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Introduction
Welcome to “The State of Financial Literacy in
America.” This report takes a survey of the current
state of finances and financial literacy in America,
in addition to the solutions available.
In this study, we’ll be looking at multiple areas,
including personal finances, attitude toward money,
financial education and financial literacy. Going
forward, we plan to monitor the ongoing trends to
see areas where we’re improving and areas that
need more attention.
Some of what you read here may be familiar, some
may be new, but we hope you will come away with a
deeper understanding of America’s financial literacy
issues and how the situation can be improved.
First up: personal finance.
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The State of
Personal Finance
As Americans, we love to present ourselves as though we have it all
together—but you don’t have to dig too far to see that, by and large,
that’s not true for most people.
In fact, statistics from the past few years paint a dire picture of Americans’ financial lives.

78%

2 in 5

4 in 5

78% of workers live
paycheck-to-paycheck 1

Only 2 in 5 adults
do any budgeting2

4 out of 5 adults face social
or economic barriers to
buying a home3

Diminishing savings and the rapidly disappearing use of pensions has made it harder to retire
today than it was in the past. A 2022 study by the Transamerica Center for Retirement Studies
reported that the median retirement savings for Baby Boomers is $202,000, a meager sum that
won’t go far given current and projected trends in the economy.
We have a crisis of personal finances on our hands, but what can be done about it—and how
can advisors help?

“Living Paycheck to Paycheck is a Way of Life for Majority of U.S. Workers.”
https://press.careerbuilder.com/2017-08-24-Living-Paycheck-to-Paycheck-is-a-Way-of-Life-for-Majority-of-U -S-WorkersAccording-to-New-CareerBuilder-Survey
2
2019 Consumer Financial Literacy Survey. National Foundation for Credit Counseling.
https://www.nfcc.org/resources/client-impact-and-research/2019-consumer-financial-literacy-survey/
3
2019 Consumer Financial Literacy Survey.
1
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The State of Attitude
Toward Finances
With such a dismal picture of our collective situation, it almost goes
without saying that all that financial uncertainty leads to high levels
of anxiety.

53%

53% of Americans say thinking about their financial situation makes them feel anxious4

44%

44% report that merely talking about their finances with others is stressful5

80%

More than 80% of people feel like they don’t save enough money.6

#1

The number one fear stoking the feeling that
people aren’t saving enough is “impending retirement.”

Money has never been a popular topic of discussion. It’s up there with religion and politics as
something to be avoided in polite conversation. A 2014 study found that American adults would
rather talk about sex and death before discussing money issues.7
But just because we don’t want to talk about money doesn’t necessarily mean we don’t see the
benefit of understanding it better. More than half of millennials believe that if they had deeper
knowledge of the subject, they would be able to make better progress in their financial lives. 8

2018 National Financial Capability Study. https://www.usfinancialcapability.org/downloads/NFCS_2018_Report_Natl_Findings.pdf
2018 National Financial Capability Study.
6
2019 Consumer Financial Literacy Survey.
7
Northwestern Mutual Planning & Progress Study. https://news.northwesternmutual.com/planning-and-progress-study-2014
8
“63% of Americans Think Personal Finance Education Belongs in School.” https://www.creditkarma.com/insights/i/personalfinance-in-schools-survey
4
5
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The State of Access to
Financial Education
Assessing the financial issues that Americans face today comes
with a harsh reality check: financial literacy should start early, but it
doesn’t. In fact, 63% of people think the subject should be a staple
of American education.9
The statistics show that financial education can definitely improve outcomes. A 2019 FINRA
study found that young adults who were required to take personal finance courses in high
school were far less likely to take high-interest payday loans than their peers who did not take
such a course.10
A 2020 study by the Council for Economic Education reported that only half of the 50 states
require completion of an economics class for students to graduate high school—meaning that
many students lack even a cursory introduction to the basics of handling money.11
On top of that, the same research reported that less than 17%
of high school students need to take a semester on personal
finance to finish their education. What is the end result of these
lax educational requirements? Large swaths of students who
can finish school with immaculate grades in abstract subjects—
without ever learning how to handle their own money.
Without a solid foundation of financial
knowledge during formative years in school,
perhaps it’s no wonder that so few adults
demonstrate a robust understanding of
their finances.

““63% of Americans Think Personal Finance Education Belongs in School.” https://www.creditkarma.com/insights/i/personalfinance-in-schools-survey
10
“Does State-Mandated Education Affect High-Cost Borrowing?” https://www.finrafoundation.org/sites/finrafoundation/files/
Does-State-Mandated-Financial-Education-Affect-High-Cost-Borrowing_0_0_0.pdf
11
Survey of the States. https://www.councilforeconed.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/2020-Survey-of-the-States.pdf
9
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The State of Financial Literacy
Financial literacy, as defined by the National Financial Educators
Council, means:
“Possessing the skills and knowledge on financial matters to
confidently take effective action that best fulfills an individual’s
personal, family and global community goals.”
On the surface, financial literacy is exactly what it sounds like. It entails developing a firm
understanding of the core concepts of finance: telling the difference between inflation and
deflation, calculating interest rates, making investments, and so on.
Ultimately, financial literacy encompasses actions along with knowledge. It’s about giving
people the tools they need to assess any economic situation they encounter and confidently
address it by making intelligent money decisions.
Every few years, FINRA sends out a five-question
survey to gauge how well Americans understand
fairly basic financial concepts like interest,
compounding and diversification. In their most

66% of Americans fall short
of basic financial literacy
% of 3 or fewer correct answers

recent test, 66% of respondents missed two or
more of the five questions, and that number has
been steadily increasing for the last decade.12
And the difference in financial literacy between
generations is even more noticeable. TIAA
Institutes’s 2020 Personal Finance Index found
that baby boomers could answer 58% of finance
questions correctly, while members of Gen Z
only got 41% right.13

“Why Financial Literacy is so Important.” https://www.investopedia.com/articles/investing/100615/why-financial-literacy-andeducation-so-important.asp
13
The 2020 TIAA Institute-GFLEC Personal Finance Index.
https://www.tiaainstitute.org/about/news/2020-tiaa-institute-gflec-personal-finance-index
12
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And financial literacy isn’t just an academic concept—it is
costing us real dollars and cents. The National Financial
Educators Council found that in 2020, Americans estimated
that financial illiteracy cost them an average of $1,634 per
year, with 13% believing it had cost them $10,000 or more.14
As we explored in the previous section, one of the big
contributing factors to the increase in financial illiteracy is
likely the lack of education on the subject.
But it’s not just the lack of education. There is a general air
of uber-complexity around basic financial planning that
can keep the average person from feeling capable of even
engaging in it at all.
In other words, financial literacy has become a prerequisite
for taking control of our finances and, as we can see, it’s not
going well.
In addition, comfort with financial concepts varies dramatically across racial and economic
lines. In its marquee report, FINRA found that white and Asian high school students had notably
higher financial literacy scores than their Black and Hispanic classmates.
These concerning results were attributed to differing social, economic and educational issues
already facing marginalized groups in America, meaning that there remains a vital need to
level the economic playing field for all demographics.
With Americans having to address so many roadblocks to financial literacy from their school
years through to adulthood, how can the average person be expected to slog through
complicated financial information, guides or resources? Can any amount of education later in
life make up for the shortcomings of systemic neglect of financial resources?
You shouldn’t have to feel like you need to understand economic theory just to know how to pay off
your debt or manage a savings account—these should be basic life skills accessible to everyone.

14

“Financial Literacy Cost Americans $1,634 in 2020.” https://www.financialeducatorscouncil.org/financial-illiteracy-costs/
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Making Financial
Literacy Matter
Americans have a crisis of personal finances on their hands, but what can be done about
it? One of the most effective ways to handle this situation boils down to an age-old strategy:
“Know thy enemy.”

In other words, taking control of your money situation with financial
literacy is a key solution for the economic issues facing people today.
There’s just one caveat to this simple solution: financial literacy isn’t easy to achieve. It isn’t
hard to see where issues arise: After all, if so many Americans are already so uncomfortable
with addressing their money situation, how are they going to be eager to dive head-first into
facing it by learning financial literacy?

Add to that the fact that studies have shown that
for every dollar spent on financial education, $25
is spent on financial marketing, making it hard to
differentiate between sound financial advice and
persuasive copy disguised as education.15

We need a new
option for financial
information that makes
economic resources
more accessible.

The Financial Literacy & Education Commission, which is composed of 23 federal government
agencies, puts out an annual plan for financial literacy. Looking at their “US National Plan for
Financial Literacy 2020,” they are clearly doing more of what they’ve always done: programs
and funding. Of course, the federal government should not necessarily be expected to do more
than coordinate programs and provide funding, but more of the same is likely not going to
make much of a dent.
Time and again, statistics exemplify the issues facing the growth of financial illiteracy in America.

Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, Navigating the Market: A Comparison of spending on financial education and financial
marketing. 2013, available at: https://files.consumerfinance.gov/f/201311_cfpb_navigating-the-market-final.pdf

15
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Without the necessary knowledge or confidence, many Americans end up in a vicious loop of
financial uncertainty and economic hardships.
We need a new option for financial information that makes economic resources more
accessible. Financial literacy must become more adaptive, flexible and accessible.
After all, when you don’t even have an emergency fund, developing a long-term financial plan
doesn’t make much sense. Instead, you need more immediate and intuitive access to relevant
information about achieving your current goals.

Financial planning will always be important for consumers of all
levels of financial literacy
Financial planning will always be important for consumers of all levels of financial literacy, but
it needs to be more flexible and oriented toward people’s goals—think buying a home or paying
off student loans.
Along those same lines, it must become easier to access information and guidance from
expert financial advisors. Not everyone is comfortable walking into an office or picking up the
phone to schedule a meeting with an intimidating financial professional, after all.
There must be a revolution in financial resources, one that brings critical knowledge and
concepts directly into people’s grasp without all the baggage attached.
Maybe this proposition sounds like a daring and unfounded concept, but it’s more feasible than
it might seem at first.
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How to Remove Barriers
and Increase Access for
Everyone
Something tells us we might be
approaching this issue backwards.
Rather than setting the bar so high for engaging with wealth management, what if those of us
working in wealth management could make it easier for people to find solutions to their money
problems?
Financial technology will lead the way toward this new future. Here’s how it will work.
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Understanding Technology’s
Role in Financial Literacy
There is a precedent for scaling up knowledge without increasing
complexity. If we look at computers, we see a template for where
financial planning needs to go.
People don’t learn to code before they use a computer. In fact, in some cases today we don’t
even make coding the main focus while teaching coding itself. Kids learn how to code through
gamification, where the code itself takes a backseat to a “game” they build.

Financial technology can provide answers through two specific
strategies: gamification and community.
Yet, when it comes to finance, we try to teach
regular people complex financial concepts to
do even basic money management.
The better path is to help individuals more
easily engage with financial problems. Then,
easily help them get access to people with
very high levels of financial literacy: Financial
advisors.
Financial technology can provide answers
through two specific strategies: gamification
and community.
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Transforming Expectations
for Financial Planning
Before a person can accurately engage with an advisor, they need
to have a basic understanding of what problems they’re facing and
what goals they have.
A simplified, consumer-friendly type of financial planning can break down these barriers and
simultaneously make connecting with advisors easier.
Similar to the programming world, gamification can help people interact with financial
problems in a more relatable way. Gamification allows for experimentation where individuals
can learn by doing as they quickly and easily experience the impacts of different decisions on
their outcomes.
Through gamification, the fundamental experience of planning is put into a different medium.
It becomes an enjoyable, engaging exercise, instead of a confusing, mathematical slog.
Yet, gamification is only a piece of the puzzle if we want to truly lower the barriers for people to
discover solutions to their money problems. Community fills the remaining gap.
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Enhancing Financial
Literacy with Community
Historically, financial planning has been a private experience. Each
plan is accessible (and beneficial) only to the person who received it.
But for the first time in history, the availability of technology means financial planning can
become a socially-driven exercise.
That’s the main thinking behind Lasso, a social financial planning app focused on connecting
advisors and investors in a new, gamified way.
By making planning community driven, investors can find and follow others like themselves to
gain an understanding of their own situation and see how others are solving similar issues.
The Lasso community creates a place
where it’s expected that individuals will
connect and share information with
others—including the experts who can
help them. A socially-driven experience
is a natural forum to create more access
to financial professionals.
It’s time to remove the barrier of financial
literacy and increase access to financial
planning that can change the future of
countless people. Will you join us?
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What is Lasso?
We’re a social platform that helps connect goal-oriented
consumers with advisors who can really help.
We’ve seen firsthand the struggles that people are up against
when building wealth, and we’ve seen how hard it is for advisors
to connect with the right leads. Both parties end up investing
countless hours and real dollars into solutions that only kind of
work—if they work at all.
That’s why we built Lasso—to empower people to build goalsbased plans for their money and connect with a community of
like-minded advisors who can help them succeed.
Lasso gives advisors a front-row seat while consumers create
goals and plans, and allows you to send free proposals detailing
how you can help make their proposals better. Use it to meet
new leads or re-engage existing leads. Connecting over goals
creates the foundation for a more effective relationship and
better outcomes for everyone.

Connect with us.

The Lasso Advisor Portal will be available soon.
Click here to learn more
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