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Helping Families Build Assets: Financial Opportunity Centers

A couple of years ago, Desire Smith—employed but still in need of help to move off public
assistance—faced some big challenges. She needed to find child care, a way to pursue her
education and career goals, and help getting her credit rating up so she could get a car loan. She was
referred to the Financial Opportunity Center in Minneapolis—and she never looked back. She explains
the positive effect that referral had on her life.

“Id never heard of a program like this before,” says Desire, “one that actually assists working people.
You don’t have to have a lot of income, you just have to have an income. And you have to be planning
for something. It’s good to have an
outside connection that’s not family
affiliated who really knows the
struggles you go through. They’re not
trying to keep you connected to
resources...you’re your resource. They
want to help you help yourself long-
term. That’s a big step.”

The Financial Opportunity Center in
Minneapolis—and a similar center in
St. Paul—are two branches of a
growing local effort to provide low-
income families a convenient way to
reach financial stability and move up
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Miski Ali—another Center for Working Families participant—demonstrates the momentum that can be
built up through bundling services. Miski graduated from St. Catherine’s University with a degree in
nursing, just as she had her third child. She came to the center looking for help to find a job. Working
with an employment service counselor on her resume and interviewing skills, she quickly found a good
job. Employed full-time, she then returned to the center to work with a financial coach in order to save
and grow that income. All her needs were met in one place, in ways that fit well with her busy life.

Long-term commitment, wide range of services

Typically, these centers are integrated into trusted community organizations and work with families on a
long-term basis, supporting them as their needs change. Each center may evolve somewhat differently
but they provide three core services—1) employment and career advancement, 2) income enhancement
and work supports, and 3) wealth building strategies.



Working with employment and financial coaches assures that families won’t focus too narrowly—for
instance on restoring their credit record—and miss other important resources and opportunities.
Participants say that one of the most beneficial services coaches provide is helping them develop a
vision of what they want their lives to be like, as well as a concrete plan for how to get there. As one
center participant in South Minneapolis said—“In two weeks, | start working in the field | am going to
school for. The Financial Opportunity Center has been amazing to me, especially in the financial area.
My parents live in poverty—it is a chain. It takes a lot of energy to break it.”

Such services are also part of the new comprehensive approach to community development that goes
beyond basic shelter and jobs to help improve overall quality of life for neighborhood residents.

New center in works for North Minneapolis

The two Twin Cities centers were established in 2007 with leadership from Twin Cities LISC, working
with a range of community partners, community developers, and financial and human service
providers.

The St. Paul center is part of the East Side Financial Center and is
managed by Lutheran Social Services , with cooperation from the East Side
Neighborhood Development Company and Employer Solutions, Inc. Along
with another important partner, US Federal Credit Union, the center is
located in the renovated Swedish Bank Building. Because the East Side is
home to many immigrant populations, the center has an ethnically diverse
staff to offer support to those with little or no banking experience and limited English.

In Minneapolis, the center is part of Project for Pride in Living (PPL) and uses a coaching approach that
focuses on changing participants’ behaviors over time based on an ongoing relationship with the coach.
Located near PPL’s headquarters on Franklin Ave., the center’s success also draws on the strengths and
resources of four other local nonprofit partners: City County Federal Credit Union, Centro Cultural
Chicano, Emerge, and Hope Community.

The success of these two centers encouraged CommonBond and Emerge to join with Project for Pride in
Living, Lutheran Social Services, Nexus, and Twin Cities LISC to form the Twin Cities Network for Financial
Success. Twin Cities LISC and Nexus Community Partners are supporting the Network's goal to expand
Financial Opportunity Centers to other areas of the Twin Cities, starting with the North Side of
Minneapolis. That task will be made easier by the fact that the Obama Administration recently awarded
LISC a $4.2 million Social Innovations Fund grant to support the growth of these centers in cities where
LISC works. Part of that funding will be used to support efforts here in the Twin Cities.

LISC’s total investment in Financial Opportunity Centers as of August 2010: $488,700


http://www.eastsidefinancialcenter.org/
http://www.lssmn.org/debt/
http://www.esndc.org/
http://www.esndc.org/
https://www.usfed.org/home/
http://www.ppl-inc.org/center-for-working-families
https://www.ccfcu.org/
http://www.centromn.org/
http://www.centromn.org/
http://www.emerge-mn.org/index.html
http://www.hope-community.org/

