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It’s Not Just In Your Head
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ou work the night shift at a casino in 
Mississippi and make a guaranteed 
$8.35 an hour, or $26,000 a year, 
with tips, though your paychecks can 
vary from $900 to $1,200. Your adult 
son – who was recently laid off – and 
his young daughter live with you. Your 
son struggles to keep food stamps 
and unemployment benefits, causing 

even more volatility. You can barely pay your bills on time, 
and during difficult dips in income, you cut back on food 
purchases and take out expensive payday loans. 

 Are you worried about how you’re going to  
 make it?  

Janice sure is. This is her story from The Financial Diaries: 
How American Families Cope in a World of Uncertainty. 
Janice’s income situation is a large part of her stress, or, 
as the authors put it, her “bundle of worries.”

In this state of worry, what story would you tell yourself 
about your life and what is possible? What choices would 
you make? 

One way to think about life improvement is connecting 
three things: changing your strategy, changing your story, 
and changing your state. Your emotional and mental state 
is fundamental – it lays the foundation for the story you tell 
yourself and the choices you make in life. 

But how can you change your state when you are 
constantly stressed and worried about how to make ends 
meet? And what if all this worry leads to anxiety, where you 
experience stress even in the absence of a stressor? Or, 
what if you had anxiety to begin with and these stressors 
amplify the anxiety?

 Financial Health and Mental Health 

At CFSI, we are at the forefront of the conversation around 
financial health, including its connections to physical health 
(see inset, “Rx for Success” p. 16 for more). Taking this 
one step further is to examine the connection between 
financial health and mental health. How are people’s 
stress, anxiety and worry affected by their finances and 
vice versa? What can we learn about this connection to 
actually help consumers improve their financial lives? 

According to the National Institute of Mental Health, 
about 1 in 5 adults in the U.S. experience mental illness 
in a given year, and a similar number live with anxiety. 
Research also shows that people with mental health issues 
are more likely to have financial struggles, such as debt. 
The APA’s Stress in America survey has consistently found 
money to be a top stressor.

Money and emotion are interconnected and their 
relationship to each other is complex. While the causation 
is not yet well enough researched to have a definitive 
answer, the industry can still take lessons from the 
connections between mental and financial health. 

 Parallels between Mental and  
 Financial Health 

A few years ago my manageable worry developed 
into obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD) and acute 
depression. Although I had always been prone to anxiety, 
with this diagnosis I embarked on a mental health journey 
that gave me insight into how my state was informing my 
story – and as a result my strategy – and gave me insight 
into the connections between mental health and financial 
health. 
 
Conceptually, mental health and financial health share 
some parallels. 

First: the definition. Mental health can be defined as “a 
state of well-being in which [an] individual realizes his or 
her own potential, can cope with the normal stresses of 
life, [and] can work productively and fruitfully.” All elements 
of CFSI’s definition of financial health are in there: daily 
systems, resilience and opportunity. 

Second, there is a social element to the struggle. 
Struggling with mental health can mean contending with 
negative thought cycles. In financial health, someone could 
be struggling to make ends meet, or in a cycle of debt. 
In both instances, the struggle affects the person and 
also the people who surround them, like their children or 
partners. Notably, these relationships can also be a source 
of motivation to address the struggle.  

Y
Janice’s bi-weekly paychecks from June 2012-June 2013. The dashed 
line gives her average paycheck value over the period. Paychecks are 
net of taxes and medical insurance premiums. August and April are three 
paycheck months. Source: The Financial Diaries*
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A Rx for  
Success

By Thea Garon, CFSI

o combat the rising costs of healthcare, 
public and private insurers have begun to 
compensate doctors based on the value of 
care they provide rather than the volume 
of care they deliver. This new model 
encourages healthcare providers to focus 

on preventing poor health rather than treating poor health 
after it happens. While the industry is still in the early days 
of this transformation, preliminary results are promising: 
healthcare spending in the U.S. is projected to decrease by 
$2.6 trillion between 2014 and 2019. 

Patient outcomes also appear to be improving for 
companies that have embraced this model. CareMore, 
which operates holistic care centers for the elderly, receives 
an annual per-patient fee from Medicare, allowing it to focus 
on high-quality, preventive care. The company is achieving 
results other providers can only dream about, including 

hospitalization rates 24 percent below average and hospital 
stays 38 percent shorter. When Sheldon Zinberg founded 
CareMore in 1993, he told his partners, “If you put people 
before profit, everyone profits.” 

Lessons from the Healthcare Industry 
As financial service providers consider the future of 
their industry, they should heed the examples set by the 
healthcare industry. By replacing misaligned employee 
incentive systems, fostering a culture of high-quality 
preventive care, and relentlessly focusing on customer 
outcomes, financial service providers can ensure a 
financially healthier future for their customers and their 
businesses. 

 If you put people before 
profit, everyone profits.  

T

Third, the severity of the struggle can range vastly. 
In mental health, it can go from feeling stressed 
from time to time, to having ongoing stress that 
affects your ability to function. Financially, some may 
struggle with money only during key moments in the 
year, while others struggle constantly throughout the 
year, every year. 

Finally, openly talking about mental or financial health 
struggles is taboo, so those who might need help find 
it difficult to ask for it, for fear of being stigmatized, 
especially among those in certain income levels, 
cultures or generations. 

In my story, my mental health issues were causing 
me constant fear and worry, resulting in washing my 
hands excessively. On bad days I couldn’t even go 
outside. I was miserable, my mental health baseline 
was super low, and it was straining my closest 
relationships. I was also scared of how others would 
perceive what I was going through and judge me. It 
took me a while to seek the help I needed.

Today I’m in a much better place than I was before, 
because my treatment has resulted in an increased 
mental health baseline from which I now work. My 
improved strategies and story cycle back to my state 
and it’s easier to cope. 

In the course of my treatment, I began to see 
parallels between the strategies I was using to 
address my own mental health and the realities of the 
consumer journey to financial health in three realms 
specifically: the diagnosis, including who to seek 
assessment and support from, the goal of treatment, 
and the treatment itself. 

 Diagnosis 

Mental health conditions are diagnosed by looking 
at objective or subjective data through a range of 
methods such as physical exams, lab tests, self-
reported questionnaires or psychological evaluations. 
The method used to diagnose someone, and what is 
evaluated, differs from condition to condition, though 
there are some standards. 

What if we look to how mental health is diagnosed 
to inform our work?

In financial health we know that there are signs and 
symptoms to look at, but how do we know which ones 
are most accurate? Do we use subjective or objective 
data? Self-reported information or transactional data 
from people’s accounts? 

Continues from p. 15
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Last year, CFSI developed eight indicators to measure 
financial health (access at emergecfsi.com/2017), 
which we then leveraged to work with financial services 
providers to measure financial health in their own ways. 
While we focused on objective consumer behaviors and 
outcomes, people’s subjective attitudes and perceptions 
such as stress and confidence – their states and stories – 
are also crucial to understanding someone’s financial well-
being. In our Financial Health Questionnaire we ask about 
consumer confidence in saving for long-term goals. The 
CFPB’s Financial Well Being Scale asks consumers to 
rate their agreement to statements such as “my finances 
control my life.” 

Going hand-in-hand with the diagnosis is the actual 
person making the assessment and then supporting the 
person in their journey – mental or financial. Providing 
a safe space and conducive environment is key. I went 
to a cognitive behavioral therapist that had experience 
in treating my condition, was receptive to my questions, 
and had a comfortable office for me to divulge and work 
through my challenges. Today, I use a meditation app 
called Headspace, which uses informative and light 
animations, an engaging user interface that tracks my 
journey, and the founder, Andy, guides the meditation in 
a gentle voice. These features have been essential to my 
journey because they provide an environment of inclusion 
and trust, and set me up for success – as I write this, I am 
on a 187-day meditation streak. 

What if financial service providers felt like safe 
spaces and were conducive for their customers?

In financial services, we know the importance of retail 
location features and the user interface on a mobile app 
or website. These features speak to something deeper 
about establishing the environment for a customer 
relationship. This matters, because according to a 2014 
Gallup Consumer Poll, customers have more satisfying 
relationships with and loyalty to their financial service 
provider when they believe that the provider looks out for 
their financial wellbeing – 77 percent of those customers 
said they would use a bank for the rest of their lives and 
are more likely to use financial products and services. 

 Goals of treatment 

The goal of my treatment is to mitigate the anxiety I feel, not 
judge it or make it go away. This allows me to accept myself 
and my starting point, build a positive relationship with my 
thoughts, and – over time – increase my baseline. 

What if financial health treatments were developed 
and framed this way?

The same is true in financial health: the aim is to mitigate 
issues, not judge them or focus only on earning more income 
to make ends meet. This can enable people to develop a 
positive relationship with their money, and increase their 

balances, wherever they may be starting from. 
Financial coaching is a positive example of this. Coaches 
serve as trusted advisors, and the approach emphasizes 
support and adaptability to meet people where they are. 
This enables people to build on their strengths to help 
them achieve their own goals in their own time. 

 Treatment 

When I started treatment, the first thing I needed to 
understand was that it is a journey of small steps. I had 
to go to therapy, learn tools, practice them, and repeat. 
Some days I move forward and feel the rewards of the 
tools working, and Headspace even sends me rewards 
when I reach a certain meditation streak. On days that I 
have a slip up, I’m learning to remember what the reward 
feels like and accept my situation instead of dwelling on 
the negative. 

What if financial health treatments were designed to 
guide people through the ups AND downs to keep 
them moving forward? 

The same is true for financial health. It’s a journey where 
you make progress and see the reward, but sometimes 
unexpected events happen that may knock you back.

KeyBank’s approach to helping its customers along 
their financial health journey does just this. Working with 
HelloWallet, the Financial Wellness Score and tools help 
people take steps to build better habits, monitor those 
habits regularly, and celebrate successes. The bank even 
says that knowing your financial wellness score reduces 
stress from worrying about money. 

One key tool I’m learning to use is to create space 
between myself and my thoughts so I can view them 
more objectively and make better decisions about how to 
respond. Biologically, this means managing the “fight or 
flight” response brought on by stress so I can increase the 
chances that I can focus and control my actions to break 
negative cycles of thought. 

What if financial health treatments helped people see 
their situations more objectively to help them make 
better choices? 

This relates to what the authors of Scarcity: Why Having 
Too Little Means So Much call “tunneling,” where as a result 
of the limited attention we all have, those with a scarcity 
mindset are so focused on their immediate needs that it 
is difficult to step back and focus on the best choice for 
the long run. In a person’s financial life this is like being so 
focused on making it to the end of the week or month that 
it’s hard to step aside and plan for retirement decades out. 

Continues >>
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LendStreet is one company that tries to get people out of 
the cycle of debt by creating space between their debt and 
their reaction to it, so they can step back and objectively 
view their situation and make a decision about what to do.

Another tool I’ve learned is noticing physical cues that 
indicate stress so that I can address it. In meditation, I’m 
guided to notice tenseness in my body and patterns of 
breath. Spire is a wearable that notices when someone is 
stressed and sends notifications and gentle reminders to 
help ease the tension. 

What if financial services technology could detect 
physical cues of stress and use these assessments to 
guide consumers in their financial health?

One limitation in digital-only interactions between financial 
service providers and their consumers is not being 
able to see physical reactions. Financial coaches and 
advisors who can see their clients can use the ability to 
see physical cues to flex how they communicate with 
them and address any discomfort. A 2016 study by the 
National Institutes of Health identified financial stress 
as one trigger for higher cortisol levels in some people. 
What if testing people’s cortisol levels – or some other 
objective measurement – could help providers provide the 
appropriate financial advice? 

As for me, sometimes I just need immediate emergency 
assistance. If I am having a particularly difficult time 
breaking out of a negative thought cycle, I can press an 
SOS button on my Headspace meditation app where I am 
then led through a two-minute meditation that addresses 
my immediate impulses then and there. 

What if there was an SOS button for financial 
emergencies?

In someone’s financial life, there can be days when the 
bills are piling up and an emergency happens that will 
amplify the struggle. What if providers made emergency 
resources and tools available to address their clients’ 
financial stress at the exact moment they need it most? 

While much work is being done to de-stigmatize mental 
health, according to the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention, only 25 percent of “adults with mental health 
symptoms believe that people are caring and sympathetic 
to persons with mental illness.” Throughout my mental 
health journey – my treatment – I have been fortunate to 
have a support system in my personal life in addition to 
therapy and meditation. My husband reassures me that 
I am okay. This support is powerful because it provides 
relief during moments that can feel isolating  
and tumultuous. 

What if financial service providers facilitated this 
relief from a customer’s social connections? 

Remember Janice from Mississippi? Janice keeps her 
worries about her finances to herself and attends the 
church her father leads every Sunday because as she 
puts it, “it keeps me grounded.” Her father “is sympathetic 
to her struggles” and notices her worry. The authors 
describe one Sunday when Janice was especially 
financially stressed. She went to the prayer line and when 
it came her turn to receive a prayer – from her father – he 
instead said quietly to her, “Stop worrying so much, it 
will be all right.” The authors describe how that comment 
lifted a weight off of Janice and has helped her change 
her outlook and how she copes with difficulties. Her state 
changed and she seems to be at an improved baseline. 

What if her financial service provider helped her keep that 
state in check, in order to help her create a better story for 
her household’s finances, and provide her with the tools to 
help her develop the right strategy so that her day-to-day 
financial systems and choices helps her build long-term 
resilience and opportunity? 

*The U.S. Financial Diaries (USFD) is a joint initiative of NYU Wagner’s 
Financial Access Initiative (FAI) and The Center for Financial Services 
Innovation (CFSI). Leadership support for USFD is provided by the 
Ford Foundation and the Citi Foundation, with additional support and 
guidance from the Omidyar Network.
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