3.1B 

Total number of CU members of participating  
organizations (potential consumer reach):  
19,680,000 

Average number of members per participating org:  
195,000

TO DOWNLOAD THIS REPORT VISIT: FILENE.ORG/588

IMPACT FOR YOUR CREDIT UNION

ITIN Lending as a Driver of Growth  
Among the first of its kind, this report provides data 
and testimonials that highlight the current state of 
ITIN lending program implementation in the credit 
union system and showcase the impact these lending 
programs have for internal growth and community 
development. According to the U.S. Census Bureau, 
ITIN lending serves a large and growing market of 21+ 
million underbanked consumers seeking financial 
well-being and growth. Most credit unions started their 
ITIN programs with auto loans and later expanded 
their programs to include personal loans and credit 
cards. Innovation in lending practices may spur broader 
portfolio growth. Greater financial inclusion and more 
intentional community outreach results in stronger 
brand awareness, trust, and member growth. For credit 
union leaders looking for a differentiation strategy, 
ITIN lending programs offer a low-risk, effective means 
to drive not only asset and membership growth but also 
support underbanked communities.

Learn how Illinois Credit Union Foundation 
(ICUF) worked with the Filene x HerMoney 
Team to create a pilot program to share 
curated social media content.

FOR MORE INFORMATION ON HERMONEY VISIT: FILENE.ORG/HERMONEY

http://filene.org
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http://filene.org/cudx
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ILLINOIS CREDIT UNION FOUNDATION, 
FILENE X HERMONEY SOCIAL MEDIA PILOT 

Recognizing that consumers needed support  
from credit unions, and that credit unions  
were looking for social content, tools, and  
programs to positively impact their members’  
lives, Illinois Credit Union Foundation (ICUF)  
worked with the Filene x HerMoney Team  
to create a pilot program to share curated  
social media content.

“The Filene x HerMoney Team, ICU  
Foundation and participating credit  
unions were all pleased with the 2023– 
2024 pilot and want to continue the 
program,” said Melanie Murphy, ICU  
Foundation Executive Director.

Since there was little difference in the  
reactions and reach for the credit unions  
in the Like & Share and Branded Content  
groups and a significant cost difference,  
the Branded Content option will be  
discontinued for 2024–2025.  The Like &  
Share and DIY Branded Content options  
will be expanded to include up to 20  
participating credit unions with under  
$100 million in assets group and up to 5  
in the $100 to $500 million in assets group.

In addition, the ICU Foundation has compiled  
all of its posts in a new section of its website  
“Financial Education Resource Center” so  
consumers who want more information can  
access it anytime. HerMoney Blog | (icul.com)

“We hope credit unions will take  
advantage of this new resource center  
by sharing it with staff and members,”  
said Murphy.

ICUF’s pilot program tested three  
types of methods for small asset size 
credit unions:

 1.  Like & Share – ICUF branded  
the HerMoney content and shared 
it on Facebook and LinkedIn.  
Credit unions in this group  
would like and share the ICU 
Foundation’s posts at least once  
per week.  Asset size CUs in this 
group—up to $100 million.

 2.  Branded Content – this group  
of credit unions have a contract 
with Envisant (ICUF partner) to 
post customized social media 
content.  Envisant branded the 
HerMoney content for these credit 
unions and posted once per week.  
Asset size CUs in this group—up  
to $50 million.

 3.  DIY Branded Content – this 
group of credit unions have a 
staff member assigned to social 
media tasks.  They customized the 
HerMoney materials and posted at 
least once per week.  Asset size CUs 
in this group—$100 to $500 million.

C E N T E R  I M PAC T S

FOR MORE INFORMATION ON HERMONEY VISIT: FILENE.ORG/HERMONEY

Melanie Murphy,  
CUDE, CCUFC, CFRE

Executive Director 
Illinois Credit Union Foundation

http://filene.org
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CASE STUDY: EMBRACING ACADEMIC  
PARTNERSHIPS TO GROW TALENT  
SKILLS AND PIPELINE

BCU of Vernon Hills, IL ($5.9 billion in assets, 
355,157 members), impacted by the research 
coming from the Center, decided to offer its 
financial well-being program Life. Money. 
You.® (LMY) to more than just its members. 
In April 2022, BCU turned LMY into an 
LLC/CUSO (100% owned by BCU) and later 
that year, obtained a charter extension 
that allowed it to offer the program more 
broadly and make more people eligible for 
membership at BCU. In May 2023, LMY 
went live with MoneyTracks™)—a financial 
wellness app, a website called LifeMoneyYou.
com, and a monthly newsletter. 

LMY went live in May of 2023 with a 
financial wellness app, MoneyTracks™), 
website, LifeMoneyYou.com, and a monthly 
newsletter with exclusive live events. 
Additionally, LMY worked with Paperwork/
Ovation on the app to start with their version 
and create a semi customized version that 
includes SavvyMoney® and their coaches 
with the goal to create a one-stop-shop of 
all LMY program tools for an on-the-go 
worker. Over the last 17 months, LMY rolled 
the app out to two of their larger segments, 
including to their own employees. They 
have also taken in over 25,000 subscriber 
members to LMY and converted over 5,000 
to BCU membership. LMY has also built some 
bite-sized content for a financial literacy 
curriculum and built a financial course from 
scratch for an African American Business 

Counsel at one of their largest partners 
that received rave reviews. LMY has  
plans to expand this course into a more 
scalable format.

In the future, BCU plans to simplify  
their program, making it clearer and 
easier for participants.

They also want to continue to find ways 
to show financial health improvement 
through moments of change in their 
subscriber’s lives and then prove ROI 
to BCU, mainly through engaged 
memberships that they believe will last 
longer due to the value they are getting 
through the LMY program. 

Bjorn Larson, Executive Director of Life. 
Money. You.® shared that, “Expanding 
the reach of our Financial Well-
Being Program, Life. Money. You.®, 
is a perfect example of how all credit 
unions can lead with financial well-
being, support people in their time 
of need, and then build lifelong 
relationships with those people as 
they join as members.” Larson further 
stated that, “I am very proud of the 
impact we have seen through the Life. 
Money. You.® Program. Coaching 
appointments have grown from 600 
per year to nearly 6,000 per year, 
thousands are attending events, 
reading the content we are producing, 
and using our app and we’ve also 
been able to help over 5,000 of our 
subscribers take a next step to improve 
their financial lives by joining BCU.”

Bjorn Larson

Executive Director 
Life. Money. You.®, LLC

TO DOWNLOAD VISIT: FILENE.ORG/619
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CASE STUDY: HELPING JUSTICE-IMPACTED 
WOMEN ACHIEVE FINANCIAL WELL-BEING

Since engaging with the research from the 
Center of Excellence for Consumer Financial 
Lives in Transition, TruStage has gained a 
deeper understanding of the challenges  
faced by justice-impacted individuals and 
how to better support their journey toward 
financial well-being. 

As part of this effort, TruStage continues to 
support various rule changes that promote a 

second chance, such as a recent NCUA  
rule that modifies and expands the current 
exception for “de minimis” offenses deemed 
automatically approved by the NCUA Board 
for purposes of hiring decisions.

Christopher Roe, Senior Vice President 
at TruStage, shared, “From a public 
policy perspective, the work of Filene 
has heightened our awareness of the 
challenges faced by justice-involved 
individuals. The NCUA’s new rule is a 
balanced and tailored approach to reduce 
the regulatory burden for credit unions.”

Christopher Roe

Senior Vice President 
TruStage

TO DOWNLOAD VISIT: FILENE.ORG/612

LOOKING INTO THE FUTURE

While the Center for Consumer Financial Lives in Transition 
has ended, the work to deliver on the potential of strong data 
capabilities within credit unions continues in two of Filene’s 
new Centers of Excellence. 

Launched in July 2024 and building on the emphasis of data 
driven value creation, the Next Generation of Member 
Growth looks at how credit unions can identify strategies, 
including internal and external practices to attract, engage, 
and retain the next generation of credit union members.  

The research from Consumer Financial Lives in Transition 
also emphasized the ongoing shift in the credit union 
industry, moving from a focus on financial education to 
financial health and financial well-being. Picking up on that 
thread, in July 2025, Filene will launch Member Well-Being, 
which aims to amplify credit unions’ ability to increase 
the well-being of the members and employees they serve 
through sustainable, evidence-based practices and solutions.

THANK YOU
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