
 
 

Asset Building Collaborative – Kaua‘i  
 
The Kaua‘i Asset Building project began in 2010 with a group of 14 individuals and two 
agency representatives seeking ways to assist households applying for financial assistance to 
develop their own financial cushion.  Prospective participants completed an orientation with 
Catholic Charities Hawai‘i, an intake appointment with a financial counselor, and agreed to 
the following requirements: 
 

� Meet monthly with the financial coach/counselor. 
� Attend six workshops with the group members 
� Develop a workable budget 
� Save money monthly for 12 consecutive months in order to earn a 2:1 match 
� For those who received financial assistance, to repay the amount received with no 

interest into a pooled account to be used for the program the following year. 
(Participants who do not repay the assistance will not be eligible for general financial 
assistance through the CCH Community Assistance Fund for three years.) 

 
Participants received incentives either in gift cards or as deposits to savings. Incentives 
included a sign-up bonus at the end of Quarter 1, workshop attendance incentives at the end 
of Quarters 2 and 4, and access to a micro-loan fund after Quarter 3.   
 
After orientations and intake, 10 households committed to the program.  A childcare area 
adjacent to the meeting room was made available for participants’ use. Parents remained 
responsible for supervision of their children. 
 
Initial Objectives:   
 

1. Eight of ten households will receive and repay emergency financial assistance.   
2. Two of ten households will join the program to develop funds for future needs. 
3. Ten households will increase their financial assets by 20% in one year (through 

monthly in-home financial coaching; six in-person group financial education 
workshops; and access to computers and other resources). 

4.  Sufficient feedback will be collected through observation, measurements, and 
participant tests and interviews to prepare a written report documenting project 
success.  A small group of individuals who were provided financial assistance and 
not enrolled in the program will also be tracked for comparison. 

5.  Measurements will continue for one year after project end (to show households 
continue to grow assets throughout a second year of monitoring, with another 
20% increase in financial assets). 
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Accomplishments of this project/program. 
 

Objectives Accomplishment 

1. Eight of ten households 
will receive and repay 
emergency financial 
assistance (up to $750). 
 
 
(For 2013: 
Five of ten households will 
receive and repay 
emergency financial 
assistance (up to $750). 
 
 
 

Five of ten households applied and were approved for financial 
assistance (50%).  Of the five, four received financial 
assistance and one asked that the assistance be held while they 
worked with the financial coach/counselor to address their 
needs.  Of those who received assistance, two (50%) have 
repaid the assistance.  Two (50%) repaid a portion (10%) of 
the assistance and we do not expect them to repay more.  (One 
moved out of the state seeking a lower cost of living and one 
participant stated the program interfered with their social life 
and withdrew after receiving their income tax refund.)  
 
The participant who asked that their assistance be held 
temporarily fared well.  With the help of their financial coach, 
the participant worked with companies to whom she owed 
money and made significant progress toward debt repayment.  
The participant rescinded their request for assistance, and later 
withdrew from the program because of scheduling conflicts 
between program workshops and their employment. 
 

2. Two of ten households 
will develop funds for future 
needs. 
 
(For 2013: Five of ten 
households will develop 
funds for future needs.) 

All ten participants cited a goal of developing funds for future 
needs. However, the intent of this objective was to differentiate 
between individuals who received financial assistance and 
those who did not.  Five (5) of ten households enrolled in the 
program only to develop funds for future needs.  Of these, all 
succeeded in developing savings. 
 

3. Ten households will 
receive assistance in 
increasing their financial 
assets by 20% in one year 
through monthly financial 
coaching, six workshops, 
and access to computers and 
other resources. 

Ten households enrolled in the program. However, four left the 
program (two moved, one felt the program interfered with her 
personal time too much, one had scheduling conflicts related to 
work).  Of the six participants who remained in the program, 
all increased their assets by 20%. 
 
Overall, participants rated the most valuable aspects of the 
program as financial workshops, group support, one-on-one 
financial coaching from Hawaiian Community Assets, and 
supports and follow-up from Catholic Charities Hawai‘i. 
 

4.  To collect sufficient 
feedback to prepare a 
written report documenting 
project success.  Files from 
individuals who were 

Data collection will be ongoing. Nine months into the program 
participants showed increases in credit scores, reduced debt, 
and all have expressed increased confidence in their ability to 
proactively meet future financial challenges.    
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provided assistance and not 
enrolled in the program will 
be compared to participants’ 
files. 
 

In comparison, random files drawn from recipients of financial 
assistance who were not enrolled indicated increased debt, 
50% feel they need additional financial assistance now or will 
need it in the next six months, and 25% lost their housing 
within six months of being provided assistance.  
 

5.  Measurements will 
continue for one year after 
project end. 
 

Hawaiian Community Assets and Catholic Charities Hawai‘i 
have agreed to extend the program for a second year, and four 
of ten participants have committed to serving as mentors for 
new enrollees throughout 2013.  Measurements will continue, 
but it is not possible at this time to report on this objective. 
 
Note that both HCA and CCH staff will operate the program in 
2013 without recovering costs for staff or facilities. HCA will 
provide matching funds for savings in 2013, current program 
participants are planning a fundraiser to create a loan fund for 
2013 participants, and pooled funds (repaid assistance totaling 
$1,297.10 of $2,697.10 distributed) will cover the cost of 
program incentives for 2013 participants.   

 
A total of 10 individuals completed orientation and enrolled into the Asset Building 
Program.  At year end, six participants remain enrolled with four of the six actively 
participating in the program. 
  

Challenges 
 
Initially workshops were scheduled for alternating months, but participants found the gap in 
group meetings challenging.  Even with monthly financial coaching and regular contact from 
CCH staff, participants began to drift from the program.  During the group sessions, 
members had difficulty re-engaging after a two-month break.  After discussing this with the 
participants in May, the workshops changed to a monthly format and the group stabilized.   
 
Workshops were initially scheduled to be 60 minutes in length, thinking participants would 
not want to attend longer sessions on weekends or evenings (the group meets the first 
Saturday of every month).  Participants, however, felt this left insufficient time to learn and 
to discuss new concepts.  The length expanded to 90 minutes, but discussions continued to 
carry over. 
 
Recruiting the exact number of participants provided challenges as well.  With fourteen 
interested parties, we lacked criteria for selecting the candidates who best met the criteria.  
This worked itself out by the first workshop since applicants dropped the program. Current 
participants suggested future groups include more enrollees and allow participants to help 
determine how to distribute incentives and matching funds if all enrollees complete the year.  
How this would be implemented needs further discussion. Formal criteria for selecting 
participants are being developed. 
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Lessons Learned 
 
In talkstory discussions we discovered participants found some of the workshop topics 
(budgeting, banking, and credit, in particular) a bit overwhelming, and participants were not 
given time or an opportunity to practice the concepts that were discussed.  Taking a lead 
from khanacademy.org, for 2013 we plan to produce short video workshops for the learning 
modules and offer access to those modules either online or via DVDs loaned to participants 
who lack internet access.  The group time will then be devoted to more interactive projects 
and hands-on work that supports the concepts. 
 
While we need to focus on the mechanics of saving and ways to budget more effectively, 
participants expressed a strong desire to explore ways to increase their income.  Areas we 
touched on, but will receive increased focus in the future, include ways to create passive 
income, start a micro-business, use existing skills or possessions to increase cash flow, and 
job search strategies. 
 
We underestimated the amount of interaction most group members preferred.  We thought 
the participants would become bored discussing financial topics at their monthly coaching 
session and at workshops, but found they quickly requested more information and more 
contact.  Weekly contact with participants kept them enthused and involved, so in June we 
moved to provide more interaction without overwhelming staff supporting the project.  Our 
goal is now to provide each participant weekly interaction: the monthly workshop the first 
week, a phone or email check-in from CCH with reminders about projects the second week, 
meet with their financial coach/counselor the third week, and the fourth week receive 
another quick check-in via email or mail from CCH with essays, articles, or links to videos 
on topics of particular interest. 
 
Allowing the participants to select topics for workshops (a month in advance) kept 
participants enthused and interested. Providing a list of possible topics worked best, though, 
during the first few workshops. 
 
Originally participants we considered offering in-home financial coaching. However, because 
two participants were homeless (one living in an emergency shelter and one living in a tent), 
coaching/counseling was offered at the HCA or CCH offices located in the central and 
northeastern areas of the island.  None of the participants requested for service in their 
homes, so future plans focus on provision of services in the office environment where 
supplies and tools are handy, and distractions are minimal. 
 
Topics arose that required more research than we anticipated. For example, participants 
want to develop a better understanding of the psychology of marketing and the psychology 
of spending. This gave us an opportunity to learn more and we continue to seek experts for 
future workshops. Because this is a rural area, we have used technology to bring subject-area 
experts to the group (for example, a recent workshop centered on a TED.com presentation) 
and anticipate using expanding that use with video teleconferencing. 
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Impact 
 
The neighbor island offices in Maui and Hawai‘i Counties are considering implementation of 
this program and meetings between CCH and HCA representatives are planned.  The O‘ahu 
office is considering expanding current asset building activities (such as Voluntary Income 
Tax Assistance) into an asset development program.  
 
In addition, participants were impacted in many ways: 
 

� All ten participants have workable budgets. 
� Four of six participants increased their credit scores, with an average increase 

of 30 points. For the other two participants, this data is not yet known. 
� Four of six participants who finished the program show a 20% or better 

increase in financial assets and all have deposited regularly into savings. For 
the other two participants, this data is not yet known.   

� All ten participants have retained housing. In the case of two homeless 
participants, both individuals are now housed.  

� Most (75%) of participants are paying 33% or less of their gross income for 
housing. 

� One client got out of a years-long payday loan cycle and has not secured a 
payday loan since starting the program. 

� One client on a fixed income reduced their past-due rent from $5,200 to 
$2,700 without receiving any financial assistance. 

� One client secured steady employment and has a goal of financing the 
construction of their first home. 

� One participant increased their income through starting a micro-enterprise. 
� One client who insisted they could not save money has been consistently 

depositing into a savings account for six months with no fund withdrawals. 
 
Group participants have repeatedly expressed the benefit of having a supportive group of 
peers with whom to learn and discuss general financial concepts. Initially this appeared to 
most as a stumbling block since they felt uncomfortable discussing money among strangers. 
However, all participants rated this peer interaction as more beneficial than they imagined, 
and considered this connection and support as a key component.   
 
Participants saw CCH as a vital link between the financial coaching of HCA and their 
current reality.  As one participant stated, “Catholic Charities has a perspective that takes 
into consideration the real world of the poor.”  As a result of this interaction, we observed 
participants assisting one another in non-financial ways. For example, one member who is 
retired listened to a young single mother describe how difficult it was to find time for her 
own art business (her source of a second income) after work because her small son needed a 
lot of attention.  The elder promptly volunteered to assist by providing childcare once or 
twice a month so the mother could focus on crafting and marketing her product. 
 



 

6 

Evaluation 
 
The following evaluation methods were used. 

 
� Pre-tests were given to participants during their enrollment.  Because none of 

the participants have completed their year in the program, the tests will not 
be re-administered until December. We are certain the participants will show 
improvements, but not sure this measurement is as effective as others we are 
using, including improved credit score, reduced debt, and regular saving. 

� Evaluations were conducted with participants in January, March, May, then 
monthly.   Participants discussed their needs and what worked/did not work.  
This feedback was particularly valuable and is shown under “Lessons 
Learned” above. Setting aside time to discuss the impact of the project with 
participants became a monthly practice and will continue as such. 

� Sharing information with other agencies and with the public did not work as 
well as we hoped because staff remained overwhelmed with work and unable 
to dedicate sufficient time to marketing.  We have, however, found 
participants are generally willing to sign media releases and HCA now has a 
VISTA volunteer who is assisting with marketing the program.  

� As part of our evaluation process we will complete a review of 
accomplishments in December, then again quarterly through 2013. 

 
Outcome measures.  Although we were disappointed that ten families enrolled in the 
program, and only six families were enrolled at the end, we found the project quite 
successful and believe implementing lessons-learned, particularly related to client contact and 
involvement, will improve enrollment and completion numbers in the future.   
 

Our Collaboration 
 
CCH worked collaboratively with Hawaiian Community Assets (HCA), a 501(c)3 nonprofit, 
HUD-approved housing counseling agency and community lending institution that builds 
the capacity of low- and moderate-income communities to achieve and sustain economic 
self-sufficiency with a particular focus on Native Hawaiians. HCA managed the financial 
aspects of the program and received modest compensation toward staff salaries while 
providing services exceeding the planned scope.  The collaboration has been beneficial for 
both agencies and for the community. 
 
The advice we would offer for organizations thinking about starting a similar program or 
project would be to do so with enthusiasm and willingness to change the curriculum to meet 
the needs of the participants.  In addition, the partnership between a financial services 
organization and a human/social services one creates a supportive environment for asset 
development that takes advantage of the skills of both fields.  
 
We would encourage others to start the program by completing a detailed, private financial 
analysis with participants, and to continue working individually with folks privately on 
financial challenges.  We would also encourage using the group/workshop time for hands-
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on work that involves a real project that teaches budgeting, planning, permitting/licensing, 
bill-paying, and working with others.   
 
Our group of participants came from varying backgrounds, educational levels, ages, political 
and spiritual beliefs, and values.  People with graduate degrees attended along with people 
who had not completed high school, and shared a great discomfort talking about money 
while all carried large financial challenges.  Half of the group members are of Native 
Hawaiian background and the other half Caucasian.  Of those enrolled, 75% lived on 
incomes that are 80% or less of the Adjusted Median Income (AMI) for Kaua‘i and half earn 
less than 50% of the AMI.  For us, the mix of educational background, income, and ethnicity 
added to the value of the group and we would encourage others to keep membership varied. 
We continue to be impressed by the ability of people with vastly different perspectives to 
positively support one another when given the opportunity to do so.  
 
We used a culturally relevant curriculum, Kahua Waiwai, developed by Hawaiian Community 
Assets, and that worked well for all participants. In other locations, we believe, linking the 
curriculum to cultural and historical community values can only improve the understanding 
and outcomes of participants.  
 
Finally, we started the project encouraging participants to dream by identifying their financial 
goals and then discussed using that dream as an anchor to help make decisions about 
spending for “wants” versus “needs.”   Starting participants with a positive focus helped 
immensely.  For 2013 we plan to focus on this even more, beginning at orientation and 
during the first workshop. 
 
Funding Overview (projected for year-end) 
Total Paid To Comments 
$5,000 Hawaiian Community 

Assets 
Financial Coaching (staff hours) 
Included 200+ hours of direct service 

$5,000 Catholic Charities Hawai‘i-
Kaua‘i  

Program Coordination (staff hours) 
Included 200+ hours of direct service 

$10,000 Program Participants  
$6,840 Savings Match  
$500 Micro-Enterprise Loan Fund  
$40 Incentive challenge  

$2,370 Additional Awards/Incentives Attendance, Performance 
$250 Year-End Award (most 

progress) 
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Kaua‘i Community Overview 
 
Kaua‘i County includes the islands of Kaua‘i, Ni‘ihau, Ka‘ula, and Lehua but the majority of 
services available are provided only on the island of Kaua‘i.  Kaua‘i County occupies about 
1,300 square miles, with half of that land and the other half water (the north-central Pacific 
ocean).   
 
The county is home to approximately 68,000 residents with a slightly larger percentage of 
children (18 and under) and elders (65 and better) than the rest of the state.  Reports from 
early in 2012 showed Kaua‘i has the highest unemployment in the state and experienced the 
largest percentage increase in homelessness in the state.  The population is about one-third 
white, one-third Asian, 10% Hawaiian, and the remaining 20% black, first nation/native 
American/Alaska native, and “other” or “mixed.”   
 
Among the top 10 employers, six are resorts/hotels, two are hospitals/medical service 
providers, and two are retail (Walmart and a supermarket chain).  The median home price 
varies widely by community, with Līhu‘e homes averaging $160,000 (with many 
condominiums) and North Shore/Hanalei homes selling for an average of $2,212,500.   The 
mean price for a detached home on island is $533,000.  The median monthly housing cost 
for homes (including condos) with a mortgage is $2,265.  The average monthly residential 
electric bill is $280 and lowest possible deposit to start electric service is $200 if you have 
good credit. 
 
Kaua‘i has a large number of illegal dwellings – often compounds that expand from a single 
home and just keep growing.  The largest city on island is Kapa‘a with a population of about 
25,000.  Each year about one million visitors – primarily from the U.S. Mainland, Canada, 
and Japan come to Kaua‘i, though O‘ahu, Maui, and the Big Island (Hawai‘i) are more 
popular travel destinations.   
 
 


