
Pittsburgh’s FOCs Are Helping Families Gain Financial Stability 
and Invest in Their Future.

As wages stagnate and debts rise for many Americans, just meeting basic needs becomes a struggle and the dream of getting ahead is elusive. 
In Pittsburgh, over 40% of all households would not be able to make ends meet if they were without income for three months – in other 

words, an unexpected job loss or sickness or even a major car repair would plunge them into financial crisis. 

Financial wellbeing is defined by Consumer Financial Protection Bureau as control over day-to-day, month-to-month finances; capacity to 
absorb a financial shock; financial freedom to make choices to enjoy life; and being on track to meet financial goals. With financial wellbeing 
comes reduced stress and the ability to pursue dreams of education, homeownership or business startup – the building of assets that lead to 
wealth that can be passed down to the next generation. This is especially critical for African-Americans in Pittsburgh, who own homes at 
only 61% the rate of whites, and who are twice as likely to be unemployed.
As important as income is to get ahead, a job alone does not always lead to long-term financial stability, especially for those with limited 
experience and skills. Employment alone cannot raise income enough to cover expenses; and without positive cash flow, debt increases. In 
addition to wages, families need tools for building credit and long-term, relational coaching toward savings and spending goals, which will 
increase their net worth and position them to move beyond survival to stability. 
It was this realization that led us to develop the local Financial Opportunity Centers (FOC).  The best way to improve families’ financial 
bottom line is by helping them to simultaneously boost earnings and 
reduce expenses. Families can raise income by finding and keeping a job 
and by participating in income-support programs for which they are 
eligible. But they also must bring expenses under control by budgeting and 
improving their credit scores. As they do, the net value of their earnings 
rises sharply, increasing their incentive to retain job, which results in 
eonomic stability.
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The FOC model is 
unique in that it 
bundles three 
services 
together 
to stabilize 
stressful 
circumstances, 
reinforce healthy 
habits and provide 
needed supports:

A recent survey of clients seeking services at 
oakland planning and development corp.’s JobLinks
showed that 52% had been turned down for 
financial services for having bad or no credit; 79% 
had no emergency savings; and 85% routinely spent
their entire paycheck the week They got it.
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While all services provided at the FOCs are available to all low-income 
residents, many of the clients have significant barriers to employment, 
such as criminal records, housing insecurity, limited experience 
and skills, lack of trustworthy child care, dependence on public 
transit or no access to a computer. The trusted and skilled 
FOC coaches help clients to overcome all these barriers 
and move along the path of financial stability.

Through a formal affiliation with LISC, we received 
technical support and funding that allowed us to create a 
local network of FOCs, formally launched in 2015 at three 
local employment/social service agencies. 

Client data from the first year reveals the early success of the
model. Of those who received just one service (such as employment 
coaching) alone, 34% had at least one key outcome, such as a job 
placement, or increase in net income, net worth or credit score. When
another service (such as financial coaching or income supports coaching) 
was added, 57% had a major outcome. Longer-term goals to be tracked in 2016 
include gains in credit scores and net worth. 

In just one year of operations, these three centers have provided bundled services to 526 individuals. 
363 people have obtained employment and 315 have increased their net income. These accomplishments are a 
significant increase from 2014, prior to FOC designation, when the three sites combined assisted 282 to obtain employment. 



opdc story:
The Impact of Great 
Coaching
“Clients often come to us with fires 
to put out immediately – credit card 
debt, student loans – and I can first act 
as counselor, showing them what the 
problem is and how to fix it. After we 
address the immediate concerns, we 
do an action plan that includes bud-
geting, saving and debt payoff. At the 
same time, they work with an employ-
ment specialist to get a job. Then they 
are ready to be coached.”

mvi story:
long-term relationships

with clients
“We talked about the expectations I 

had for my business. I went from 
having a rough idea of what I wanted 

to do, to where I am today. There were 
lots of bumps along the way. Samson 
helped me plan and to strategically 

expand the business.”

ncm story:
provision of bundled 

services through teamwork
“The best thing was the support I 

received. I had no direction. I didn’t 
know how I was going to live. I was 

kind of embarrassed at first; I worried 
about how they would look at me. 

Many people discriminate based on 
age and background, and don’t give 

a second chance to see you as a good 
worker. But the staff of the FOC look 
at people as people, not losers. They 

welcomed me with open arms. If they 
couldn’t help me then they’d tell me 

where to go for help.” 

Financial Opportunity Centers: At Work On The Ground
Our experience in Pittsburgh has affirmed the national success story. Rather than just providing financial education workshops or 
assisting with job searches, FOC coaches help clients to increase wages, access benefits, build credit and reduce expenses, leading 
to positive cash flow and the ability to cover basic household expenses. When families see their wages go further and have their 
basic needs met, they are more stable in their jobs and have an incentive to keep earning and saving for emergencies. Receiving   
                              continued coaching on credit-building and cash flow as income grows allows FOC clients to tap 
                                  into mainstream financial products and services and access credit. Continued employment 
                                                          coaching allows them to access training and develop new skills, 
                                                      pushing income even further and allowing for saving and investing 
                                                                                                    in their futures.



opdc story | The Impact of Great Coaching
“Coaching” has gained momentum as an innovative and effective strategy for delivering financial and employment services. Unlike traditional counseling and 
case management, coaching begins with the mindset that all individuals are already “creative, resourceful and whole”—and that clients have the ability to draw 
on this resourcefulness to set short- and long-term goals and take steps along the path to achieve those goals. 

Shay Port, financial coach at the FOC at Oakland Planning and Development Corporation’s JobLinks program, agrees that the coaching model works. “Clients 
often come to us with fires to put out immediately – credit card debt, student loans – and I can first act as counselor, showing them what the problem is and how 
to fix it. After we address the immediate concerns, we do an action plan that includes budgeting, saving and debt payoff. At the same time, they work with an 
employment specialist to get a job. Then they are ready to be coached.” 

This was the way it worked for Natasha Sayles, an energetic 29-year-old single mom of an eight-year-old son. Natasha told us, “I’d been jumping from job to job 
since I was 16 and even after college never found something I loved. When I was between jobs and relying on welfare, I was given several options of places to 
go for employment services. I chose JobLinks because I knew I needed financial coaching. I’ve made bad financial decisions. I knew nothing about credit. I was 
close to bankruptcy.” Shay worked with Natasha to get into an income-based student loan repayment program. They created a budget and walked together to the 
bank to open a checking and savings account. 

At the same time, Natasha worked with Christopher Kendall, employment specialist, to find a job. They worked on her resume and Natasha applied for positions 
she thought she’d enjoy, landing with a health care customer service job. After stabilizing her income and getting some relevant work experience, she applied for 
a new job with better benefits. She’s eagerly awaiting the job offer, knowing that if she doesn’t get this one, she has the skills and the support she needs to succeed.

Christopher says, “There is no magic wand. It takes commitment and openness to learning new things. It takes staying in contact with us.” Shay adds, “I told 
Natasha that it’s normal to experience setbacks and get depressed; it happens to all of us. She’s been able to keep up her commitment and follow through.”  

As coaches, Shay and Christopher provide encouragement and information when needed and the assistance to set realistic
goals; but the responsibility to work toward those goals rests with Natasha. She confidently speaks about those goals 
and knows she’ll reach them. “I want better things for myself and my son. My hope is to get this new job and be 
employed long-term. I want to get my credit up and keep it good. I want to pay off my car. I want to get more 
education.”  

When asked about the most important benefit of the FOC to her, Natasha didn’t hesitate: 

“The support for me was number one. They opened up a whole new world for me that I 
knew nothing about. At first I felt very vulnerable, uncomfortable, embarrassed. But
they didn’t make me feel like just a client. It didn’t matter that I was on welfare. They 
were not intimidating. They made me feel that I am qualified, I am smart. I just needed 
confidence and resources. They gave me all that.”



opdc story | The Impact of Great Coaching mvi story | long-term relationships with clients
Successful FOCs are attuned to the importance of working with clients over the long term. The key here is to make sure that the FOC services are relevant to 
the client at various stages of life—whether they are unemployed or working. Because FOCs are inherently relationship-based rather than transactional, coaches 
strive to build a lasting connection where clients feel comfortable returning to the organization as their personal financial goals evolve throughout the years.  

Al Bachy, a trained chef who became dissatisfied in the food industry, was looking for something new. While working for a landscaping company for a year, he 
learned the various components of the job and was promoted to management positions. When he lost his job, he dreamed of owning his own business yet wasn’t 
sure about taking the plunge. A new job as a shop helper at a trucking equipment company exposed him to snowplows and dump trucks; and as he learned 
about purchasing and maintenance, he kept the dream alive. Starting with cutting a few neighbors’ grass on the weekends, he was offered regular contracts. After 
a few months, he quit his job, bought a truck and eventually hired two full-time and two part-time staff, allowing him to compete for residential and commercial 
contracts. His business, Al Bachy Landscape, now has 60 customers. He’s 26 years old. 

When he walked into the FOC at Mon Valley Initiative and first met with senior workforce development specialist/financial coach Samson Murage, Al had 
$30,000 in school debt and knew that in order to buy the equipment needed to start his own business, he’d get even further into 
debt. He needed to prioritize his debt and improve his credit while working on his business plan. He got the support from 
Samson to make and stick to a plan to pay bills and steadily expand the business, one contract at a time. 

“We talked about the expectations I had for my business. I went from having a rough idea of what 
I wanted to do, to where I am today. There were lots of bumps along the way. Samson helped me 
plan and to strategically expand the business.”  -al bachy

Tracey Reaves, director of workforce at MVI, appreciates the work Al has done to get this far. “He stepped out in 
belief to pursue his business. He had a plan and followed through. I’m really proud of him.” Al agrees that while 
it’s been difficult, he’s received support at every step of the way. “MVI doesn’t give freebies. They have expectations 
everyone needs to meet.” His new goals for the business are to buy another truck and continue to expand. His 
personal financial goals are to be debt-free in 30 years and retire at age 50. 

FOC coaches respond to clients’ needs over time, sometimes over several years, as goals are met and new ones identified. Early, 
urgent needs often include job readiness and credit building. As clients gain employment, money management skills and confidence, they build the resources to 
manage issues independently, and check in with their coach only as new goals are identified – for example, to pursue homeownership, higher education, the next 
step on their career ladder or retirement savings. Coaches encourage their clients to stay engaged by inviting them to return as alumni guests to celebrate their 
success, share their strategies and peer-mentor with current clients; or by offering financial products such as the credit-building LISC Twin Account matching 
loan. When Al has job openings for his landscaping business, he talks with the MVI team for referrals to good candidates. Building from their experience with 
Al, MVI has started entrepreneur workshops to offer assistance to the FOC clients who have started micro-businesses. 

Al has become a confident business owner who talks with pride and passion about his product and his customers’ satisfaction. “The phone rings every day. My 
customers are from all walks of life, from a $20 job cutting someone’s grass to $10,000 worth of work. The success scares me; I won’t have a day off for months. 
But I’m not building someone else’s pocket; I’m building my own. When the customer says, ‘My yard looks like PNC Park’ – that’s the goal.” 
Al’s coach, Samson, beams. “Now when he talks, you can see his passion and you can tell he loves it. He’s doing it; he’s living it.” 



ncm story | provision of bundled services through teamwork
The basis of the FOC model is intentional integration of the three core services: employment assistance, financial coaching and access to public benefits. 
Analysis of data from the 80-site national network, as well as our three FOCs in Pittsburgh, shows that clients receiving bundled services are more likely to 
improve their outcomes and become more financially secure than those receiving just one service. At the FOCs, individualized support is reinforced when 
coaches work together to assist clients to tackle immediate stressors and gain the confidence and ability they need to reach their own goals. Incremental financial 
goals such as debt reduction, credit repair and positive net income are met through combined improvements made in 
employment, benefits and financial management. With increased financial security comes the capability to build 
long-term wealth through the building of assets such as education and retirement investments.  

Rhonda Gethers, who lost a clerical job she held for nearly 13 years, didn’t know where to turn. Her first efforts at 
a job search left her in shock. “You need technical expertise to navigate computer systems. And an associates’ 
degree just to be a secretary. All the applications are online. To be 59 years old and starting over is terrifying.” 

Rhonda started by going to the PA CareerLink location at Goodwill of Southwestern Pennsylvania. She learned 
that she would receive unemployment compensation for only six months. She enrolled in an office skills training 
program at the Goodwill Employment Training Center, a seven-month course. From there, she was referred to the 
Financial Opportunity Center at Northside Common Ministries, which is a program of Goodwill. With a complete 
loss of income looming, she knew she needed to reduce her expenses, access short-term benefits and aggressively pursue
a job search. She was able to get help with all three at the FOC. 

Karen Wagner, financial counselor, and Clare Hann, benefits specialist, provided Rhonda with information about how to access health insurance, food stamps 
and utility assistance. She also began meeting with Ed Boehme, employment specialist, each Friday at the FOC for more than six months. Ed helped Rhonda 
tweak her resume and apply online for several jobs each week until she was offered a position as a front desk receptionist by Goodwill at their main location in 
Lawrenceville. Clare then stepped in again to provide her with a reduced-cost bus pass to enable her to get to work.

“We often work in tandem,” says Ed. “Clare and I gave moral support to Rhonda for the job search, and Karen helped her with her finances. Being an older 
worker reentering the workforce is difficult, and we all reassured her that she was doing well.” Her progress, according to Ed, was due to her own diligence. “She 
was aggressive. She took the lead, was always on time, prepared and ready to work.” 

Rhonda is grateful for the attention and assistance she received from the staff of the FOC and appreciates the way Karen, Clare and Ed work together as a team. 

“The best thing was the support I received. I had no direction. I didn’t know how I was going to live. I was kind of embarrassed at first; I worried about 
how they would look at me. Many people discriminate based on age and background, and don’t give a second chance to see you as a good worker. But the 
staff of the FOC look at people as people, not losers. They welcomed me with open arms. If they couldn’t help me then they’d tell me where to go for 
help.”  -Rhonda Gethers

Now that she has a job she enjoys, Rhonda is clear about her next goal. Her housing payments take up most of her income, and she knows she must move to 
a more affordable apartment. And after a year, she plans to transition to a position with more hours. While she knows she still has work to do, she’s no longer 
afraid of the future and credits her time spent at the FOC. “I had Ed’s undivided attention. We worked hard and diligently and I feel so much more confident 
now. After working with him I can apply for jobs myself. I am so proud. she says, “I’m overwhelmed and grateful. I don’t know how to repay them.”



ncm story | provision of bundled services through teamwork We are extremely grateful to our funders. 
Without you, this work is truly not possible. Thank you to 

the following organizations for providing the resources to help 
low and moderate income families build assets and attain 

financial stability and upward mobility.


